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To: Barbie


 


 


She was not fragile like a flower. She was fragile like a bomb.


 


―UNKNOWN


 


 






 




CHAPTER ONE


January 19th.


 


The night before.


Judge Campbell’s Residence. West Austin.


CAT stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. A few more lines around her eyes than she’d like and a few too many freckles across her nose. A good cover-up would fix the freckles. Nothing could fix the line. No gray hair, at least not yet. Still dark red with lots of natural highlights. The gray might be on its way—coming in fast and furious after tomorrow.


Forty-seven years old and tomorrow she’d be the new Governor of Texas. And after the swearing-in ceremony and the official dinner and all the formal hoop-de-do, she’d be moving to the Governor’s mansion on Colorado Street. Some pretty impressive people had lived there before her. Sam Houston, George W. Bush, Miriam Ferguson. Would she measure up? Or would she show the people of Texas they’d made a horrible mistake?


Was she ready for her new life? A life where every move she made, every word she spoke in public, every outfit she wore would be recorded, filmed, photographed, judged and open to public scrutiny.


Frightening—that’s what it was. From tomorrow morning on, her life would be an open book. She had to assure that it would be a book she wouldn’t be ashamed to have people read. Funny when it came down to it, how much did it matter what anybody thought of her? Only one person’s opinion counted anymore. Why?


Tomorrow would be a long and stressful day and sleep was what she needed most—if sleep was possible, she was so wound up. Her cell rang in the bedroom and she hurried out of the ensuite to grab it from her dressing table. “Hi.”


“Can I come over?”


“Not a good idea. There could be media people already stationed outside watching the house.”


“I’ll be discreet. No one will see me. Leave the garden doors unlocked in the dining room.”


“Umm… I need sleep before my big day tomorrow. I don’t want to be on flat screens all over the US with bags under my eyes.”


“I’ll see that you get plenty of sleep. Plus, I’ll supply other necessities you need and…enjoy.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE sat in his office staring at the e-mails on his screen. He ran the Blackmore Agency from his renovated Victorian mansion located in the East Cesar Chavez area of the city of Austin, and on any given day he received hundreds of e-mails. From Powell Corp., the billion-dollar business he ran with his mother, Annie, dozens from Powell and Associates—his legal firm left to him by his step-father, (now expanded to three branches), and from the Blackmore Agency, his and Jesse Quantrall’s effort against violent crime in Texas.


A gentle tapping sounded on the closed door, then Misty stuck her head in. “Are you busy, sweetheart? What do you think of this one?”


This is the fourth dress she’s modelled for me.


“Looks gorgeous on you, Mist. I love you in blue with your long, blonde curls.”


She twirled around once and smiled.


“Do you know what Cat’s wearing?” he asked.


Misty inhaled a little too quickly. “I should have found that out first, shouldn’t I?” She moved closer to the desk, the way only Misty moved—floating silently on air like a hovercraft in a female body—unnerving to anyone not aware of her powers. “Can you call her?”


Blaine laughed. “You’re kidding me, right?”


“She’s your best friend. She dotes on you.”


Blaine shook his long black hair and his bandana flopped onto the desk. “No, she doesn’t.” He glanced at the time on his computer. Ten after ten. He picked up his cell and before he could press a contact, it rang in his hand. It startled him.


“Hey, sweetie, I’m nervous. I just wanted to hear your voice.”


“Don’t tell me, I’m the grounding factor in your world.”


“Something like that.”


“What are you wearing tomorrow?”


Cat giggled. “Why? Are we wearing matching outfits?”


“It’s not me that’s concerned. Misty doesn’t want to be arrested by the fashion police.”


“Green is my best color.”


“Red hair, green eyes. I got it.”


“What color is Mrs. Powell wearing?”


“Damned if I know. She wears whatever she wants and has never once consulted me,” said Blaine.


“She has an unlimited budget,” said Cat. “That fact alone makes me nervous.”


“I don’t think you’re exactly starving, and why are you worrying? Is there going to be some red-carpet bullshit I don’t know about?”


Cat giggled again, and Blaine thought he could hear somebody talking to her in the background.


“I better go, sweetness. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


“You will.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE sat at the kitchen island at Coulter-Ross enjoying a beer with Declan. On staff the past few years as her medic, he attended to illnesses and injuries of the boys in the safe-house who were unable to leave the property because of their paroles.


“Did you try your tux on, sugar pop?” asked Annie.


“They measured me in the shop,” said Dec. “I’m sure it will be a perfect fit, and why worry? No one looks at the men anyway. Why would they with all the glam that will be going on? What are you wearing or is it a surprise to all of Texas?”


Annie giggled. “Doesn’t matter what I wear, all eyes will be on Judge Catherine Campbell, the new Governor.”


“Hope it isn’t four years of hell for young Blaine,” said Dec. “He’s the one who has to work with her.”


“I wasn’t happy when he committed to her publicly on TV,” said Annie, “but it might work out. She doesn’t give off a trustworthy vibe—at least not to me.”


“Tomorrow’s her first day. Let’s give the lady a chance before we burn her at the stake.”


“Yeah, let’s.” Annie tipped up her Lone Star and finished it. “Let’s have another one.”


“Your wish…” Dec winked at her.


“Jesse will be going,” said Annie, as she pulled two more Lone Stars out of the Sub-Zero. “He’s part of the Blackmore Agency and he’ll have to be there.”


“Will his presence bother you?”


“Not much. I’ll always love Jesse, even though he’s never gotten his act together as my husband, my lover, or even my boyfriend, many moons ago. He has no clue how to have a relationship. He loves me, but he insists on living at his own ranch and raising his daughter over there. Can I accept that? Not really, but there’s not a damn thing I can do about it. I can’t leave fifty people stranded over here at Coulter-Ross without jobs or a home.” Annie shrugged. “What am I going to do?”


Declan grinned. “You’re going to forget about Jesse Quantrall and show me what you’re wearing tomorrow. Judge Catherine Campbell will come in second no matter how she tries to steal the show.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE tucked Charity into her crib and read her a story. She had turned one in October, and was only beginning to say a few words, but Jesse felt it was important to read to her to get her used to a bedtime routine. And he also did it because it was Annie’s routine with Jackson and Lucy, and Charity had become part of it when they lived at Coulter-Ross. Should he have stayed there with his wife and raised his daughter there, or was he correct in thinking, Charity should be raised on Quantrall land—land that would belong to her someday?


He was busy today with horses in the arena and hadn’t phoned Annie to see if they were going together to Judge Campbell’s inauguration.


Should he call her now? He’d better. He switched off the light in Charity’s room and moved next door into his own bedroom, sat on the end of the bed and scrolled to Annie’s number. She answered on the second ring.


“Hey, cowboy, what’s up?”


“I wondered about tomorrow. The inauguration, I guess I’m expected to go,” he said, “I’m on the list of the Blackmore Agency people. Are we going together?”


“Sure, can do,” said Annie with no hesitation. “Dec is going as my escort because I’m invited, and I didn’t want to go alone, but come over and we’ll all go together.”


I didn’t call and now she’s going with Dec.


“I should have called earlier in the week, Ace. I’m sorry, I didn’t think of it.”


“No problem. It’s not like it will be a fun night at Boots or anything. We just have to tolerate it and see it through for Blaine.”


 “For a little while there a few months back, I didn’t think he was going to support her,” said Jesse. “They were having words.”


“I’m not a big fan of the red-head,” said Annie, “but I don’t have to work with her.”


Jesse chuckled. “What time should I come over?”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE had a little impromptu meeting in the kitchen after Misty went upstairs to bed. She had her own house and didn’t officially live with him, but she was there most of the time, along with her dog, Hoodoo, a big Bernese Mountain dog.


Farrell sat down at the table with a beer in his hand. “What’s up. Nice of you to wait until the game was over, bro.”


Blaine’s foster brother, Farrell Donovan, lived and worked with him. They were hardly ever separated. Lately, Farrell had been working out like a madman—since his breakup with Mary Polito—and had bulked up considerably. His weight was close to two hundred now. Six feet tall with long sandy hair, the two of them looked nothing alike.


There were several other members on the Agency team, but they lived elsewhere.


“Did you ask Mary to be your date for the inauguration?” asked Blaine.


“Uh huh, I did. Not so much for the date thing, but I thought she would want to have the inside track to write the whole thing up for her column in the paper.”


“I agree. She can get a more personal take on the whole process if she’s there as an invited guest and not part of the press mob.” 


“That’s what I told her.”


“I bet you didn’t have to twist her arm. I see how she looks at you, when you’re in the same room. You two are missing each other.”


Farrell nodded. “We are, but it’s better this way. Never gonna be any different for us. She wants to get married and have a family because she’s close to thirty. I’m twenty-three, and I’m not ready. The age difference is never gonna change.” Farrell tipped up his beer. “Same for you and Misty. That’s why you had your last breakup. Same thing.”


Blaine nodded. It was the same. He was fond of Misty, and thought he might love her, but she was too old for him. Farrell was right. It would never change.






 




CHAPTER TWO


January 20th.


Inauguration Day.


 


Judge Campbell’s Residence. West Austin.


CAT was awake before dawn pacing the floor in her room and wearing a path in the carpet. Her nerves were on edge and she wanted a drink but knew she couldn’t have one. There would have to be a lot of changes in her personal life if the next four years were to be successful. Self-sacrifice and hard work were the watchwords.


And not a lot of sex or a lot of partners. Ugly rumors could spring up and swirl around the Capitol and kill any chance she might have of re-election. Re-election? She laughed out loud. Here she was thinking of running again, and she didn’t even have day one under her belt.


Reggie wanted to get married and that might be the best thing. If she had a husband—even one she didn’t love—there would be no rumors about her love interests or who she was seeing—no fifty shades of fantasy in the Governor’s mansion for the media to sensationalize. She’d have to rethink his proposal as a safety measure and a means to an end.


First, she’d run it by Blaine. He was her sounding board and her lifeline. Blaine didn’t know about her affair with Reggie, and she had to tell him—soon. Reg worked for Blaine—one of his attorneys at Powell and Associates—and if Blaine—she called him ‘the short fuse’—found out before she told him, there would be another blowup and yet another trust issue. The boy was big on trust. She’d found that out the hard way.


Something else she’d discovered the hard way when she’d tried to outmaneuver him, Blaine Blackmore-Powell held all the cards. The power in Texas was his for the taking. She could not afford to piss him off.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE let the dogs out the back door into the recently landscaped yard, then padded barefoot to the kitchen in search of coffee. Carm was an early riser. She was up and dressed and coffee was brewed and sitting on the warmer.


Blaine gave her a hug and spoke to her in Spanish. “Are you excited about going to Cat’s inauguration?”


She shrugged. “Maybe a little.”


“It will be boring.” He flopped his head forward. “You will fall asleep.”


She giggled. “Your madre will be there, and she will make me laugh.”


“That’s true.” Blaine smiled, thinking of Annie. “Mom will make you laugh.”


Carmelita Flores was like a second mother to him. He had dated Carm’s daughter in a past life, and when Fabiana died on assignment for the DEA, Blaine moved into this house with Carm to keep her company. Things changed, he’d purchased the house and renovated it and now they were family.


Farrell dragged into the kitchen in his Harley boxers and plopped down at the table, holding a pack of Marlboroughs in his hand. “What time do we have to go to the thing?”


“It starts at noon, and then there’s a reception later in the afternoon, then drinks after that and then dinner.”


“Jesus.” Farrell screwed up his unshaven face. “We’ll be there all fuckin day. What time do we eat?”


“I guess we’ll eat when they tell us to,” said Blaine. “Eat a good breakfast so you don’t pass out.”


“Is Travis going with us or with Ginny?”


“He’s picking Doctor Rodriguez up at her place and meeting us there,” said Blaine, “He’s her date but more of an escort and only for today, so he says.”


“Is Cat gonna have a date?”


Blaine shrugged. “Don’t know. I guess she could if she wanted one. I’m sure the new Lieutenant Governor will be bringing his wife.”


“What time is the parade?” Misty floated into the kitchen and put the kettle on for tea. She was gone just as quickly out the door, across the foyer into the front parlor where the flat screen was located. Carm followed her with a bowl of eggs in her hand.


“Guess we won’t get any breakfast until the parade is over,” grumbled Farrell.


“Get some coffee and pop down some toast to tide you over,” said Blaine. “You need nourishment. You’re mean and vicious as a wolverine when you’re hungry. It’s gonna be a hell day on its own without you pointing out how much fun we ain’t having.”


Farrell laughed at Blaine as he rummaged through Carm’s perfectly organized pantry for a loaf of bread. He found a loaf and popped down four slices of bread.


 


STATE CAPITOL, Austin.


“I DO solemnly swear I will support the Constitution of the United States and the Constitution and laws of the State of Texas, and that I will faithfully discharge the duties of the Governor to the best of my ability.”


Cat sounded more nervous than Blaine had ever heard her. He might be nervous too, in a similar situation. He hoped to hell and back he never had to find out. He hated crowds, and this was a huge fucker of a mob packed into the Governor’s Reception Room, even though he was one of the lucky ones near the front with his crew and his family.


Pictures now. The Chief Justice was affixing the seal and making everything official.


Jesus, I hope she can hold it together for four years.


A roar went up, the new Governor, a fashion statement in an elegant emerald green dress and matching jacket, smiled and stepped in front of the mic to make her first official speech.


Hope it goes over well. I spent hours writing it.


 


“WHERE TO from here?” asked Farrell when the speech was over, and the crowd was flowing like a tidal wave on to the next event.


“Hope it’s somewhere with a bar,” said Annie. “It was hot in there with all those people too close to me. I could use a beer.”


“She made a good speech,” said Jesse. “Damn good. Don’t know when I’ve heard better.”


“Thanks,” said Blaine.”


Jesse raised an eyebrow. “You write it, Blacky?”


Blaine shrugged. “Somebody had to.”


Annie giggled. “Doesn’t she have a speech writer?”


“She needs a better one,” said Blaine.


“I’m following the crowd,” said Farrell, “Hope they know where they’re going.” He grabbed Mary’s hand and pulled her closer. “Don’t get caught in the stampede, Miss Mary.”


Mary Polito, Farrell’s ex was a petite dark-haired girl who worked as a journalist for the Austin paper. Pretty, smart and serious about her career, she loved Farrell madly, but she played the marriage card too soon and Farrell bolted right out of the relationship.


Farrell found their table in the dining room and pointed to the bar in the corner of the room. “I’m getting a beer. What can I get you, Miss Mary?”


Mary smiled sweetly at Farrell like she always did. “White wine, please. I’m wearing a dress so I’m in my refined mode.”


“I’m not,” said Annie, “I’ll come with you, sugar pop and carry beer.”


“You look gorgeous, Mom.” Farrell slipped an arm around her waist. “You’re the most beautiful woman in this building.” He stopped and chuckled. “I should have said in all of Texas, because all the important people from all over Texas are here now, at this moment.”


Annie leaned up and kissed him. “You are my sweet baby boy. Do you know how much I love you?”


“The feeling is mutual, Mom.” He tilted his head to the right, “The Governor is circulating. Should we say howdy?”


“Sure,” said Annie, “let’s do it.”


Cat was engaged in conversation with a handsome man in a tuxedo when they approached. She was speaking in low tones, and the conversation might have been personal. She looked up and smiled. “Donovan. Don’t you look handsome in a tux.”


“Congrats, Governor.” He tugged Annie forward. “You know my Mom?”


Cat nodded, and the green eyes flashed. “Mrs. Powell.”


Annie offered her hand, “Congratulations, Governor Campbell. I hope you have a productive and successful four years in office.”


“Thank you so much, Mrs. Powell. Nice of you to come, and may I say that is a gorgeous suit.”


“Thank you for noticing.”


Cat moved on and Farrell escorted Annie to the bar. “Why did she sound like she didn’t like you?” he asked. “I could hear the edge in her voice and she doesn’t even know you, does she?”


“Nope, but I’m betting she will soon.”


“Oh, shit, Mom. Is it going to be one of those cat fights where two women scratch each other’s eyes out?”


“It will be if she tries to use you or Blaine for her own purposes while she’s in office. Her four years will be cut short. Very short.”


“Fuck, let’s get a beer and get back to the table.”


“Don’t forget Mary’s white wine.”


Annie returned to the table with Farrell on her heels carrying the drinks.


Jesse took one look at her and asked, “Everything all right, Ace? You look a little flushed.”


“Sure, cowboy. Just gave my congratulations to the woman of the hour. I’m ready to party now.”


Blaine raised a black eyebrow and looked to Farrell for some insight. Farrell shook his head.


“I haven’t done that yet,” said Ginny. “I guess it would be the polite thing to do.”


Travis shook his head. “Plenty of time for that, Gin. You might need a drink before you take that task on.”


Doctor Rodriguez laughed. “You might be right, Travis.” She patted his arm and Annie glared.


Declan noticed and smiled at his date.


Jesse noticed Declan paying attention to Annie and stood up. “I’m going out for a smoke before the food comes. Anybody with me?”


Blaine, Farrell and Travis were on their feet.


 


AFTER the soup, salad, and pasta, came the main course. Farrell was going strong, but the ladies’ appetites were dwindling before the Cornish game hens arrived.


Carm leaned over and asked Blaine in Spanish about the main course and he tried to tell her what it was.


“Si,” she smiled and nodded. “the recipe is in Martha’s cookbook.”


Blaine nodded. Annie had gifted Carm with a half dozen popular cookbooks translated into Spanish at Christmas. “Are you having fun?” He reached for the table wine and refilled Carm’s glass and Misty’s too.


“Si.”


Carm was wearing a new black dress that fit her perfectly, and she’d worn her gorgeous black hair down long. Around her neck she wore the filigreed gold cross Blaine had given her for her birthday. She’d never looked lovelier.


The head table was in plain view and Annie, sitting between Carm and Declan, tried to identify the guests. “Do you like the new Lieutenant Governor?” she asked Blaine. “What’s his name?”


“Templeton Stokes,” said Blaine. “Seems okay, but I’ve only met him once before.”


“Maybe he’ll be what the red-head needs to keep her straight,” said Annie.


Blaine tipped up his beer and finished it. “Hope so.”


 


Governor’s Mansion.


“HOW long do we have to stay at the party, boss?” asked Travis as they approached the front door of the historic residence. “I’m about done for today. Not back to full power yet.”


They stood in a long line of guests while security checked the invitations. A cold January evening to be standing around outside. Blaine wore only a tux and sorely missed his leather jacket.


“You and Ginny go home if you want to, Trav. I thought Ginny would be keen to go to the private party because so many of these people are her friends. She travels in the political circle and knows all the guests.”


“She hasn’t enjoyed much of the day.” Travis leaned closer and whispered, “Knowing it should have been her the people of Texas elected and not Judge Campbell could have something to do with it.”


Blaine nodded. “Yeah, I guess so.”


“I’ll stay for an hour if she wants to, but I’m ready to call it a night.”


The women had gone in ahead while the men parked the vehicles and in the interim the line had grown longer. Once past security at the door they stepped into the expansive foyer.


Emily, one of the housekeepers greeted Blaine with a smile. “Mr. Blackmore, nice to see you again.”


“Hi, Emily, it’s been a while.”


“I still miss Governor Richardson,” she whispered.


Blaine nodded. “Me too. Let me know if your new boss doesn’t treat you right.”


Emily giggled. “I will.”


Blaine stopped to shake hands with Chief Calhoun and say hello to the Chief’s wife. Calhoun was in the middle of an update from Travis on his gunshot wound when Blaine noticed a familiar face working his way through the crowd. One of the attorneys from Powell and Associates, his law firm downtown—Reg Bromwell.


What’s he doing here?


Blaine made eye contact, Reg nodded that he’d seen him, and made his way through the throng to shake hands with his boss. “Blaine, nice to see you. Exciting day, isn’t it?”


Reg Bromwell was a well-tailored attorney in his early fifties, dark hair with a little silver showing, slim and fit with a dark golfer’s tan. At the office, he specialized in tax matters and tax shelters. He’d brought a lot of new business to the firm and was well respected. Blaine had been given only the best reports on Reg Bromwell.


“You here alone?” asked Blaine when he didn’t notice a woman with him.


“Actually, could I have a minute? I want to get something out of the way.”


“Sure. Is it private?”


Reg nodded. “Yes, it is. Let’s step into the sitting room across the way, it looks less crowded.” Reg entered through the open French doors and crossed the spacious room to the windows that overlooked Colorado Street.


Blaine followed and waited for it.


“I don’t know how you’ll feel about this, Blaine, and I realize Catherine wanted to speak to you first.” He paused, then went for it. “I’ve been seeing Judge Campbell for several months and I’ve asked her to marry me.”


Blaine raised an eyebrow wondering what other gems Cat was keeping from him. “Has she given you an answer?”


“No, we’ve barely had time to discuss it. I should have waited. There’s too much happening for her at the moment. The wedding won’t happen anytime soon, I’m afraid we’ll have to wait.”


“But you sound anxious for it to happen,” said Blaine. He offered his hand. “Congratulations, Reg. Whatever you two decide has little to do with me.”


Reg flashed a perfect set of teeth and gave a little laugh. “You’re kidding me, right? Catherine would never make a major move without running it by you first. You are the be all and end all to her. You must know that. And by the way, her speech today—mind blowing. I’ve heard a lot of positive remarks about it and I’m guessing I’m one of the few people aware of who wrote it for her.”


“Glad to help out.”


“Help out, boss?” Reg shook his head. “You took her to a different level today. Raised her up in the eyes of those who were non-believers in Judge Campbell as Governor of Texas.”


“Thank you for saying so,” said Blaine.


Misty entered the sitting room searching for Blaine and he gave her a wave. “Misty, over here.”


She floated across the thick carpet, smiled and stood close to him, linking her arm through his. In her high-heeled boots and with her mass of curly hair, she was a couple inches taller than Blaine. 


Blaine introduced her. “This is Misty. Reg Bromwell is one of the attorneys at Powell and Associates.”


“Nice to meet you, sir,” drawled Misty in her Louisiana twang.


“You look beautiful tonight, Misty,” said Reg. “Blaine is a lucky man.”


Misty colored slightly and thanked him for the compliment.


Blaine watched Misty’s face change expression as she studied Reg and knew she was picking up a vibe of some sort from the attorney. Blaine had been with Misty long enough to recognize the signs.


Reg took his leave and crossed the room to mingle with the other guests. As soon as he was out of earshot, Blaine asked, “What was it, sweetheart? What’s up with Reg?”


“Are there security people outside?”


“Tons of them. Lots of extras for the occasion.”


Misty spoke in a whisper. “I don’t know why, but Mr. Bromwell is carrying a lot of cash and I had a flash of him getting mugged.”


Always surprised by Misty’s gift, Blaine took a moment to think about it. “I’ll have Farrell keep an eye on him.”


Misty took his hand. “Farrell’s at the buffet with Carm.”


“Jeeze, how can he eat again?”


Misty giggled. “Declan’s eating again too.”


Blaine had almost made it to the dining room to round up his people when Cat waylaid him and introduced him to a bunch of people he had no interest in meeting. Or at first, thought he didn’t want to meet them.


“This is my long time associate and friend, Davis Raney, heading up U.S. Marshall Services here in Texas,” she said with a big smile.


Raney was fiftyish, tall and ramrod straight. He was tanned and had the build of a marathon runner.


Blaine felt his heart pound out an extra beat as he offered his hand. “Fantastic to meet you, sir,” said Blaine.


Raney smiled at Blaine’s enthusiasm. “It is?”


“Absolutely. May I have a card?”


“Of course. We haven’t crossed paths up until now, but I’ve always wanted to meet you, and who knows what the future will bring.”


“I’ll be in touch this week,” said Blaine.


Raney raised an eyebrow. “Looking forward to it.”


 


FARRELL watched Reg Bromwell with interest the rest of the evening. After Blaine had filled him in on Cat’s secret boyfriend, Farrell enjoyed observing the secret little chats Bromwell had with Cat every chance he got—when he thought nobody was looking.


After gallons of alcohol and tons of food were consumed, the festivities wound down and most of the guests headed home to their beds. Farrell followed Reg Bromwell to his car to insure he got there safely—the flash Misty had seen was outside in the street.


Parked a couple of blocks away from the mansion, Bromwell walked at a steady pace, looking behind him several times as if he expected somebody to be following him. Farrell was a cop and he knew the signs—Bromwell was guilty of something.


Pitch dark except for the streetlights along Colorado, Farrell didn’t see a single soul. He kept far enough back in the shadows of the massive oaks so Bromwell didn’t see him.


Bromwell approached a black Beemer and pressed the key fob. He stopped and as he reached for the door handle, out of a space between two buildings on the same side of the street stepped two men dressed in black. They grabbed Bromwell, one on each arm, and dragged him backwards towards the alleyway.


Farrell broke into a run and hollered, “Stop. Police officer. Get your hands in the air. Let go of him, or I’ll shoot you both.”


Farrell pointed his SW as he closed the gap. He was almost there.


Bromwell yelled and hollered as he struggled to get loose from his captors. One of the guys in black pushed Bromwell out of the way, pulled a gun from his waistband, turned and fired at Farrell. Farrell returned fire and shot him in the head.


The body fell at Bromwell’s feet. He yelped in fear and ran for his car as the other guy in black took off running away. Farrell fired one more shot, hit the guy in the leg and he bit the dirt.


Farrell caught up to Bromwell as he was slipping behind the wheel of the Beemer to make his getaway. “You’ll have to stay here, sir. Until you give a statement, I’d like you to remain at the scene.”


“But I don’t want any of this shedding a bad light on Catherine,” he said.


“Somebody tried to mug you,” said Farrell. “Not your fault and not hers no matter how it looks.”


“Guess not,” he mumbled.


“Did you know those men?” asked Farrell.


“Why would I know thugs like that?”


“Just a question I had to ask.”


“No, I don’t know them.”


He’s lying.


Sirens sounded, and the ambulance arrived five minutes later. Farrell pointed to the guy shot in the back of his thigh. “I’ll need the medical examiner for the other guy,” he said. “He’s beyond help.”


As soon as shots were fired, media people covering the party at the Governor’s mansion swarmed to the other end of the street to see what they were missing.


“Get back,” hollered Farrell, “and I mean every one of y’all.” He pressed Blacky’s number and requested his presence outside.


 


BLAINE received the call from Farrell at the end of Colorado Street, listened to what had gone down, and went straight to Cat. She was holding court in the foyer bidding goodbye to several guests at the same time. Blaine tilted his head and she excused herself.


“What is it, sweetie?”


“Your man, Reg, was attacked by muggers. There’s a mess down the street. Farrell shot them.”


“Fuck.”


“Yeah, fuck,” said Blaine, “but your boyfriend ain’t dead.”


Visibly shaking, she asked, “What would be the right thing to do?”


“Stay away from it. Get rid of the rest of the guests and I’ll have Farrell bring Reg in here for his statement.”


“How do you know about Reggie?”


“He unburdened himself to me.” Blaine winked at her.


She didn’t smile, and color showed on her pale skin. “I’ll finish the goodbyes right now.”


“Stay inside,” he whispered, “I mean it.”


She nodded and hurried to the door.


“What’s happening?” asked Misty.


“You were right about the mugging.” Blaine pointed to the dining room. “Make tea for you and Carm and relax until I’m finished.”


“Okay, baby.” She kissed his neck before he tore out the door.


 


THE FAR END of Colorado Street was gridlocked with police vehicles that had arrived from the east and mashed in with media vehicles that had come from the mansion end of the street.


First response was trying to mark off a scene, but Blaine could see at a glance where they were having a ton of trouble. The dead guy was near Bromwell’s Beamer and the other guy had run away from Farrell and ended up a fair distance from his buddy—asshole number one. While the two uniforms marked off an area around the dead body, looky-loos and media people crowded in close to the wounded guy who was howling on the ground.


“Back up,” hollered Blaine. “Step back and give the paramedics room to work. Way back.” He waved his arms. “Other side of the street.” Cameras rolled, and questions were shouted at him, but he turned his back and focused on the thug on the ground.


Farrell had shot the second man running away. Had to be done if there was any hope of finding out what the hell was going on with Reg Bromwell. If Bromwell was dirty, Blaine had to find out all the details immediately and keep him miles away from Cat.


Day one and shit was already swirling around the new Governor. Not a good sign.


“Any ID on the wounded guy?” Blaine asked one of the uniforms. The guy was rolling on the ground screaming about the bullet in his leg and the paramedics were having a difficult time getting him onto the gurney, so they could treat him.


“No wallet when I disarmed him. I asked him his name, but he spit at me and wouldn’t answer.”


“Nice. Go with him to the hospital and print him first chance you get. Find out all you can and read him his rights when he’s in a better place. And make sure he’s cuffed to the bed after they treat him.”


“Will do, Mr. B.” He grinned at Blaine. “Looking good in a tux, boss.”


Blaine smiled. “I try not to use the f-word when I’m dressed up.”


 


THE GUESTS had all departed by the time Blaine and Farrell escorted Reg Bromwell back to the Governor’s mansion to give his statement.


Cat wore a concerned look as she showed them into the sitting room and closed the French doors behind them. Her cheeks were pink, and Blaine didn’t know if she was flushed from excitement of the day or from anger at Reg. It was no secret that the new Governor had a temper.


Bromwell kept glancing at Cat as if he had something he needed to say but thought better of it and held his tongue.


“Okay,” said Blaine, “Let’s get this out of the way. It’s been a long grueling day and I know everybody is tired.” He pointed to a wing chair at the end of the blue velvet sofa and Bromwell sat down. Blaine took up a position on the sofa and placed a small recorder on the carved coffee table. Cat moved a little farther away and sat near the window.


“Go ahead when you’re ready, Reg,” said Blaine. He gave the date and Reg’s name, and waited.


“I walked down the street and was about to get into my car when they came out of nowhere. I couldn’t believe it.”


“Did you know the men?” asked Blaine.


“No.”


Farrell paced along the other side of the coffee table keeping his eyes on Reg’s face. “They seemed to be waiting for you specifically,” Farrell said. “Why would that be?”


“I have no idea.”


“How much cash were you carrying?” asked Blaine.


“Umm… a few thousand. I’d been to the ATM.”


“Do you usually carry that much cash?” asked Blaine.


“No. Never, but I wanted to be prepared in case Catherine wanted to do something special on her special day.”


Blaine nodded. “Uh huh. You couldn’t be just as prepared with a credit card?”


“I thought cash would look better,” said Reg.


“Better to who?” asked Blaine. “I’m sure Cat wouldn’t care how you paid for her drink.”


Reg shrugged.


“Did anyone else know about the cash?”


“No.”


Cat watched from across the room with an intrigued look on her face.


“Go ahead,” said Blaine. “They came at you and then what happened?”


“I had my hand on the car door opening it, when Deputy… sorry, I forgot his name… shouted at them.”


“Donovan,” said Blaine.


“Deputy Donovan, uh huh. And that’s when the bigger one of the two men gave me a shove out of the way and pulled a gun. He fired at Donovan with the gun close to me and I still can’t hear properly. Deputy Donovan fired back, hit him in the head and…” Reg made a face and tried to brush the brains and tissue off the front of his tux. “And then he dropped dead on the ground right next to me.”


Blaine nodded for him to keep going.


“I leaned on my car while Deputy Donovan hollered at the other guy to stop. But he didn’t stop. He kept running. Donovan chased him and fired a shot on the run and the second guy fell down.”


Blaine noticed Cat smiling in Farrell’s direction.


“This has been a shock,” said Reg. “I’d like to go home if I’m finished here.”


Blaine turned off the recorder. “Of course, you can go, Reg. I’ll check on you tomorrow.”


“I’ll walk him to his car,” said Farrell.


After they left, Blaine crossed the room to where Cat was sitting. “Any idea why he’d be carrying around a lot of cash?”


“No, I don’t. It surprised me when you mentioned it.”


“He’s lying about something, Cat. How well do you know him?”


“Pretty well. We’ve been seeing each other for several months, and a few weeks ago he asked me to marry him.”


“After you won the election in November?”


Cat smiled. “Yes, after the election. New Year’s Eve.”


“Romantic,” said Blaine.


“It was.”


“Anything in his past that might cause trouble?”


“Not that he’s mentioned to me.”


“Maybe it’s something he doesn’t talk about,” said Blaine. “Most of my staff at Powell and Associates have been vetted by Lil or by me but I might have missed something. I’ll have a chat with him tomorrow.”


“Thanks for taking care of it, sweetie. You’re my rock.” She gave him a hug. “Let’s all go home and get some rest. It feels like it’s been one of the longest days in history.”


 


BLAINE headed for his truck with Farrell, and as soon as they were off State property, they were mobbed by media people who’d been lurking in the street waiting for them.


Bright lights blinded them, and reporters shouted dozens of questions. “Was it a terrorist attack?”


Blaine sighed and held up a hand. “It was an attempted mugging, pure and simple. Foolish of the perpetrators to try anything on this street with all the extra security added for the Governor’s reception.”


“Did Dead-eye Donovan kill another one?” shouted somebody from the back of the pack.


“The muggers were armed and one of them shot directly at Ranger Donovan. He defended himself.”


“Why did he have to shoot the other guy?” asked some bleeding heart.


“Ranger Donovan gave the required warning, and the other would-be robber did not stop.”


“Who was the intended victim?”


“He was a guest at the reception. That’s all for tonight. I have to work tomorrow, kids.”


“Will Mary have a release tomorrow?”


The media people in the city knew enough about the Blackmore Agency to know Mary Polito was the Agency’s press liaison.


“I’m not sure, but I’ll be speaking with her tomorrow morning and I’ll put your request forward.”


 





 




CHAPTER THREE


Wednesday, January 21st.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


THE ALARM went off and the last thing Blaine wanted to do was get out of bed. After the Bromwell thing the night before and sorting it out afterwards, he and Farrell hadn’t got home until after three. When he realized he’d be stuck at the Governor’s residence for another couple of hours after the mugging, he’d sent Misty and Carm home with Annie and she dropped them off shortly after one. They could sleep late, but sadly he couldn’t. Today was a work day.


Lexi and Hoodoo were lined up at the door of the bedroom waiting to go downstairs and into the yard.


The moment Blaine pushed the duvet back, Lexi wagged her tail and pawed the door. “I’m coming,” he whispered. He picked up his smokes and his phone from the nightstand and struggled out of bed. At least they’d be back at full power today. Travis and Hammer were off the disabled list, and his own ribs had healed to a tolerable point.


The kitchen buzzed with activity when Blaine arrived, shivering from his quick smoke on the back porch while the dogs had a run. The dogs weren’t cold, but he was. He headed straight for the cupboard that held the mugs and poured himself a coffee.


“You could have slept later,” he said to Carm. “That was a late night for you.”


Carm shrugged and answered him in Spanish. “I used to stay up late and watch movies. Now I only watch HGTV.” She giggled at her newfound passion.


Farrell appeared at the kitchen door, his straw-colored hair sticking out in six directions. “Jesus, am I ever fuckin tired.”


“You got a side arm for today?” asked Blaine.


He nodded. “Fuckin hate it when they take one that feels perfect and I have to start over.”


“Guess you better not shoot anybody else.”


“I always think that, but then there’s another asshole pointing a gun at me and I pull the trigger.” Farrell chuckled. “Can’t help it.”


Misty floated into the room and zoned in on the kettle. She made tea every morning as soon as her gorgeous blue eyes were open.


“How did you know about Bromwell?” asked Farrell.


Misty shrugged. “Looked at him when Blaine introduced us and bingo—the mugging flashed in front of my face. I never know when a vision is coming and sometimes the flashes scare me.” She took a cup from the cupboard and opened the tin of tea bags.


“Any other insight on who the two men were?” asked Blaine. “We could use help if you’ve got any.”


“Nope, sorry. Nothing right now.” She smiled at Blaine.


“I’ll have Lily see what comes up on their ID’s. If they have jackets, their known associates can give a big clue into what the hell is going on with Mr. Bromwell.”


“What’s Lily doing?” she asked as she walked into the kitchen. Blaine’s personal assistant, Lily Duke had made the transition with him from his law firm when he opened the Blackmore Agency. A tall blonde with a black belt and her PI license, Lily was a valuable asset and Blaine depended on her more than he should.


Blaine went over the events of the night before while Lily helped herself to a coffee and added a tiny drop of cream.


“Reg Bromwell? Are you kidding me? He’s trying to get his boots under the Governor’s bed?”


Blaine raised an eyebrow. “Why? Does he have a rep I know nothing about?”


“Sure as hell does, boss,” said Lily with a curl of her red lips. “Tales of the janitor’s closet and all those hot and steamy stories at Powell and Associates.”


Blaine chuckled. “What stories? Why didn’t I hear any good stories when I was there?”


“You weren’t in the office most of the time to see or hear anything,” said Lily. “But I was. I was the office manager, and I got to see a lot of the paralegals with their skirts on backwards.”


“What?” Blaine couldn’t stop laughing. “You’re shitting me, Lil.”


“I’ve clipped old roll-em-on-the-rug Reggie a couple of good ones across the head, and believe me, he deserved it.”


“Hot damn, Lil,” said Farrell, “I think the boss missed out on a lot of good times at the office.”


Blaine was still laughing when Fletcher, Travis and Hammer came in to report for work. He pointed to the coffee. “Get a cup and sit down. We’ll have a short meeting, but first I want to get Lil started on something.”


Lil’s office was next to his own at the end of the hall farthest from the front entrance. The old Victorian was huge and allowed plenty of space for living and for work.


Blaine explained to Lily about the two guys after Reg. “You can get details from the morgue for the one who made the mistake of shooting at Farrell, and the other one is at Saint Michael’s with a slug in the back of his leg. We’ll be interviewing him this morning and I’m also planning to have a chat with rug burn Reggie.”


Lily giggled. “I can’t believe he’s got Judge Campbell snowed—well not a judge any more—Governor Campbell.”


“She didn’t look too pleased with him last night. That romance may be coming to a close. I hope.”


 


Morning Meeting of Blackmore Agency.


BLAINE looked around the table at his staff. They all looked more put together and more gung ho than he felt.


Hammer—Hamilton Chisholm was a new hire. A big guy, tough and muscular, he’d been an MP before his discharge from the military. His first week on the job, he’d been shot in the foot and today was his first day back.


Fletch—Fletcher Bowden was hired the same time as Hammer. He was a former Corrections Officer from the Travis County facility and he also had a background in security systems. A good addition to the agency.


Travis Bristol—long time member of the team. Former Spec Ops and Recon in the Marines, Travis was back from a bullet in the groin.


Farrell Donovan—Blaine’s foster brother. Crack investigator, and sharp shooter. He always had Blaine’s back.


 “Here’s how the morning is shaping up,” said Blaine. “Farrell will talk to the Chief about the shooting last night and fill out the required paperwork.”


Farrell nodded.


“After that, Farrell will hit the gun shop, and I want all of our vehicles fitted with gun safes and a choice of weapons and ammo. No situation will arise that we’re not prepared for. Not being ready could get any one of us killed.”


“Okay,” said Farrell. “Give me a suggested list, boss.


Blaine shoved a printout across to Farrell.


“Hammer and I will interview shot guy at the hospital. Might get nothing. Then from there we’ll go chat with Bromwell at Powell and Associates. As soon as I’m certain Reg is at the office and he’ll be tied up for a while, Travis and Fletcher will visit Bromwell’s residence and prepare for some later surveillance.”


“Yep,” said Travis. “Does Lil have the address?”


“She does.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL arrived at Chief Calhoun’s office with two large coffees from Starbucks. Now that the Chief was used to Farrell bringing him coffee and looked forward to it, Farrell dared not forget.


Calhoun was a big man edging close to sixty. Retirement was a word no one at headquarters ever said and a word they didn’t want to hear. Most of the Chief’s hair was gray now, and he’d progressed from reading glasses to bifocals, but he kept himself fit. His uniform was always spotless, the pants with a razor-sharp crease, the boots polished, and on his chest, he wore his star with pride.


Farrell gave him all the details of the Bromwell incident as well as Blacky’s thoughts on the subject and Lily’s tales out of school.


The Chief laughed. “This guy Bromwell is a regular gigolo with his hooks in Judge Campbell?”


“Gospel according to Lil,” said Farrell with a grin.


“Miss Lily managed that office for years before Blacky snatched her out of there,” said the Chief, “She should know.”


“Blacky wants to dig deep and find out every fuckin detail and scrape the dirt bag clean away from her Governorship,” said Farrell. “It’s only day two.”


“Fuck,” said the Chief with a tiny smirk. “Blacky will be making her cry again.”


 


Saint Michael’s Hospital. Austin.


VINCE MILLS lay in his hospital bed with his eyes closed, his right hand attached to an IV pole and his left cuffed to the chrome bedrail.


“Morning, Mr. Mills,” said Blaine, standing next to the bed, “I’d like to ask you a few questions.”


“Get out of here. A fuckin cop shot me and I’m in no mood to talk to any more of you slimy fuckers.”


“You were shot running from an attempted armed robbery, Mr. Mills, and your pal shot at a police officer with witnesses present. The charges will get you a few years of alone time.”


“I asked for a PD.”


“If you asked, I’m sure one is on the way.”


“I’m not answering any of your stupid questions.”


“How do you know they’re stupid?”


“All cops ask stupid questions.”


“Your buddy is dead. Hope you weren’t too fond of him.”


“Fuck you.” Mills turned his head and glared at Blaine.


“Why were you after Reg Bromwell?”


“None of your business.”


“Did someone send you after him specifically?”


“None of your business.”


“I’m making it my business, Mr. Mills. I’ll find out who you work for and what the hell is going on, and then your whole world will come tumbling down.”


“Piss off.” Mills went back to staring at the wall.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL left the Chief’s office and was crossing the lobby on his way out of the building when Mary caught up with him.


“I was hoping to see you this morning.”


“And here I am,” said Farrell. “Did you have fun yesterday?”


“I did. And thank you for taking me as your guest.”


“No problem. We’re still friends, Mary. We’ll always be friends.”


“I got to see a lot of the rooms inside the Capitol that I’d never seen before.”


“Do you have time for a coffee?” asked Farrell. “I’ve got about fifteen minutes before my next job.”


“Sure, I had another reason for wanting to see you anyway. Blaine didn’t tell me what to write about the mugging.”


“Okay, we better discuss that. He might want you to keep on-going notes for something he’s going to blow open later.”


Mary smiled. “Ooh, I love it when he does that. I usually get a series of articles out of a long case and the readers love a series.”


“The people involved usually don’t love it too much,” said Farrell.


 


Powell and Associates. Downtown Austin.


SEVERAL clients waited in the elegantly appointed seating area inside the double glass doors of Powell and Associates and Blaine nodded to them in passing. He stopped at the reception desk, leaned down and whispered to Chantal, “I’ll be in my office. Send coffee and send Reg Bromwell to me right away.”


Chantal beamed a smile at him. A young girl with red hair and freckles, she was the best receptionist he could want. He liked to pay her well and keep her happy.


“Anything you need, sweetheart?”


“No, Mr. Powell, I don’t need anything. I’m happy to see you, though. It’s been a while.”


“It has been too long, you’re right. I should have been in before this to check on everything. This is Hammer, one of my crew.”


Hammer flashed her a smile. “Nice to meet you, Miss.”


On the second floor, Blaine punched the security code into the panel outside his office door. “Come on in. One of the girls will bring us coffee in a few, and in the meantime we can catch up. You missed a few things while you were off on leave with your shot foot.”


Hammer glanced around the room Blaine and Annie had decorated to replicate as closely as possible, Dave Powell’s original office that had been destroyed by a bomb in the first Powell building.


“Beautiful office, boss. Some nice antiques here.” He pointed to the sideboard.


“You know about antiques, Hammer?”


“Some. My Mom loves them, and we have a few pieces passed down to us.”


 A knock on the door signaled the arrival of the coffee tray, and behind Stella was Reg Bromwell, looking a little more haggard than usual.


“You wanted to see me, boss?”


“Yeah, come on in and have a coffee, Reg. I won’t keep you long.”


Stella set the tray on the sideboard and left the office.


“Fix yourself a cup and have a seat,” said Blaine. “I didn’t know if you’d be at work today.”


“I’ll tell you, I was a bit shaky after last night, but I have a full slate of appointments today and I couldn’t cancel. Before I went to bed I had a couple shots of bourbon to settle me down.”


Blaine nodded and introduced Hammer to Bromwell. “Make a coffee, Hammer, I’ll be right back.”


Blaine excused himself, locked himself in the ensuite and called Travis. “He’s here in my office downtown. Go now.”


“Right boss, we’re doing it.”


 


Bromwell Residence. West Austin.


WITHOUT having regained full mobility in his right leg, Travis allowed Fletch to drive his pride and joy—the silver Ford F-450 to Reg Bromwell’s address.


The attorney lived in West Austin out in Sunset Valley in a modest brick home on a street of similar modest brick homes. Nothing special. The flower beds at the front held last year’s leaves and stems turned brown and brittle with the January cold. A couple of trash bins sat next to the garage. Mundane stuff.


“Where do you want me to park?” asked Fletcher.


“Park in the drive, like we belong here, and we’ll go in from the back.”


Travis led the way through the wooden gate and around to the back door. Thirty seconds later Travis had the door open and they were standing in the kitchen. A strong smell of bacon grease melded with the flowery scent of a plug-in air freshener. Travis showed Fletcher the ideal spot for the tag and the job was done.


“Let’s take a quick look through,” said Travis. “Boss will want to know if anything looks weird.”


“Weird, how?” asked Fletcher.


“Something you notice right away. Put these on before you touch anything.” Travis handed him a pair of latex gloves.


“I feel like a cop.”


“You are a cop. Get moving. I’ll start upstairs.”


Travis climbed the stairs and started in the master bedroom. Bed was unmade, a heap of dirty clothes on the floor. Walk in closet full of suits on wooden hangers—lawyer stuff, and shoes. Lots of shoes. Loafers with tassels. Lace up oxfords. Nothing Travis would be caught dead in. Nothing much on the dresser. Change, a couple bottles of cologne, unopened. No picture of the intended.


The second bedroom was a home office. Desk, computer, credenza and bookshelf with two rows of law books.


Third bedroom was almost empty. A cot against the wall and the rest was storage. Boxes and junk. Travis limped back down the stairs and caught up with Fletch. “Anything?”


“Nothing but a few newspapers, magazines about finances and tax shelters, but I haven’t got to the basement yet.”


“You do the basement and I’ll do the garage and we’re finished. If he is into something, there’s no sign of it here. Maybe he couldn’t afford to have anything lying around if he’s romancing the Governor. There’s that.”


Fletch nodded. “Yep, there’s that little problem if she were to sleep over or something.”


Travis hit the garage. One side was crap. Lawn mower, rakes and tools hung on the wall. The other side an empty spot for the Beemer. A few drops of oil on the concrete floor. Nothing obvious.


He collected Fletch from inside and they went out the same way they’d come in. Travis locked the door behind them. Done. Nothing worth mentioning. Surveillance in place.


 


The Capitol Building. Austin.


DRESSED IN one of the three new designer suits she’d bought after winning the election, Cat got into the back of the limo flying the Lone Star flag and tried to enjoy her first chauffeured ride to the Capitol. She hadn’t slept well wondering what the hell Reg was up to. She could tell he was lying when he gave his statement to Blaine. Blaine knew it. Cat read it on his face and the kid was a genius. Everybody knew it, but she was close to him and witnessed the brain power personally on an almost daily basis.


She loved him like he was her own son—even more than that. She coveted him and didn’t know how it had happened. But it had happened and now he was her obsession.


After a morning of meeting her staff and coffee with the Lieutenant Governor, she had a break in the action and called.


“Can we meet for lunch, sweetie?”


“Sure, I’ll update you. Where?”


He sounded rushed. Maybe he was with someone. “Come here. I’ll have food sent up.”


“I have Hammer with me.”


“Not Donovan?”


“He’s on a mission.”


“Twelve thirty?”


“Uh huh.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE and Dec sat at the island in the kitchen at Coulter-Ross drinking coffee and discussing the events of the previous day and evening.


Dec winked at her and then said, “I was watching you when Doctor Rodriguez was touching Major Bristol. You were jealous, weren’t you, sweetheart?”


“I guess I’m missing my husband.”


“Jesse Quantrall is a fool.”


Annie turned without a smile on her face. “No, Dec. He’s not a fool. He’s confused. Jesse always sacrifices his own needs for the people he loves. He loves his daughter and wants to do the right thing for her. I understand him and his motives. I don’t agree with his choices, but I still miss him.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE SAT in the dining room having lunch with his brothers. Charity sat in her highchair next to him. She’d already been fed and was happily munching on an arrowroot biscuit. Molly had placed a large tureen of beef barley soup in the middle of the table along with a basket of corn bread fresh out of the oven.


“How was the Governor’s big day yesterday?” asked Brian from the head of the table. “I saw pictures of her on the news looking dazzling in her green suit, and her speech was breathtaking.”


“Blacky wrote it,” said Jesse as he slathered butter on a piece of corn bread.


“A marvelous piece,” said Brian, “I’ll compliment him next time I see him.”


“Did Annie look pretty?” asked Tyler. “I bet she was more beautiful than the Governor woman herself.”


Jesse nodded. “She did look fantastic. And I spent the whole day with her which was nice. I’ve been neglecting her so badly, she thought I wasn’t going to the inauguration and asked Declan to be her escort.”


“Jeeze, Jesse, she’s your wife. What are you thinking?”


“I’ve got to make more of an effort where Annie’s concerned. That’s a given.”


Tyler shook his head.


 


The Capitol. Austin.


“DON’T THINK I’ve ever been to the Capitol before,” said Hammer, “and never to the Governor’s office. A first for me.”


“Get used to it,” said Blaine, “I might have to send you over here for something and it would be best if you knew your way around. You can get lost in here with all the underground part n’all.”


Mrs. Warburton looked up from her screen as Blaine and Hammer came into the outer office. “She alone?” asked Blaine.


“She’s expecting you, Mr. Blackmore. Go on in.”


“Thank you.”


Blaine tapped twice and pushed the door open.


Cat looked up from her desk and smiled. “Finally, a face I recognize. Two, actually.” She fairly skipped across the room and hugged them. This was the new hugging Governor.


“Governor Richardson never hugged me,” said Blaine.


“Aww.” Cat pointed to the seating area near the window. The office was immense. Plush carpet and velvet draperies, and a carved desk Blaine coveted. “Sit guys. We have food.”


“I’m starving,” said Blaine. “Busy morning.”


“Did you see Reggie?” asked Cat. “I didn’t know if I should talk to him or not. You said to stay the hell away from him until you knew what was going on.”


“Do that,” said Blaine. “We just came from Powell and Associates and he was at work. I wasn’t sure he would be.”


“Did he offer any explanation?”


“He still maintains they were random guys looking to rob him.”


“But you don’t think they were ordinary muggers?”


“Farrell says no. After Misty told me there would be a problem, I put Farrell on Reg. Farrell never took his eyes off him and the two guys were waiting for Reg—nobody else. And there were a lot of wealthy people on the street to pick from. What we need to find out is why Reg Bromwell?”


Cat took the lids off the lunch offerings the kitchen had sent up. Salad and pasta and roasted chicken. “Help yourselves. Fill up a plate.” She sat for a moment in thought and then asked, “How did your girlfriend know there would be a problem for Reg?”


“Misty’s gifted. Clairvoyant, psychic, whatever you want to call it. I don’t know much about her gift.”


Cat frowned. “This is the girl you date?”


“No, this is the girl I love.” An icy edge to his voice he didn’t intend.


“Right. Sorry, honey, and she’s very beautiful. I guess I’m not much of a believer.”


“Me neither,” said Blaine, “and I don’t pretend to know anything about what makes her see these things, but she’s solved some tough cases for me.”


Cat nodded and checked her watch. “Okay, keep going with the story. Misty saw or sensed there would be trouble—not quite sure how. Farrell followed Reg. The guys tried to rob him and Donovan gunned them down.” She smiled. “He is such a cowboy.”


“He’s a cop, Cat. A cop.” Blaine tried to contain his annoyance. Sometimes Cat pushed the wrong buttons.


She picked up her phone and showed Blaine. “Reg sent me ten texts this morning already.”


“Are they personal or can I read them?”


“Some of them are a little personal but go ahead.”


Blaine scrolled though them, analyzing each one and trying to read between the lines. “He’s afraid of losing you over this.”


“Hasn’t that already happened? You want me to stay away from him, don’t you?”


“I do, for your own sake, and the sake of this office. You don’t want a scandal, Cat, if something unpleasant turns up about Mr. Bromwell. You haven’t even established yourself in the Capitol yet.”


“I’m on shaky ground until the people trust me,” said Cat, “You already pointed that out a couple of times.”


Blaine smiled. “Just doing my job.”


“None of this is your job, sweetie, and we both know it. I have a security team assigned to me by the state of Texas. You’re doing this to help me personally, and I couldn’t be more grateful.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


LILY had an ID on the dead mugger by the time Blaine and Hammer got back to the Agency. “His name is Howard Magence, and he has a couple of alias’ as well. Howie Magnum and Harry Murphy.”


“What’s he done time for?” asked Blaine.


“Armed robbery of a liquor store and a bunch of small time stuff. He’s a punk.”


“Affiliated with anybody we know?”


“Haven’t found anything yet.”


“There has to be something,” said Blaine. “I can feel it.”


“Did you tell her highness her fiancé was a womanizer?”


“Umm… not exactly, but I’m working up to it.”


Hammer grinned.


“What are you looking so happy about, Hammer?” asked Lily. There was an edge to her voice and Blaine wondered why Lil didn’t like Hammer.


“I had lunch with the Governor of Texas in her office. Can’t wait to tell my Mom.”


“Cool,” said Lil. “Glad you enjoyed it, Hammer, cause now that Judge Campbell has made it to the top of the hill, she’s going to be calling every half hour and sucking up every second of the boss’s time that she can dredge out of him. The woman is a blood-sucking cling-on.”


Blaine raised a black brow, not realizing Lily had such strong opinions of Governor Campbell. He smiled. “Say what you think, Lil. Don’t hold back.”


“Don’t worry,” said Lil. “Where she’s concerned. I’ll never hold back.”


Hammer chuckled.


 


Bromwell Residence. West Austin.


AT SIX, Travis and Fletcher drove out to Sunset Valley again and found a spot to park the surveillance unit two blocks away from Reg Bromwell’s house.


“Give him half an hour to get home and we should be in business,” said Travis.


“What are we gonna hear if he doesn’t talk to himself?” asked Fletch.


“Good point,” said Trav, “but we’ll hear him talk on the phone and we need to know who is out to get him. Once we find that out, we can find out why when we’ve got the who.”


 


Governor Campbell’s Private Residence. West Austin.


IT WAS after seven when the limo dropped Cat in front of her house and the security team following behind in the black SUV took up their positions. She wasn’t officially moving to the mansion until the weekend. She set her briefcase on the front step while security opened the front door and cleared the house before she went in.


Nobody will be in there. I think they’re overly cautious.


Once she received the ‘all clear’ she went straight to the kitchen, set the briefcase on the island and took a bottle of Merlot out of the wine cooler. She opened it and poured a half glass. The amount of work that had come her way on her first day had been overwhelming. Tomorrow she’d make a point of meeting again with Stokes and seeing if they could delegate more. Surely, they could. What was the point of having a support staff if they didn’t support you?


Her cell rang, and it was Reg. She’d ignored his calls all day and she did the same with this one. She let it go to message and minutes later the landline rang in the den. She gulped down the first glass of wine, refilled her glass and sat at the kitchen island. She scrolled up to Blaine’s number, hesitated and then called.


“Hey, Cat, how was day one?”


“Heavy duty, sweetie. I brought a pile of stuff home that I have to read before I sleep, but I was wondering what to do about Reg. I ignored his calls all day, but he’s called twice since I got home.”


“Give him one call and tell him the truth. You brought work home and you can’t see him.”


“What if those were real muggers and he’s a victim?”


“Okay, I can tell you’re softening towards him. I wasn’t going to tell you this, but Bromwell has a rep around Powell and Associates for being a womanizer. He’s a user, Cat, and I don’t want him causing a scandal at the Capitol with you in the middle of it.”


“He’s been so charming and attentive, I don’t want to think badly of him.”


“Give me a chance to find out what was behind the incident last night. Will you do that?”


“Of course, I know you’re working on it.” She sighed. “What if he just comes over and shows up at the door?”


“Is your security detail there?”


“Yes. Outside.”


“Do you have Gene Wyman on your team?”


“I don’t even know their names yet.”


“If Gene is assigned to you, he can be trusted. Tell him you brought work home and you don’t want to be disturbed—by anyone.”


“Okay, I’ll go do that now. Thanks, sweetie.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE ended the call from Cat and called Travis in the surveillance unit. “Get anything yet?”


“Not a sound from him yet,” said Travis. “No doors opening or closing. I don’t think he’s home yet.”


“His life is falling apart. Maybe he went out to get drunk.”


“Maybe.” Travis chuckled. “That’s the first thing I’d do.”


“If he doesn’t show by midnight. Go home and sleep.”


“Roger that, boss.”






 




CHAPTER FOUR


Thursday, January 22nd.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


WONDERING WHY he hadn’t taken the time to grab a jacket, Blaine stood on the back porch smoking and shivering while he waited for the dogs to finish their run around the yard. His cell rang in the pocket of his jeans and he recognized the number when he checked the screen, although he hadn’t had a call from the man in a while.


“Morning, sir.”


“Two truckloads of automatic weapons were intercepted by the ATF at the Laredo border this morning. Six of the agents assigned to the bust were killed and the trucks are in Texas. You’re up, son.”


“I’ll leave right away.”


Blaine whistled for the dogs, brought them in and poured himself a coffee. Misty was filling the kettle at the sink for her morning tea and Carm was at the stove starting breakfast. His newly renovated kitchen offered him the warmth, sense of family and the sanctuary he craved, and he spent most of his time there.


“I have to go to Laredo this morning. I’m leaving right after breakfast.”


“Okay,” said Misty, “Anything you want me to do?”


“Just help Lily if she needs a hand with anything. I’ll be sending her messages.”


“Do you want me to get Farrell up?”


“Yes, please, sweetheart. Do that while I call the others. It’s a long drive and I want an early start.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE was in the nursery lifting Charity out of her crib when Blacky called. “Hey, partner, it’s early so something must be happening.”


“It is.” Blaine told him about Laredo.


“What do you want me to do while you’re gone?”


“Babysit Cat. She’s coming unglued with the Bromwell thing and I asked her to hold off seeing him or talking to him until we know more.”


“Okay,” said Jesse. “Anything from the surveillance?”


“Not yet. Keep Travis and Fletcher on that and talk to Gene Wyman. I wouldn’t be surprised if her ladyship’s house is tagged.”


“I’ll speak to her today and have it checked. When’s she moving to higher ground?”


“Weekend, I think. Sweep first.”


“Yep.”


“Check in with Lil. She’ll know what I’m doing. I’ll come back tonight if possible, but if I don’t have enough info, tomorrow for sure.”


“Got it. Don’t worry.”


Blaine chuckled. “I always worry.”


“Good luck down there.”


“Thanks, I’ll call Cat and let her know you’re coming to see her.”


“Yep. Give me her cell.”


 


Governor Campbell’s Private Residence. West Austin.


CAT was dressed in her second new suit for day two and trying to get a glass of orange juice down to settle her stomach when Blaine called. “This is a pleasant early morning surprise,” she said.


“I’m nobody’s pleasant surprise, Cat.”


“Sure, you are, sweetheart. Why are you calling so early?”


“I have to go out of town. I’ll be back tomorrow. Jesse will be in touch and he’s coming to talk to you about a couple things.”


She hesitated. “I don’t know him, and he’s not you.”


“He is me. We’re partners.”


“What if I need something?”


“You have Gene and your team, and I’ve assigned Travis and Fletch to the Bromwell caper. You’re covered.”


Cat giggled. “Okay. Why are you going away?”


“I can’t tell you. It’s classified.”


“Right.” She winked even though he couldn’t see her.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


THE TEAM was gathered around the kitchen table by the time Blaine ended his call to the Governor.


“She bent cause you’re leaving her side?” asked Farrell.


“Something like that,” said Blaine. “I put Jesse on her.”


Farrell grinned. “That’ll fix her.”


“Okay, a quick word and we’re out of here. Travis and Fletch are on Bromwell and helping Jesse with anything he needs done in either one of Cat’s residences. Keep an eye on him and do not let him lift anything.”


“We’ve got Jesse covered,” said Travis.


“Anything concerning the Cat’s security, Trav, go through Gene. He’s your man.”


“Gene and I are fairly tight after the Ginny fiasco.”


“Hammer, you’re with me and Farrell. Let’s go.”


Hammer settled in the back of the big Ram diesel and didn’t say a word until they were sailing south on I-35. “Where we going, boss?”


“Laredo. Six ATF agents were gunned down before dawn when they stopped a couple of semis full of automatic weapons. We’re on it.”


“Wouldn’t the ATF investigate their own mess, boss?”


“Uh huh. They will.”


“I don’t get it.”


“You don’t have to get it and I’m not explaining it to you. You don’t have clearance.”


 


Laredo Police Headquarters.


THE boys from the Houston division of the ATF had set up a command post at Laredo PD. They had temporarily taken over the boardroom on the second floor and made it their own.


Blaine and the boys showed their creds to the duty officer downstairs at reception and were escorted to the second floor.


At the door of the boardroom, Blaine asked for Special Agent, Ed Kramer. A tall man in his late forties with bushy brown hair and a poorly knotted red tie looked up from something he was reading and said, “Who the hell are you?”


“Blaine Blackmore. I was told you were expecting me.”


“I was told to expect you, yes.” He stared at Blaine and nodded his head. “Uh huh. I guess I wasn’t ready for the kid ganger look.”


Blaine smiled.


Kramer waved an arm. “Come in and grab a seat, I was just about to recap what we know, and a lot of what we don’t know. Y’all can take notes if you like.”


“Thanks. This is Deputy Farrell Donovan, and Hammer Chisholm, two members of my crew.”


Kramer managed half a smile. “Dead-eye Donovan out of Austin?”


Farrell said nothing.


Kramer reached out and shook Farrell’s hand. “Glad to have you watching my back any day of the week.”


“Thanks.”


Kramer backed up to a white board and tapped it with a marker. “For the past six months we’ve been working on infiltrating The Rule, an old Vegas gang that opened a chapter in San Antone and moved their headquarters to Texas. They’ve had poor leadership since Ogilvie, the man who built the club back then went to prison, but since the move to Texas the new guy at the helm has whipped the membership into shape and they are a highly organized crime machine.”


“What’s the new president’s name?” asked Blaine.


“I’ll put it up on the board. We know the top three.” Kramer wrote the names in red on the board and said to one of his lackeys, “Go make copies of the mug shots.”


“Paul Langois is the power, and rumor has it, he is one brutal son of a bitch. His VP is Shane—Shaky—Goldsmith, and the enforcer is Dougie the Dog Robertson. The rumor on Dougie is this: he left a big-name club, we don’t have accurate information on which one, joined up with the new Rule and his old club is on the hunt for him. Could cause problems for us if we get in the middle of a vendetta.”


“Dougie the Dog used to be on the ‘B’ team,” said Blaine. But even so, he was close to Ogilvie.”


Kramer stared. “And you know this, how?”


“Race told me.”


Kramer’s eyes widened, and he took a step forward. “You knew Ogilvie personally?”


Blaine smiled. “A helluva lot better than I wanted to. For a time—a time I’d rather forget—I was his attorney.”


“Fuck, man, that’s great news.” Kramer rushed over and shook Blaine’s hand. “I didn’t know why in God’s acre the higher powers were sending you to me.”


Blaine shrugged.


“Do you have a man inside the club?” asked Farrell.


“We do.”


“How long has he been in deep?”


“Two months.”


“Was he at the border this morning?” asked Blaine.


Kramer shook his head. “He didn’t know about the shipment.”


“That could mean the general membership, or the prospects aren’t privy to a lot of club business,” said Blaine, “or they don’t trust your man.”


“He’s only a prospect.”


“Who sponsored him in?” asked Blaine.


Kramer checked his notes. “A guy named William Friar—better known as Willy the Weasel.”


“Any idea where the clubhouse is in San Antone?” asked Blaine.


“Here’s the address.”


“Thanks.”


“We need to find the guns before they hit the street,” said Kramer.


Farrell checked his watch. “It’s after two. You might be too late for that.”


 


Downtown Laredo.


BLAINE parked at the Taco Palace down the street from headquarters after they left the ATF boys. “We need to eat before we drive to San Antone,” he said.


Farrell grinned. “How right you are, bro. Did you hear my gut growling in the fuckin meeting?”


“I thought it was a dying grizzly,” said Blaine.


Hammer chuckled in the back seat.


The hostess showed them to a table and Blaine checked his phone. “Kramer seems okay. I’ve worked with lots of feds way worse than him.”


“He gonna give you free rein?” asked Hammer, “Or is he calling the shots?”


Blaine smiled. “Let’s say Kramer will be cooperating with our investigation and giving us his support.”


Hammer raised an eyebrow. “Does he know that?”


“I’m sure he does by now.”


Hammer nodded as he stared at the menu and tried to figure it out.


Blaine ordered a round of draft and made some calls. “Travis, anything?”


“We got nothing from his house last night and Bromwell didn’t show at y’all’s office this morning. I checked with cute-petutie on reception and he didn’t call the office. She had to cancel all his appointments.”


“Where the hell is he?” asked Blaine. “Is the mess he’s in worse than we thought? Did he rabbit?”


“Running scared, maybe,” said Travis, “From what, we don’t know.”


“Jesse knows all this?”


“Me and Fletch are at Bromwell’s residence and Jesse is at DPS clearing it with the Chief. We’re waiting to go in.”


“Good. Let me know.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


JESSE sat in Calhoun’s office discussing the Bromwell situation. “Nice to have you back in my office, Jesse.”


“It’s been hell, Chief, trying to make a comeback after this last coronary—physical hell and double hell on my marriage. One huge shitstorm.”


“Now that you’re getting stronger, maybe things will turn around for you.”


“I’m seeing a different doctor, one that uses all-natural methods and supplements instead of drugs. Brian doesn’t put much stock in it and he’s annoyed that I’m giving it a try, to say the least.”


“Hey, if it works, don’t knock it.”


“Declan, Annie’s medic, put me on to it, because nothing else was working. There’s more faith in holistic medicine in the UK where Dec comes from, and it’s worth a shot.”


“Definitely.”


A tap on the door and one of Calhoun’s deputies handed him the signed warrant. The Chief passed it across the desk to Jesse. “Here you go. Judge Mappin was at the courthouse and I sent Deputy Rockport over for the signature.”


“Okay, thanks, Chief. I’ll catch up with the boys, toss the house, then go have a chat with the new first lady.”


“Busy day.” The Chief smirked.


 


Bromwell Residence. West Austin.


TRAVIS and Fletch were parked in front of Bromwell’s house in the green surveillance unit when Jesse arrived.


“No movement?” asked Jesse.


“None.”


“You do the honors, Trav, as neatly as possible.”


“I’ll come in from the back. Wait on the front step, boss.”


Jesse nodded. The boys were always looking out for him. He appreciated it but irked him a little all the same. It should be the other way around. He should be looking out for his team.


“I better observe,” said Fletch. “I’m the new guy.”


Fletcher tore around behind the house while Jesse strode up to the front door. Before he touched the knob, Travis was already there to open it from the inside. He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Bad stink coming from upstairs, boss.”


“Shit,” said Jesse, “run up and take a look.”


Jesse stood at the bottom of the stairs waiting for the verdict. He wasn’t climbing the stairs if he didn’t have to.


Trav leaned over the railing on the second floor. “Better come up, boss. It ain’t pretty.”


Holding the railing, Jesse trudged upward and into the master bedroom. Flies buzzed, maggots crawled. The air was putrid with the stench of death. Bromwell had been dead for a while.


“Call it in?” Jesse asked Travis and he nodded.


“You okay, Fletch? You look a little pale.”


“I’m okay, boss. Have to get used to it if I’m on the violent crime squad.” He pointed. “This is violent.”


“Yep. Lot of anger there,” said Jesse. “Somebody hated Mr. Bromwell in a big way.”


“If they were gonna shoot him anyway, why did they need to cut him up like that?” asked Fletch.


“They wanted something from him,” said Jesse. “See how much he bled? They did all that cutting first. Torture.”


“Fuck,” said Fletch. He braced himself on the doorframe.


“Go on down, kiddo, and show Doc Simon and the techs where we are. Stand outside and take some deep breaths.”


“Okay, boss.”


Jesse stepped into the hallway and called the Chief.


“You find something already?”


“Just Bromwell and he ain’t breathing. Cut up good and then executed.”


“Fuck that,” hollered the Chief.


“I’m turning the scene over as soon as Mort gets here, and I’ll head up to tell Governor Campbell the news.”


“Jesus, Jesse, that might be stressful for you. Do you want me to do it?”


“Blacky set something up with her and she’s expecting me anyway for other reasons. I’ll do it.”


“Okay, if you’re sure.”


Sirens sounded in the street and by the time Jesse descended the stairs, the front foyer was full of police personnel.


“Show them where, Fletch, and give Travis a hand with the search. Be thorough. I have to go to the Capitol and tell Catherine.”


Fletcher made a face.


 


Interstate 35.


BLAINE was halfway to San Antonio when Jesse called. “How’s your day going, partner?”


“Had better days. I’m on my way to the Capitol to see the Governor and I’ve got bad news to tell her.”


“What? Reg is seeing another woman on the side?”


“That would be good news.”


Blaine chuckled. “Tell me.”


“Bromwell is dead on his bed. Cut to ribbons, then executed, gang style. The house is secured.”


“Fuck that,” hollered Blaine.


“I’ll tell her and see how she reacts. We’ll talk later.”


“I’ll give you a while to get it done, then I’ll call her.”


 


The Capitol Building. Austin.


CAT was deluged with meetings all morning and hadn’t had time to eat anything. Jesse Quantrall called and said he would be in her office in twenty minutes, so she took the opportunity to order coffee and pastries. She used the bathroom, checked her makeup in the mirror and splashed on a little perfume.


Jesse Quantrall is one hunk of a millionaire. I heard his marriage was shaky.


She didn’t have time for any more thoughts before Jesse Quantrall was standing, hat in hand, right in front of her desk.


My God, is he ever good looking.


 “Let’s sit over here, Mr. Quantrall. I ordered coffee and a snack for us. Well more than a snack for me. They don’t give me time to eat here.” She giggled.


She watched him sink into a velvet wing chair and place his hat on a side table. “Can I pour you a coffee?”


Unsmiling, he leaned forward like something was bothering him. “Before we do that, I have something I need to tell you, Governor Campbell.”


“Why don’t you call me ‘Catherine’, or better still, Cat?”


Jesse forged on without pause. “I’ve just come from Mr. Bromwell’s residence and I regret telling you that he’s deceased.”


“What?” She set the carafe down thinking it would drop out of her trembling hand. “He’s dead… in his house? How can that be?”


“Someone killed him, ma’am. The medical examiner is with him right now. Would you happen to know who Mr. Bromwell’s next of kin is?”


“Umm… my brain isn’t telling me that right now, but I may know it.”


“Don’t bother yourself. I can get it from Lily. She has access to all the employee records from Powell and Associates.”


Cat nodded. “Right, Blaine’s firm. The firm where Reg works.” She took a couple of breaths and tried to focus. “Who would kill Reg?”


“That’s the question, ain’t it? And if you have any insight, I’d be happy to hear it.”


“It’s like the other night,” said Cat, “Who would rob him? I didn’t know the answer to that one either.”


“I’m thinking they go together,” said Jesse. “It’s too big a coincidence not to be the same people.”


“Right. You might be right about that.” Cat stood up and walked to the sideboard. “Would you like a shot of bourbon? I feel like I could use one to steady me a bit.”


Jesse smiled. “You go ahead, ma’am. You’ve had a shock.”


“Does Blaine know about Reg?”


“Yes. I believe he’ll call you shortly.”


She let out a breath and tossed back the liquid like she’d done dozens of times lately. The burn in her throat felt reassuring.


Jesse poured cream into his coffee and took a sip. He was weak from the busy morning because he hadn’t eaten. An absolute rule of Annie’s he was not allowed to break. He took a couple of bites out of a cherry Danish.


Cat was on her way back to the sofa when her cell rang.


“That may be Blacky,” said Jesse


Cat checked the screen and nodded. “I’m glad you called. I’m a bit shaky.” She sat down. “Uh huh, I’m sitting now. Yes, I’ll do that. Okay, I understand.” Tears burned behind her eyes. Blaine always brought her emotions to the surface.


“Do you need a tissue?” asked Jesse.


She reached for the tray. “I’ll use a napkin. The short fuse always makes me cry.”


Jesse chuckled. “He says what he thinks.”


“He wants me to pack up and go home with my security team, and he wants you to come to the house and sweep or something.”


“I know. We discussed it. Why don’t you get ready to leave, and I’ll have Mrs. Warburton get rid of the rest of your day.”


“Thank you so much, Ranger Quantrall. You’ve been very kind.”


 


San Antonio.


BLAINE programmed the address of the Rule’s clubhouse into the nav system as they drove into San Antonio from the south. Farrell was behind the wheel and Blaine was smoking and planning their strategy for later.


“Cruise the clubhouse and then we’ll check out bars in the neighborhood with Harley’s or pickups in the lot and come back after we check into a hotel.”


“Yep,” said Farrell. “Looks like the GPS woman wants us to head north on route eighty-seven.”


They passed several subdivisions, and a couple of strip malls, then an industrial area came up on the right and Farrell flicked on his turn signal. “This is where the boys live.”


“In a fuckin factory?” asked Blaine.


“Hey, I’m only the driver,” said Farrell. “Watch for the number on the building.”


Farrell circled through the three streets of cinderblock warehouses twice before they decided that The Rule was holed up in the auto parts junkyard at the end of the dead-end street. The solid metal fence was high around the perimeter, painted black, with the words ‘CHEAP PARTS’ painted in huge white letters. A small block building was visible through the two eight-foot sections of chain link gates, chained together and padlocked.


“Looks like nobody home,” said Hammer.


“That’s okay,” said Blaine. “We know where they live.”


“Let’s find where they party,” said Farrell.


“Wonder if the undercover guy knows that?” said Hammer. “He should if he’s been hanging with them.”


“Good thought.” Blaine called Kramer and asked him.


“The regular watering hole is Flynn’s. Friend of the pres owns it.”


“Thanks,” said Blaine, “that will save a lot of time.”


“You have a plan in mind?”


“Nope, not yet. Just getting set up.”


“Good luck.”


“Thanks.” Blaine asked the GPS lady for the closest Flynn’s and luck of the Irish, they were only two blocks away.”


 


Governor Campbell’s Private Residence. West Austin.


TRAVIS and Fletcher left Reg Bromwell’s murder scene in the hands of the techs and drove to the Governor’s home to meet Jesse.


“I like Jesse,” said Fletcher, “he’s a nice guy.”


“The best, and he’ll stand behind you. He takes care of his own.”


“I thought I heard one of the girls at the house say something about his baby?”


“Yeah, he has a baby girl. He dated one of his trainers for a short while, then they broke up. A year later the girl was killed in an accident in the training ring and he found out about his daughter.”


“That must be tough for him raising a baby.”


“She’s a year old now and his brothers help look after her when Jesse isn’t home.”


Travis parked next to the security team’s SUV. Gene Wyman, was standing next to Jesse smoking and Travis introduced Gene to Fletcher. At first glance Gene appeared to be a short muscular thug with slick-backed black hair, but he was anything but a thug. Smart and cautious, Gene was an expert at keeping the people he was assigned to safe from harm.


“Nice to meet you, Fletcher.” Gene offered his hand. “You’re on a good team.”


“Thanks.”


“I’ve swept the house a couple of times and didn’t find a damn thing, but if Blacky wants it done again in light of recent events, I don’t fault him. Let’s do it.”


 


CAT went straight upstairs when she arrived home and changed out of designer suit number two and into a navy track suit. She hadn’t run in ages, but it might be good to start again—lower her stress level and build up her stamina. Lord knows, the way the workdays were shaping up, she was going to need more energy.


What should she do while men were swarming all over her house? Hide in the bedroom? That would be crazy, but that’s what she felt like doing. She was trying not to think about Reg being dead, but it was hard not to.


What the hell was Reg doing that got him killed?


She could hear conversation downstairs and she had to at least be polite to all the men trying to protect her. Protect her from what?


She took a couple of deep breaths and eased her way down the stairs. Travis was walking around the living room with a gadget in his hand. She watched him stop, take a little tool out of his jeans and pick something out of the doorframe. “Tiny,” he said and showed it to Gene. Blaine was right about Gene, he was a nice guy.


Blaine is right about a lot of things.


She walked across the living room to where the men were standing. “What did you find?”


“Somebody wanted to hear what was going on in your living room, ma’am,” said Jesse, “but it might have been aimed at Mr. Bromwell and not at you.”


“But we don’t know that,” she said.


“No, we don’t.” Jesse pointed towards the stairs. “We’ll do the whole house to be sure, then before you move, I’ll send the boys over to sweep the mansion.”


“Finding that… little thing in the doorway means somebody was in my house when I wasn’t here, doesn’t it?”


Jesse nodded. “Uh huh. That’s what it means.”


“If the security alarm was turned on, how did they get in and out?” 


“They did something to the panel,” said Gene. “There are ways around it.”


“I’m shaking a little. I’ll be in the kitchen pouring myself a drink. Would anyone else like one?”


Jesse grinned. “I’ll have a beer with you ma’am. I think right now you could use the company.”


“Thank you, Ranger Quantrall. You are a kind person.”


“You can call me Jesse.”


 


Marriott Hotel. San Antonio.


BLAINE booked a room at the Marriott and took the boys downstairs to the restaurant for dinner. It had been a long day with a lot of driving distance covered and they were all tired.


“Don’t know what the steaks will be like here,” said Farrell, “but I’m hungry enough to eat anything.”


“Order whatever and if you don’t like it, you can order wings when we go to hang out with The Rule.”


“Maybe they won’t let us hang with them on our first night,” said Farrell.


“We’ll hang close to them, but not with them.”


“What about Hammer?” asked Farrell.


“What about me?”


“I thought of that,” said Blaine. “You’ll have to be backup outside. They take one look at you and the cop sign will flash in front of their bleary eyes.”


“I don’t think so.” Hammer sounded annoyed.


“I know so,” said Blaine. “Not your fault. Same thing with Travis. Y’all have that military thing ingrained. He’ll look like a Marine until the day he kicks off the planet.”


 


North San Antonio.


FLYNN’S was loud and rowdy at ten. All the stools at the long bar were occupied and most of the booths were full. Decorated with an Irish flair, it wasn’t the worst pub Blaine had ever been in. A little run down and in need of updating but thriving none the less.


He tried not to be too obvious as he glanced around for the top dogs in The Rule.


Farrell pointed, “There’s an empty booth.”


They grabbed the spot quickly, sat down and ordered a pitcher. Farrell ordered wings and flirted with the waitress.


“I don’t think Hammer liked waiting in the truck,” said Farrell. “But they’d make him in a second.”


“Did you study the pictures before we left?”


Farrell nodded. “Mugs aren’t known for being good pictures. Might be a stretch to ID them a couple years later if they let their hair grow or shaved it all off.”


“True,” said Blaine. “I’ll head to the men’s room and do a scouting trip.” Blaine finished up in the bathroom, washed his hands, stepped into the dimly lit hallway and heard the rumble in the parking lot. Some of the boys were just arriving. He checked the time on the way back to the booth. Ten thirty.


He sat down across from Farrell. “Coming in now.”


“Want a wing?” His order had arrived quickly and he pushed the basket towards his brother.


“No, thanks.”


“Wish we could tag their rides,” whispered Farrell.


“Me too.”


“Gotta match them up first. See who’s riding what.”


Ten of them wearing cuts strode by hooting and laughing. They filled up the last three empty booths and ordered half a dozen pitchers. Blaine could see them plainly from where he sat, but Farrell had his back to them.


“Wish I had the pictures in front of me,” said Blaine.


Farrell picked up a napkin and wiped the wing sauce off his hands. He pulled out his phone and scrolled to the first picture. “I put them on my cell, bro.”


“You’re brilliant. Did I ever tell you that?”


“Fuck, no. Just the opposite.”


Blaine laughed and studied the pictures. “Yep, at least one. Dougie the Dog is over there.”


“Wonder which ride is his?” asked Farrell.


Blaine grinned. “Don’t matter. We’ll tag them all to be on the safe side.”






 




CHAPTER FIVE


Friday, January 23rd.


 


Marriott Hotel. San Antonio.


AFTER an early breakfast, Blaine checked out of the hotel. He’d done research the night before on addresses for the top three and come up with possibilities but had no idea how recent they were. Outlaw bikers weren’t known for giving their correct addresses to anyone, especially the cops.


“Where do you want to start, boss?” asked Farrell.


“Start with the locates I came up with and if we don’t match to any of the tags, we’ll check the trackers one by one until we get something solid.”


“That could take a while,” said Hammer from the back seat.


“I need a locate on the top three,” said Blaine. “For another reason.”


“Like what’s the reason if it ain’t to find the guns?” asked Hammer.


“Someone needs to know.”


“Who?”


Blaine ignored the question and lit up a smoke.


“I get it,” said Hammer, his voice laced with sarcasm, “classified.”


Hammer could be annoying, and Blaine could feel tension radiating off Farrell. Farrell wasn’t a Hammer fan.


 


North San Antonio.


NEARLY OUT OF GAS, Farrell pulled up to the pumps at Buc-ee’s before they took the ramp to I-35. “That was a lot of chasing down with a shit result, bro.”


“Not a total loss,” said Blaine. “We nailed down the president. He lives out of town and has a couple of acres. Ideal for parking big rigs.”


“No big rigs there,” said Hammer. “The guns could be anywhere in the whole country by now.”


“Easy to hide a couple of rigs in the junkyard too,” said Farrell. “Good central location. Customers could easily pick up from there.”


“We’ll organize surveillance teams as soon as we get home.”


“Be nice to know what the boss of the club is planning,” said Hammer, “and intercept him.”


“I’ll put someone in his life to turn him inside out.”


“Who?” asked Hammer.


Farrell grinned.


 


The Capitol Building. Austin.


CAT couldn’t remember feeling worse both mentally and physically as she stepped out of the limo at the front door of the Capitol. How she would ever get through the day was a mystery. It was Friday and the last day of the week. That was all she had to hang on to.


Tomorrow should be a day off, but it wasn’t going to be a day of rest. She had to move to the mansion and the media would be filming her moving in. Her press secretary had arranged for her to give an interview and talk about how excited she was to be living in the historic residence. Jeeze, how would she ever get through it?


Mrs. Warburton glanced up as she entered the outer office. “Are you feeling any better ma’am? I’m sorry for your loss.”


Not many people knew about her affair with Reg Bromwell, but Mrs. Warburton did. The woman knew everything. Sometimes a good thing—sometimes not so good.


“Thank you, dear,” said Cat, “Would you come in please? I’m going to need help this morning.”


“I’ll bring your schedule and be right with you.”


Cat took a moment in the ensuite and checked her makeup. She’d couldn’t remember when she’d ever looked worse. The liquid makeup was supposed to match her skin tone, but she was so pale this morning she didn’t have any fucking skin tone at all. All she had was red-rimmed eyes, poorly applied mascara, and blotchy red patches on her cheeks.


Thank God, she and Reg had kept their relationship on the down-low. Otherwise, things could have been a lot worse.


Mrs. Warburton came in carrying a coffee tray. She poured Cat a cup, fixed it the way she liked it and set it on her desk.


“Thanks,” said Cat, “Let’s start by calling each other by our first names when we’re working privately together. It will be a lot easier for both of us. Call me ‘Catherine.”


Mrs. Warburton smiled. “It will take some getting used to.”


“What can I call you?” asked Cat.


“Call me Penny.”


Cat sat down and took a sip of her coffee. “Penny is a pretty name.”


“Shall we go over what you have today?”


Cat nodded. “Let’s. I have to focus and get better work habits. The work here at the Capitol is so different than my court work, I’m not into a routine yet.”


“You have a meeting with the Lieutenant Governor in his office in fifteen minutes. At ten thirty you meet with the Board of Paroles and Pardons.”


“How long is that one?”


“Two hours,” said Penny. “Until twelve-thirty.”


“Do I have a break then? Maybe I’ll have time for lunch today.”


“You will. Mr. Blackmore-Powell called and requested twelve-thirty until two at the Capitol Grille. He’s on his way back from San Antonio.”


Cat smiled, and a lot of the tension drained out of her body.


I can get through the day if I’m seeing Blaine.


“I’ll do some of my signing before I see Stokes and finish up after lunch if I don’t have a cramp in my hand.”


Penny smiled.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE stopped off at home to change his clothes before his lunch with Cat. He rarely wore anything but black jeans and a Harley shirt with his leather jacket over top, but at least they would be clean jeans and a fresh shirt.


He parked in the drive and sent the annoying Hammer home for the weekend. “Get some sleep. If we get a break, we might be gone again.”


“Sure, boss,” said Hammer. “I don’t think I’m contributing much to the team and I don’t like the feeling that I’m not carrying my own weight.”


“You will soon. We might log a lot of hours on this one.”


“Farrell, talk to the junkers in the carriage house. Split them into two teams and send them to San Antone. One team to the auto parts yard and the other to Paul Langois’ house.”


The junkers were agents assigned to the Blackmore Agency for protection and for support. They lived on the premises and Blaine could avail himself of their services when ever the need arose. Somebody paid the junkers—somebody other than him.


“Yep,” said Farrell, “I’m on it.”


Blaine went inside, patted the dogs greeting him at the door, then hugged both Misty and Carm in the kitchen. “How are my girls?”


“We missed you,” said Misty, giving him a quick kiss. “Are you home for the weekend?”


“Not yet, but I’ll be home for dinner and we’ll talk about what’s going on.”


Farrell barreled in the back door and stuck his head in the kitchen. “Only three junkers out there, boss. Jack is on assignment.”


Jack? He’s Mom’s bodyguard when she’s working. The man has already talked to her.


“I want Travis with Jesse on Bromwell’s murder, so find Fletch and pair him up with Greg.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


DAY BY DAY, Annie’s depression over the impasse with Jesse deepened. Barely able to get out of bed in the morning, Declan noticed her lethargy and diagnosed the problem on the first try.


“Sweetheart, you’ve got to focus on something else. Dwelling on Jesse or the lack of him in your life is making you ill.”


Annie sat at the island with a mug of coffee and half a cold bagel. She hadn’t been eating and nothing got by Declan. “I’ll try, Dec. I’ll try hard today.”


She answered her cell and a diversion was at hand.


“How’s my girl?”


“I’m okay. Do you have something for me?”


“Yes. It’s immediate. This is what I need you to do.”


 


The Grille. Downtown Austin.


BLAINE made it to the Grille by twelve forty-five. Fifteen minutes late, but he had hurried. “Is Governor Campbell here yet?” he asked Kim at the hostess station.


“She is, Mr. Blackmore. “I’ll show you where she’s sitting.”


Blaine followed Kim to a private alcove screened by greenery near the back of the restaurant. Cat was staring into her wine glass and didn’t see him coming. “Hey, I know I’m late, but I tried not to be.”


Cat smiled. “As long as you’re here.”


“I see you have a drink.” He motioned for the waiter and ordered a Corona.


“How did the classified stuff go?”


“Barely started. Gonna be a bitch.”


Cat raised an auburn brow. “A big case?”


“Did you see on the news about the six ATF agents being murdered at the Laredo border?”


“Of course,” she said, “It was on every channel.”


Blaine opened the menu and said no more.


She leaned in closer. “Is that all you’re saying?”


He nodded. “All I can say.”


Cat smiled.


“Are you ready to move tomorrow?”


“I’ll work on it tonight when I get home. Gene and your people are sweeping the mansion today before I go.”


“Did they find anything in your house?”


“Travis found something. It was so tiny, I could hardly believe it was anything.”


“Good, I’ll ask him about it.”


“Jesse was good to me. He had to break the news to me about Reg, and your partner was kind and caring.”


“That’s Jesse. He was well brought up by a strict father. All the Quantrall boys are gentlemen.”


“Jesse is a handsome gentleman too.”


Blaine shook his head. “Don’t go there, Cat. I want him back with Annie.”


“He’s like family to you.”


“He is my family.”


The waiter brought Blaine’s Corona and they ordered the lunch special.


“I don’t know how we’ll find out what Reg was into now that he’s dead,” said Blaine. “I hope the techs or Travis and Fletch turned up something in the search of his residence.”


“I’ve tried to recall conversations to see if there was any mention of anything or anyone—ever—and there was nothing.”


“Could have been intentional,” said Blaine. “He wanted you to know nothing about what was going on in another part of his life.”


“This was a man I was seriously considering marrying,” said Cat. “Makes me shudder to think how little I knew about him. It would have been a terrible mistake.”


“Did he pressure you after he proposed?”


“A little, at first, but then I became so busy with all the events leading up to the inauguration, he eased up.”


“How long were you seeing him when he first started talking about a permanent arrangement?”


“Umm… only a few weeks, if I remember correctly.”


“This was before the election?”


“Hmm… November. No. I think it was right after.”


Blaine nodded.


“Uh huh. I get why you’re asking me these questions. I was naïve, wasn’t I?”


“Maybe a little.”


The waiter brought the food and they ate in silence for a few minutes.


“The Capitol is unfamiliar ground for me. Trying to adjust to a new life on top of the Reg disaster, I’m so thankful I have you to talk to, sweetie. You mean the world to me.”


Blaine smiled. “Thanks.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL stopped by Chief Calhoun’s office after visiting Sue in the lab.


“Did they have anything for y’all downstairs?”


“Sue thinks the killer or killers wore gloves. Came prepared with their own weapons and left nothing behind. A planned execution with a dose of torture thrown in. They wanted Reg to tell them something and he might have, but they killed him anyway. We don’t have a lot to work with.”


“Professionals,” said the Chief. “We never solve those.”


“Has the autopsy been scheduled?”


The Chief checked a list on his desk. “Tomorrow at three.”


“I’ll take another run at the guy I shot in the leg,” said Farrell, “but he wasn’t about to cave when I went to the hospital. Hollered for a PD, cursed at me and wouldn’t talk.”


“I think they transferred him,” said the Chief. “He might be downstairs in the infirmary.”


“Handy. I’ll check before I leave.”


“Y’all think the attempted mugging and the murder are related?”


“Gotta be, Chief. No way around it.”


Calhoun grinned. “You sound like Blacky.”


 


DOWNSTAIRS at the lockup infirmary, Farrell showed his ID to the nurse in charge and she showed him where Vince Mills was reclining.


“Hey, Vince, how’s the leg?” Farrell asked with a grin.


“You shot me, you fucking asshole. Get away from me.” Vince jerked his left fist and the cuff clanked against the bed rail.


“I’m giving you a chance for a lighter sentence, Vince. Tell me who sent you after Bromwell and I’ll talk to the DA for you.”


“Bullshit. Things don’t work that way in the real world.”


“I did you a favor, Vince,” said Farrell. “A huge one, man.”


“You call shooting me in the fuckin leg a favor?” Vince spit at him and Farrell backed up laughing.


“If I hadn’t shot you, your boss might have sent you to kill Bromwell. Oh, yeah. He’s dead, and one of your crew killed him.” Farrell pointed, “But we know it wasn’t you, Vince. You should thank me. I gave you an airtight alibi.”


 


San Antonio.


ANNIE picked Jack the Junker up at Blaine’s place before noon and headed down I-35 to San Antonio towing her bike trailer behind her old dark blue Ram.


“Any thoughts on how we should get started?” asked Jack.


“The bar is the most likely casual encounter,” said Annie. “A place called Flynn’s a couple blocks from the clubhouse.”


“Does Blaine know you’re on it?”


“He’ll figure it out.”


“Do you think he’ll be pissed?”


“Why?” Annie laughed, “Does my son scare you?”


“He has a short fuse,” said Jack. “Not much scares me, but Blaine comes close.” Jack pointed at a couple of hotels as they passed. “Where should we stay?”


“Somewhere upscale where I can take a lot of showers,” said Annie. “I’m going to be rolling with pigs.”


Jack made a face. “Jesus, girl. You don’t have to do this you know.”


“I do. I thought The Rule was dead and here we go again. That club is like a snake that keeps growing new heads.”


They checked into the Riverwalk Hotel and had dinner, then Annie laid down for an hour’s nap before getting dressed for her mission. She changed into her leathers, brushed her hair and tied a red bandana around her head. A healthy spray of perfume and she was ready to take on The Rule.


“Let me take another look at the pictures before we go.”


Jack had placed the mug shots on the table in the corner of the room and they had spent time studying them to become familiar with the men they were dealing with.


The president, Paul Langois, was tall with shoulder-length dark hair, muscular and not bad looking. The VP, Shaky Goldsmith was shorter, long stringy blond hair and a matching moustache and beard. The enforcer, Dougie the Dog, was a handsome looking guy. Dark brown hair, longish, but not long, clean shaven and muscled up.


If she had to get close to somebody it would be Dougie or Paul. Race had mentioned Dougie a few times over the years. They had been friends, even when Dougie was in a different club. Rare because Race didn’t have friends. In his line of work, friends didn’t last too long. Kill or be killed. You were the killer or the corpse—one or the other.


Annie was on her way out of the room when her cell rang. It was Blaine. “Hi, sweetheart, where are you?”


“I’m at home, Mom. Jack is gone so I’m presuming he’s with you. Are you in San Antone?”


“Yes.”


“Please be careful. I love you and I don’t want you to get hurt.”


“I’ll be careful, sugar pop. Tonight, is just a meet and greet, nothing more.”


“Make sure Jack is on his toes and has one in the chamber.”


“I will.”


 


FLYNN’S parking lot was packed with rows of shiny Harleys when they arrived. Annie parked her bike in a narrow spot and Jack parked the truck a couple rows away. They were both armed and had worked out a loose plan. Annie would sit alone in a booth where Jack could see her plainly from where he sat at the bar. Any hint of trouble and he would call it in and pull Annie out when the bikers ran from the cops. Bikers always beat it when the sirens arrived—like clockwork.


She ordered a Lone Star and figured it would be the only one she had to pay for. In past experience, drinks came flying her way as soon as she hit the bar—any bar. She couldn’t help the way she looked. It was a cross she had to bear.


It was almost eleven before six members of The Rule showed up. They filled up a couple of booths not far from her and she could hear them talking and laughing. Two different guys had sent her drinks already and then followed up with personal visits to her table. She told them she was waiting for someone, and they wanted to know who. Maybe all the bikers who hung out at Flynn’s knew each other.


With the Rule crew in place it was time for her first trip of the night to the ladies’ room. She slung her purse over her shoulder and walked the walk. Ready for the hooting and the whistles, she didn’t turn her head or acknowledge the bikers in any way. Annie had her methods and they had always worked in the past. Men were men. Predictable.


She used the facilities, washed her hands and checked her look in the mirror before leaving. Prepared for a guy to be waiting in the hallway—it had happened so many times before—she wasn’t surprised to see Dougie the Dog leaning under the light smoking.


“Hey, baby, can I buy you a drink?” He flashed her a gorgeous smile.


“I have a beer waiting for me, but thanks anyway.” She walked past him, and he followed but didn’t touch her.


That’s amazing.


Annie returned to her booth and sat down. Not waiting for an invitation, Dougie sat down across from her and waved at the waitress. “Bring us a pitcher, Sandy.”


“Sure thing, Dougie.”


“What’s your name, beautiful girl?”


“Portia.”


“Fancy name for a fancy girl.”


Annie sipped her beer and sized Dougie up. He was a hunk.


“What are you doing here by yourself?”


“Who says I’m by myself?”


“I don’t see anybody with you, girl.”


“I was waiting for somebody, but maybe they got busy and couldn’t make it.” She shrugged.


“Lucky for me.” He filled a glass and drank it down. “Have you had dinner?”


“I ate a while ago.”


He set his glass down and focused on her. “I need to eat.”


“Order something.”


He smiled. “What if I don’t want to eat here?”


“Don’t.”


He chuckled. “You are brightening up my day, girl.”


“Did you have a bad day, Dougie?”


He raised an eyebrow. “You know my name?”


“The waitress called you by name.”


“Oh, yeah, she did.” He reached across the table and touched her hand. “It sounds a lot sexier when you say it.”


“Dougie, are you coming?” hollered one of his boys.


“Your crew is calling you.” Annie pulled her hand away.


“I heard but I’m ignoring them.”


“You a big ladies’ man, Dougie?”


“Not too much. No time for romance.”


“But you got time tonight?” Annie sipped her beer and watched the wheels turning in Dougie’s head. Doing what they all did—figuring out a way to get her alone.


Here it comes.


“There’s a barbeque place down the street and I’m starving. Would you come with me?”


“Maybe another night.”


He nodded.


A couple members of the Rule grew impatient and strode towards their table. Dougie waved them off. “I’ll be there in a minute.” His jaw was set in a hard line and Annie could sense the anger and the physical power in him.


“I better go,” she said. She picked up her purse and slid out of the booth.


He pulled out his phone and said, “I need your cell number.”


Annie rhymed off her number.


“Can I walk you out?”


“No need.”


“I want to.”


She smiled and took his hand. Big hand, hard and calloused from the weights. “Come on then.”


They went out the back way into the parking lot and Annie knew Jack would be close by if she needed him. She walked to her bike and stashed her purse in the left saddlebag.


“Nice color.”


“You mean girly colour?”


Dougie grinned. “I didn’t say it out loud.”


Annie threw her right leg over her bike and kicked up the stand.


Dougie leaned down, put a hand on the back of her neck under her hair and brushed his lips over hers. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”






 




CHAPTER SIX


Saturday, January 24th.


 


Riverwalk Hotel. San Antonio.


ANNIE woke, and turned her head. She smiled as she looked across at Jack sleeping soundly in the other queen-sized bed. They always shared a room for the sake of her safety. Privacy was sacrificed so time wasn’t wasted in a life or death situation, and there had been many of those.


She ordered breakfast and coffee from room service, not intending to go out until later. She sat propped up on her pillows and checked for messages.


One from the Dog. “Can’t stop thinking about you, girl. Can I see you later?”


She smiled and texted. “Cowboys at nine.”


“I’ll find you.”


 


Governor’s Mansion. Colorado Street. Austin.


JESSE and Travis with the help of a couple of Gene Wyman’s security men finished clearing the mansion. They found nothing, but it was good to be sure. Jesse called the Governor to let her know.


“Jesse Quantrall, Governor. You’re all clear at the mansion. Do you need help moving?”


“Thank you, Jesse, but I have help. Thanks again for all you’ve done for me.”


“No problem. I’ll be in the city for the morning if you need me for anything.”


Jesse and Travis left the Governor’s residence to head over to the Bromwell crime scene and media vehicles had already begun parking on Colorado Street.


“Jeeze, boss, they’re gonna dog her while she moves in.”


“Uh huh. She’s fair game now. Any little thing she does is newsworthy.”


“I would hate that.”


Jesse chuckled. “Luckily, it ain’t happening to us.”


 


Governor Campbell’s Private Residence. West Austin.


CAT stared at her reflection in the mirror over her vanity for the last time—at least the last time for a long while in this house. Would she like living in the Governor’s mansion with people cleaning and cooking for her? And what about the tours and the tourists? Why hadn’t she thought of any of this stuff when she wanted so badly to be Governor.


Suck it up, girl. You got what you wanted. Be afraid. Be very afraid.


The good thing about moving to the other side of the city, if there was a good thing, she only had to move clothes and personal belongings. No furniture.


Her walk-in closet was almost empty. All her clothes, shoes and purses were either packed or on the bed waiting to go in the next container. She checked her watch, left the mess in her room and went downstairs for breakfast.


Her housekeeper had coffee brewed and a plate of fruit cut up. “My but you look tired, Catherine. Sit down and eat something.”


“Thanks, dear. I’ll have a coffee. Do we have any bagels?”


“Of course, cinnamon raisin? I’ll toast you one right now.”


Cat sat on a stool at the kitchen island and wondered what Blaine was doing. He was so busy, so focused and so productive, it was frightening.


Almost eerie, ‘short fuse’ came on the screen when she was thinking about him.


No salutation. “Are you ready to go?”


“About another hour or so. I stopped to have a coffee and a bagel.”


“For crissake eat something, Cat. When we had lunch, you were so fuckin pale, I thought you might faint.”


She giggled. “You know how to cheer me up.”


“Letting you know I’m conducting a little experiment this morning. Misty is going with me to Reg Bromwell’s residence. I’ll let you know if anything turns up.”


“Turns up? You mean out of thin air?”


“It’s energy, Cat. I know that much.”


“Can I watch?”


“All of Texas will be watching you move.”


“What if I bust my butt and get that done and over with by noon?”


“Can you?”


“I have to be filmed carrying stuff in, then do the five-minute interview and that’s it. I can unpack later if you’ll wait for me.”


“Umm… how will you feel about being in Reg’s house?”


“I think I can handle it.”


“Call me when you’re leaving Colorado Street, and don’t come in the limo. Have Gene drive you in the SUV.”


“Okay, that makes sense.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ON THE WAY home to Quantrall, Jesse stopped in at Coulter-Ross to see Annie. He needed to spend more time with her, and he wanted to take her to dinner in Smithville at the Stonehouse, her favorite restaurant.


He knocked on the door and Rosalie let him in. “Mrs. C. isn’t home, Mr. Quantrall. Won’t be back for a couple of days.”


“Do you know where she went, Rosie?”


“I think she mentioned San Antonio. Might be something with Powell Corp.”


“Okay, thanks. I’ll call her.”


Before leaving for home, Jesse sat in his Range Rover and called Farrell. “Hey, kiddo, I’m here at your ranch and Annie isn’t here. Do you know what’s going on?”


“She’s working, boss. That’s all I can tell you.”


I know what working means.


“Jesus, I hate it when she’s doing something so fuckin dangerous.”


“Don’t think about it, Jesse. You don’t need the stress.”


“Hard not to think about it.”


I love her so goddam much and I fucked us up so bad.


 


Bromwell Residence. West Austin.


BLAINE drove to Bromwell’s house with Misty in the passenger seat. The murder was at a complete dead end and with the information and evidence they had so far, the case was virtually unsolvable.


“Is having Cat in the room with you going to bother you, sweetheart?”


“I don’t think so. I can block out people and my surroundings pretty efficiently.”


Blaine parked in the drive and there was no sign of Gene’s SUV. “Let’s go in and you can get a feel for Bromwell before anybody gets here.”


“Okay.”


Blaine brushed her long curls back from her face. “You look pale. Do you feel all right?”


Misty nodded but Blaine wasn’t convinced.


He unlocked the door and let Misty go ahead of him into the foyer. She took one step inside, let out an ear-splitting scream and fainted on the tile floor.


“Misty, no.” Blaine scooped her up and carried her into Bromwell’s living room. He laid her on the sofa and put a pillow under her head.


Cat had come in right behind them with Gene. “I heard her scream,” said Cat, “when I was getting out of the truck.”


“She fainted,” said Blaine. “Something scared her.”


“I’ll get some water.” Cat went to the kitchen and came back with a glass half full.


Blaine held Misty’s hand. Her eyes were closed. “Come on, sweetheart. Open your eyes.”


Misty started mumbling in the ‘psychic voice’ and Blaine leaned closer to hear her. “They want the money. All of it. Give it back.”


“Can you see where the money is, Mist?”


She nodded with her eyes still closed. “We were there. Dead girl in ravine.”


“Barton Creek Wilderness?”


Misty opened her eyes and sat up.


“You were fantastic, sweetheart.” He offered her the water.


Cat was staring at Misty. “Reg stole money?”


“It makes sense,” said Blaine. “People were pissed at him enough to kill him.”


“Who were they?” Cat cast a skeptical glace at Misty.


Misty turned to look at Blaine. “Remember when I drew a picture with a lady?”


“Yes, Ken Kingsley’s picture. Celia Winthrop, the sketch artist. I’ll call Austin PD and have Lopez set something up for you as soon as possible.”


“She drew a picture?” asked Cat.


“She saw the person in her mind and worked with the sketch artist. That’s how we identified Ken Kingsley, the Zilker Park killer.”


“I’m not getting any of this,” said Cat.


Blaine smiled. “It’s a place to start where we had nothing before. We’ll have a suspect when the sketch is done and now we have Barton Creek.


“Huge area to search,” said Gene.


“I have dogs,” said Blaine. He pulled out his cell and called Jesse.


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE was resting on his bed while Charity had her nap in the next room. Upset that Annie was working, he tried to calm his heart rate and relax. His cell rang on the dresser and he sat up to reach it. “Hey, Blacky.”


“Misty did well at Bromwell’s. The money is somewhere in Barton Creek Wilderness and I need the dogs. She also got a glimpse of someone and if you’re up to it, I’d like you to take her to Austin Homicide while she works with Celia Winthrop.”


“So, there is money missing,” said Jesse. “At least we have a motive now. Give me a half hour and I’ll bring the dogs and pick Misty up at Bromwell’s.”


“Great, I’ll round up Travis and Farrell to work the dogs.”


“Get a couple of things Bromwell had already worn from his laundry hamper,” said Jesse.


“Good thought. I’ll go do that now, before I forget.”


 


BLAINE ended the call to Jesse, called Travis and Farrell, then explained to Cat and Misty what was happening.


“Will Jesse wait for me at the police station?” asked Misty.


“He’ll wait for you, sweetheart, and after we work the dogs, I’ll meet you at home and take you to Tulley’s for crab cakes and wine.” He gave Misty a hug, then he winked at Cat. “You too.”


Cat smiled. “Wine, crab cakes and good company, what could be better?”


 


Riverwalk Hotel. San Antonio.


ANNIE had a nap in the hotel suite after a delicious lunch with Jack in one of the pubs on the Riverwalk. While she laid down, Jack drove to check on the two surveillance teams Farrell had sent to San Antonio. Bikers partied late at night, and she didn’t want to be exhausted for her date. She was almost asleep when Farrell called.


“Hey, Mom. I hate it when you’re working.” He chuckled. “Just called to tell you how fuckin much I hate it. Please be safe.”


“Jack’s here with me. Don’t worry.”


“When you’re out of my sight, that’s all I do.”


“I love you, baby.”


“I love you too, Mom. And another thing, Jesse called me, looking for you. He hates it when you’re working too, even though he doesn’t say much.”


“Tell him I’m fine when you see him.”


“Relieve his stress, Mom. Call him.”


“I will. Thanks, sugar pop.”


Annie put the phone back on the night stand and before she could close her eyes she had a message. Dougie.


“Friend is having a party tonight. Would you go with me after Cowboys?”


“Can you dance?”


“A little.”


“One point for you.”


 


Barton Creek Wilderness. West Austin.


BLAINE started the dogs at the parking lot off route three sixty figuring it was the closest to Bromwell’s residence, if he’d been coming from home in a hurry to hide the money.


Travis had Bluebelle’s leash and Farrell had Red. Each dog was used to their own handler and they worked better when they were relaxed and in their comfort zones.


If this was a stolen money thing, would the thugs have Bromwell’s house under surveillance after he was dead?


 “Maybe,” Blaine said to himself. “Didn’t notice anybody, and Gene didn’t say anything.” He pulled a rifle out of the new gun safe in the back of his truck and made sure it was loaded. “Better watch my boys and my dogs.”


He followed behind as the dogs took off towards the ravine. Misty had been with Blaine when they’d come to a crime scene during the Kingsley case and she’d remembered the ravine where a body was found.


At the top of the hill before the drop off into the ravine was a forested area. Heavily treed with a lot of scrub bushes. Red tore into that area with Farrell running at top speed behind him. Red gave a howl and laid on the ground.


“Okay,” said Farrell, out of breath. “Give me a minute and I’ll go back for a fuckin shovel.”


Blaine sat down on a log and stroked Red’s big head. “See if any vehicles were following us. I have a feeling.”


“Shit, they want us to find the money?”


Blaine shrugged. “Make it easier for them, wouldn’t it?”


“Sure would. I’ll be careful.”


Travis returned with Bluebelle and waited with Blaine.


 


FARRELL jogged back to the parking lot next to the road to get the shovel out of the back of Blaine’s truck, and he saw them slowing down. Black Escalade with tinted windows. He pulled his shotgun out of the backseat of the truck, thinking if there were more than two, a shotgun would be better. He might not have time to line up rifle shots.


And he thought right. The vehicle parked, three of them hopped out and pointed automatic weapons at him. “Thanks for finding the money for us.” The big fat, bald one laughed as he pointed at the shovel. He raised the Blackout and Farrell shot him in the face. Then the one next to him, then the third one before they had a chance to shoot him first.


Bang. Bang. Bang.


He called it in and took the shovel to Blacky.


“Did I hear shots?” asked Blaine when Farrell handed him the shovel.


“Yeah, three dead in the parking lot. I’ll dig if you want to handle it, bro. Here’s my Winchester.”


“Right,” said Blaine. “There’s an army out there looking for the money. We must be digging up a lot of cash.”


 


BY THE TIME Blaine ran back to the parking lot, at least half a mile, he figured, First Response was there with an ambulance. No work for the paramedics this time. Three dead thugs with Blackouts in their paws.


Hope these assholes have sheets and I can see who they work for.


He called Chief Calhoun at home and brought him up to date on the day’s events.


“You’ve been busy on your day off.”


“As if,” said Blaine, “Can’t remember ever having one of those.”


“Don’t want you to burn out, son. You need down time, like everybody else.”


“Sending these three to the morgue. Misty is working with the sketch artist at Austin Homicide. Her picture may or may not be one of these guys. Wait and see.”


“Wonder how much money Bromwell stole?” asked the Chief.


“Boys are digging it up now. Doesn’t mean this was the only stash.”


“No, it doesn’t, son. Good work.”


Once the ME on weekend duty took charge of the corpses, Blaine jogged back to the woods to see how the digging was coming along.


The boys had pulled up a heavy duffel and were brushing off the dirt when Blaine arrived. He undid the zipper enough to peek inside. “Yep, bundles of Ben Franklins. Good job, guys. Let’s drop that off to the lab and we can get cleaned up and go to dinner.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE sent Farrell and Travis to the lab with the money while he went home to check on Misty. She’d had a rough afternoon. Jesse was waiting for the dogs at the house and drinking a beer in the kitchen with Carm.


“Hey, how did the dogs make out?” asked Jesse.


“Ask them,” said Blaine as they bayed and ran straight for Jesse. He hugged them and searched his pockets for biscuits.


Blaine chuckled. “They were fantastic. Red never misses. Found the duffel and the boys are delivering it to the lab. Don’t know how much was in there but it was pretty full.”


“Solid motive,” said Jesse, “Now we need the doer.”


“Misty might have something. Where is she?”


“Upstairs, I think,” said Jesse. “She seemed tired.”


“I said I’d take her to Tulley’s,” said Blaine. “Why don’t you come with us. Cat’s coming and the boys. We’ll all go.”


“Okay, I could come along if it’s not date night or anything.”


“No, I invited Cat too. She’s been down.”


“Maybe you should make a reservation,” said Jesse. “It’s Saturday night.”


Blaine made the call, then tried Cat. “Tulley’s at eight. Do you feel like it?”


“I don’t want to be the third wheel on your date,” she said.


“That’s what Jesse said, but no, we’re all going.”


“Jesse too?”


“Yes.”


“Okay, I’ll get ready.”


Blaine jogged up the stairs to check on Misty and she was propped up on the bed reading. “You okay?”


“Fine. Did you find the money?”


“Yes, Red found it. Thank you. Without you we never would have found it.”


She pointed to the dresser. “I brought a copy of the sketch home for you.”


“Great. I was going to ask you about that.” Blaine picked it up and held it up to the light. A large black man with a shaved head and a jowly face. Didn’t ring any bells. “Are they trying to match it at headquarters?”


Misty nodded. “Lieutenant Lopez said he’d call if we matched anybody that the system knows.”


Blaine smiled. “Fantastic.”


 


Cowboys Bar. San Antonio.


BEFORE ANNIE left the hotel to meet Dougie the Dog at Cowboys, Jack gave detailed instructions on how to plant the tag if she happened to get to Paul Langois’ residence.


“Okay, I think I’ve got it. I’ll do it if I get a chance.”


“You look fantastic.” Jacks smiled at her. “I hope you know that.”


Annie giggled. “You don’t look half bad yourself. Watch out for those bull-riding cowgirls. Those babes will be all over your bones.”


“Maybe I’ll chat a couple up, so I don’t look like an asshole sitting at a table alone.”


“Do that. You’ll blend in better if you look like you’re on the make.”


Jack snorted.


Annie parked her bike at five after nine and lined up to go inside. Saturday night maybe wasn’t the best night to get a table. She’d picked this place because she’d been here before dancing with Ray and knew how busy it was. Busy was better for a first date with a violent biker.


Once inside, she grabbed a beer from one of the ice-filled horse troughs, paid the cowgirl in the scanty outfit, and looked for a table. Most of the little round ones on the dance floor seemed to be taken. She’d have to go upstairs. No rodeo tonight, but a couple of good country bands according to the posters out front.


Once she climbed the stairs and her eyes grew accustomed to the dim light, she glanced around the tables looking for Dougie. An arm waved to her on the other side of the room. He had a table that looked down on the dance floor.


“Hey, I thought maybe you changed your mind.”


“I would have texted you,” she said. She sat down and shoved her purse with her Beretta inside under the table.


Dougie had a pitcher and two glasses already on the table. Annie tipped up the Lone Star long neck she’d bought downstairs and finished it.


“Noisy, isn’t it?” she asked. “I love it here.”


“This your hangout?”


“Maybe.”


“What do you think about the party at my buddie’s house?”


“Is it important?”


“It is to him, I guess.”


“A club thing?” she asked.


Dougie shrugged. “Maybe.”


“Let’s have some alone time first,” said Annie. “I’m not much of a party person.”


Dougie waved an arm around. “This is a huge party place.”


“I like to dance, and I like to hear the bands. I sing a bit.”


“You do? That’s cool.”


“Tell me about you, Dougie. What do you like to do?”


He filled his glass from the pitcher and took a minute to think. “I don’t have a lot of spare time to do much of anything.”


“TCB?”


Dougie raised an eyebrow.


“I saw your cut last night. I know you’re in a club.”


Dougie smiled. “You’re an interesting girl, Portia.”


“Now you’ve got the wary look on your face and you’re wondering if I’m a fuckin cop.”


“Mind reader too.”


“I’m not a cop. But I used to be married to a club.”


Dougie let out a visible breath. He didn’t like cops. Normal. Most club members hated cops.


“One I would recognize?”


“Maybe. George Ross was my husband.”


“Regulators.” Dougie nodded his head. “Canadian. Strong leader. Mr. Ross was nobody’s fool.”


“You been married?” asked Annie.


“Nope. Never found anybody I wanted to spend that much time with.”


“Yeah, the date never ends.” Annie giggled and Dougie laughed too.


The band started their first set and Annie stood up. “Let’s go downstairs and see how good you are.”


“Fuck. I was afraid you’d make me do this.”


“You want to touch me, don’t you?”


“Jesus, do I ever.”


Annie took his hand, then stopped, turned and kissed him gently. “Now’s your chance.”


Standing on the edge of the dance floor, Annie got to see Dougie in the light. Upstairs she hadn’t been able to see what he was wearing or anything else about him it was so dark. But she could smell him. He smelled clean and he wore a nice cologne she didn’t recognize. In the light, she saw he had on tight black jeans and a plain black t-shirt under his leather jacket. A bit of ink showed on his neck, but she couldn’t make it out.


“Can we wait for a slow one to start?”


“Sure.” She leaned close and said, “You look good.”


“I’m with the most beautiful cowgirl in this place. I don’t want to look too shabby.”


The band slowed things down and Annie tugged him onto the polished floor. It was crowded so they didn’t have to cover too much ground. Dougie held her close and he felt good in her arms. He was big and solid and strong. She let her hand wander up the back of his neck into his hair and he let out a little groan.


He leaned down and kissed her neck. “I don’t want this song to end.”


“I love a romantic,” she whispered, then leaned up and kissed him.


“Goddammit girl, I want you so bad right this minute I’m gonna come undone.”


The song ended, the band picked up the tempo for a fast two-step and Annie led Dougie to an empty table. “We lucked out and got ourselves a table.”


Dougie ordered more beer and while he was talking to the waitress a young cowboy came by the table and asked Annie to dance. She hopped off her stool and twirled onto the floor for a fast Allan Jackson tune. When she came back she was out of breath and laughing. “That was fun.”


“I… was pissed that he asked you, but you’re a good dancer.”


“This is a dance place, and people ask you even if you’re with somebody else. Doesn’t mean anything.”


“Meant something to me, and I’m not used to caring too much about… stuff.”


“I’ve spent a lot of time with bikers and most of them think women are for sex and other than that they’re in the fuckin way.”


“I’m gonna make you a promise right now that I’ve never made before—never even thought of making before,” Dougie leaned across the little table, “If you give me a chance, I will never cheat on you and I will treat you good. All the time.”


“That’s a good offer. I’ll hold you to that promise.” Annie finished her beer and stood up. “One more slow one?”


Dougie grinned. “Okay, I’m not so nervous now.”


They left Cowboys hand in hand. Annie hadn’t seen Jack in the last hour, but he was a pro and slick at his profession. He was watching her, she was confident of that.


“Where’s your bike?” Dougie asked.


“Down that way,” said Annie. “This parking area is huge.”


Dougie glanced over his shoulder a couple of times as they walked towards her bike, and she squeezed his hand. “Do you have a tail?”


He grinned. “I’m careful.”


Annie reached into her purse, pulled out her Beretta and shoved it into her waistband. “I’ll watch your back.”


“What?” Dougie’s face registered genuine surprise. “You carrying?”


“Always.”


She hopped on her bike and started it while Dougie ran back to where his was parked near the fence. He was almost there when she heard another Harley coming from the opposite direction. She squeezed the gas and had almost caught up to Dougie when the biker wearing a cut she thought she recognized, fired a shot at the Dog.


The bullet missed but it was a close call. Dougie took off and Annie fired at the other biker. Her shot hit him, and the impact knocked him off his Harley. She squeezed the gas and followed Dougie.


He pulled into a service center at the next intersection and waited for her. “Sorry about that. Some guys out there aren’t happy I changed clubs.”


“I shot him,” said Annie.


Dougie sat with his mouth open not saying a word. “Okay, then. Let’s get out of town.”


 


Paul Langois’ Residence. San Antonio Suburb.


THE NEW KING of the Rule was throwing a party and the place was rocking when they arrived. A long line of shiny bikes stood in the driveway and a few pickups were parked along the road. Annie had the tag in her purse if she got a chance to put it somewhere discreetly. If not, she’d do it another time. She wouldn’t risk getting caught.


Dougie stood beside her bike waiting while she set her kickstand. “I don’t know what to say about you shooting that asshole at Cowboys.”


“He shot at you.”


“Yeah, and I took off. I made you a promise tonight and I broke it already. He could have hit you and I would have been long gone. I am a goddam asshole, that’s what I am.”


“A lot of bikers are.”


“Jesus, Christ, girl. I’m sorry. And I never say that. Ever.”


“Somehow, I believe you.”


“Let’s go in and I’ll introduce you.”


“I’m not staying long,” said Annie, “and if there’s sex going on that isn’t private, I won’t be in there more than a minute. I fuckin hate that.”


“Okay, deal.”


“Dougie’s here,” somebody hollered as they came in the front door.


Langois’ place was a dump. Didn’t look too bad on the outside. Decent rancher, but the inside was trashed. The smell of weed was strong and other drugs were probably circulating.


Paul waved Dougie over to where he sat with one of the Rule girls. A lot of clubs had girls that hung with the guys. Easy to spot. On site sex whenever they wanted it. Annie had lived with enough bikers to be disgusted by the practice.


Paul pushed the girl away from him and stood up. “Who’s this gorgeous gash?”


Dougie’s jaw tightened. “This is my girlfriend, Portia.”


“Fuck you, Dog. You ain’t never had a girlfriend.” Paul was stoned. “Come here to me, little black-haired beauty.” He reached out and grabbed Annie’s arm and pulled her close to him.


Annie’s first instinct was to draw her weapon, but it was too soon for that. She’d kill Paul Langois later when they had the info about the guns. Instead, she jerked her arm away and headed for the door. “I’m out of here, Dougie.”


The Dog followed her. “I can’t make him apologize, girl. He’s my boss.”


“Don’t worry about it. I’m not.” Annie tore down the driveway, jumped on her Softail and she was gone.


As soon as she was sure Dougie wasn’t following her, she stopped, called Blaine and woke him up.


“Sorry to wake you, sugar. Whoever is on the clubhouse, have them tag it now. All of the Rule are partying at Langois’ house.”


“Thanks, Mom. Good information. I love you. Please be careful.”


 


Riverwalk Hotel. San Antonio.


ANNIE changed into her nightshirt and flopped on the bed waiting for Jack to come back. She hadn’t seen him near Langois’ but he was there. Guaranteed.


Her phone signaled a message and it was Dougie.


“Shit ending to a fantastic date. I’m in love.”


“Got him,” she said out loud.


She texted three hearts and closed her eyes.






 




CHAPTER SEVEN


Sunday, January 25th.


 


Powell Building. Downtown Austin.


POWELL AND ASSOCIATES was deserted on a Sunday morning. Not a single person in the whole building except him and it felt a little creepy.


Blaine set his Starbuck’s container on the corner of Reg Bromwell’s desk and used his considerable skills to get into Reg’s private files. The lab had turned nothing up on Bromwell’s home computer, so if Reg kept track of his business dealings with his unsavory friends it might be here.


Not knowing exactly what he was looking for, Blaine was prepared to put in the time to find it.


 


Governor’s Mansion. Austin.


CAT opened her eyes, glanced around the huge pale blue bedroom and wondered where she was. For a moment she thought she’d been kidnapped, then remembered moving to the Governor’s mansion the day before. She let out a little groan realizing somewhere in the large house, someone was waiting for her to get up and eat breakfast.


I shouldn’t have had so much wine last night, but I had such a good time with Blaine and Jesse and the boys. Misty is so wrong for Blaine.


She sat on the side of the bed and checked her messages. Thankfully, nothing yet. The State of Texas held together while she slept.


 


Doug Robertson’s Residence. San Antonio.


DOUGIE THE DOG woke with a start, his heart pounding thinking somebody was in the condo. He had an expensive system installed for protection after he found out his ex-club meant to eliminate him.


He missed living in Vegas, loved to play poker, but hey, you can’t have everything. You have to follow the money, and right now, Langois was bringing in cash by the bundles. Things had been rolling smooth as silk until the Nuevo Laredo/Laredo border. Langois made a huge mistake sending prospects with the trucks. Six ATF agents killed? Total fuckin disaster. A move like that would bring feds down on you like rain falling out of the sky. Never would have happened if he’d been there. The feds were gunning for them now. The Rule might as well wear targets on their backs.


Dougie padded barefoot to the kitchen, rinsed the carafe and made a pot of coffee. While he waited, he checked for messages. None. Langois wouldn’t be up until after noon. The boss of the club was a user and a slob. Paul’s cocaine use had increased since Dougie came on board and any day now, that would lead to trouble. He tried to put Langois out of his mind.


The only message he wanted was from Portia. He hadn’t been able to get to sleep last night thinking about her.


And Paul. What the hell was Paul thinking grabbing her that way? No fuckin respect. The anger at the boss returned as Dougie replayed the situation in his mind. “If it comes down to it, I’ll kill Langois. No regrets.”


He reached for the coffee pot, had it in his hand and almost off the burner when his phone signaled a text. He set the pot down and read the message.


“I-Hop at ten?”


He grinned at his cell. Couldn’t help it.


“Definitely. Which one?”


“I-10 and Market?”


“Sure.”


Dougie raced upstairs to his bathroom and stripped off for a shower. He stood naked in front of the mirror and took stock of himself. “For a guy who never eats breakfast, you’re pretty fuckin worked up about a pancake.”


 


Riverwalk Hotel. San Antonio.


ANNIE tipped the waiter at the door of the hotel room and carried the coffee tray to the table in the corner of the room. She’d been up for a while, but Jack was tired. He woke long after her and was still in the shower.


She was meeting Dougie at the I-Hop for breakfast. Nothing much would be accomplished but she couldn’t break the connection now that she had established it.


She fixed her coffee, sat down at the table and called Blaine to see if the tag was in place at the clubhouse. “Hey, sugar pop, are you coming down here soon?”


“I’m trying to crack the Bromwell murder, Annie, but yes, I’ll be in San Antone soon. How’s it going?”


“Pretty well. I’m dating Dougie the Dog.”


“Aw, fuck that, Mom. He’s got a rep as wide as Nevada. That dude is dangerous.”


“He’s preferable to Langois, whose as slimy as a snake slithering through K-gel.”


“Jesus, Mom.”


Annie giggled. “Did your guys get the clubhouse tagged?”


“They did, then they sacked out for a few hours. They’ll be in place in case something happens today.”


“No church usually on Sunday unless it’s an emergency meeting, but hey, you never know.”


“I keep saying this but be careful.”


“Oh, forgot to mention somebody took a shot at Dougie last night as we were leaving Cowboys.”


“There’s a rumor out that his old club is gonna ice him.”


“I shot the guy.”


Blaine sucked in a breath then let it go. “Nice. Do I need to clean it up?”


“Maybe.”


“At Cowboys—the big rodeo dance club place?”


“Yep. Parking lot.”


“I’ve got it.”


“Thanks, baby. I was on my bike and couldn’t stop. I’m Portia Ross.”


“Love you, Portia Ross.”


 


I-Hop on Market Street. San Antonio.


DOUGIE arrived at the I-Hop at nine forty-five just to be sure he wasn’t late. He got a table near the window and as far away from a family with four kids as he could get.


After getting ready, he’d spent all the time left cleaning up his condo in case he took Portia there. He’d never taken a woman there or invited anybody from the club over for a beer. He separated the club from his real life. Two totally different things.


The waitress came by and filled his coffee cup and he told her he was waiting for someone. Had he ever said that before? He’d spent most of his life alone and over the years he’d only had one good friend. Race Ogilvie, and they weren’t even in the same club. They liked each other and got along great and that’s all it took. He still missed Race.


“You’ve got a sad look on your face.” She leaned down and kissed him before sitting down on the other side of the table.


He smiled. “I’m cheered up now you’re here.”


“Did you order?”


“No, I waited for you.”


“Do you have commitments today?”


“A couple of things, but they can wait. I’d rather drink coffee with you.”


“You are a romantic, sweet Dougie.”


“Nobody’s ever called me that before.”


The waitress returned, and Annie looked the menu over. “I’m starving this morning. I think I’ll have blueberry pancakes and bacon.”


Dougie didn’t bother opening the menu. “That’s fine for me too.”


“Didn’t you want to see what they had?”


He shook his head. “I don’t eat breakfast.” His cell rang in the pocket of his jacket and he ignored it.


“Your cell is ringing.”


Dougie shook his head and reached across the table for her hand. “Fuck it.”


“I like you, Dougie.”


“I like you too, Portia. A lot.” He finished his coffee and pushed the cup out of the way. “Why did you ask if I had plans for the day?”


“I want to go to the Alamo. I love it there.”


“I’ve never been.”


“Today’s your lucky day.”


Dougie grinned. “Sure, as hell is.”


 


Powell and Associates. Downtown Austin.


BLAINE worked through the data on Reg Bromwell’s computer until noon. By then he had found out there was a Mrs. Bromwell in Dallas. Surprise. Surprise. She and Reg were not divorced and there was a property battle going on over the Dallas house and a cabin in Utah. Reg had a hefty mortgage on his house in Austin and he needed a lot of change to settle up with the current Mrs. Bromwell before he moved on to domestic bliss with Cat Campbell.


Blaine sent an e-mail to the morgue letting them know about the next of kin. He could tell Cat this little piece of news over the phone, but it might soften the blow if he went in person. He tried her cell.


“What does the Governor do on Sunday in the mansion?”


“She eats muffins and reads stuff she should have read on Friday.”


“I’m coming over.”


“Shall I have the kitchen make lunch?”


“Please do. I’m starving.”


 


I-Hop on Market Street. San Antonio.


ANNIE whipped out cash for breakfast and Dougie shook his head. “I’ve got the check.”


“I invited you.”


“Don’t matter. I’m the man.”


He took her hand as they left the restaurant and walked to the parking lot. “It’s still bothering me how I acted or reacted last night when the shooter came at me.”


“Let’s forget about it. It’s over.”


“You’re being nice about it. If someone in the club did that to me, I’d kill the son of a bitch.”


“Hey, maybe I’m waiting.”


“Jesus, girl. You give me the shivers.”


“You can leave your bike here, I brought my truck.”


Dougie raised an eyebrow. “You have a truck too?”


“There’s lots you don’t know about me, Dougie.”


“I’m willing to learn.”


“I like it when they’re willing,” she said with a wink. “Like the song.”


Dougie hopped in the shotgun seat and pulled out a pack of Marlboroughs’. “Can I smoke in here?”


“Nope.”


“You have rules. I like that. I have rules too.”


“Tell me your rules, Dougie.”


“My condo is off limits to the club. I never invite them.”


“I like it.”


“Now tell me one of yours.”


“I protect the people I love.”


“Good rule.”


“Your turn.” Annie turned on her signal and drove down a side street looking for a parking space.


“There’s a lot on the next corner. I can see from here it’s not full.”


She pulled in and parked. “You didn’t give your rule.”


“I’m trying to think of it.” He reached for the door handle.


“We can’t get out until you say it.”


Dougie chuckled. “We might be here all fuckin day.”


Annie reached across the console and touched his face. “I have patience.”


“Nobody tells me what to do—that’s a rule.”


“Not even Langois?”


“Well, in the club, yes. But that’s all.”


“Maybe you should rethink that one. My first impression—Langois is slime. Is the club that important?”


“Sometimes I think it is.”


“But sometimes when they do things that make you sick you have second thoughts?”


Dougie nodded. “You know how it feels.”


“I do.” She grabbed the handle and opened the door. “Let’s go buy out the gift shop.”


 


The Alamo. Downtown San Antonio.


THEY WALKED hand in hand through the grounds breathing in the cool January air. Dougie marveled at the age-old trees and the gardens. They had stopped for a minute on the way in while he examined the exterior wall, and he seemed to know something about masonry.


Dougie the Dog was not just muscles with a pretty face. He had a working brain. Annie was trying not to like him, but it was getting harder.


After the tour that Annie never tired of, they spent time in the gift shop. Dougie admired a painting he thought would look good in his living room.


“Let me get that for you,” said Annie.


Dougie shook his head. “Way too expensive. I’ve got the money, but I wouldn’t spend it on a painting. I’ve got rent to pay first.”


“Maybe I want to see how it would look in your condo. Ever think of that angle?”


Dougie chuckled. “No. Never did.” He held up a hand. “No woman has ever bought me anything. Maybe it’s one of my rules.”


Annie pointed to the painting and one of the staff took it down and wrapped it for her. She paid for it and Dougie carried it to the truck. He stood it carefully in the back seat, still not saying a word since she’d bought the artwork.


Annie started the truck. “Where do you live, sugar pop?”


“I’m not taking the painting,” said Dougie.


“I’ll bribe you.”


“I’ll take the bribe.”


“I thought you would.”


“Can I pick up my ride on the way?”


“Sure. Let’s do it.” Annie drove back to the I-Hop and Dougie jumped on his Harley and led the way to his condo in the north end of San Antonio. Probably a rental. The Rule hadn’t been in town too long. The new Rule hadn’t even been a club too long and sadly their demise was right around the corner. Funny how those things go.


 


Doug Robertson’s Residence. San Antonio.


ANNIE PARKED in the visitors’ area at the front of the complex. The units looked fairly new. All two-storey brick with cream trim, a single car garage underneath and front doors painted different colors. Dougie drove his bike into his garage, closed the door and hurried back to her.


Annie opened the back door of her truck and eased the large painting out of the back seat. Dougie was right there to help her and he carried it to the front door.


He opened up with his key, then turned off the alarm.


Annie glanced at the panel and it appeared to be an elaborate system for a small condo. Dougie was nervous about an outside threat.


He set the painting down still in the wrapping and headed to the kitchen. “How about a beer? I could use one.”


“Sure,” said Annie. “I’d like a beer.” She hopped up on one of the three stools, sat at his breakfast bar and watched him.


“Glass?”


“Yes, please.”


He poured the beer for her and set it in front of her on a coaster. She tried not to giggle. “Thanks. The Alamo was hot work.”


“Didn’t think I’d like it, but I was wrong.”


Annie took her jacket off and hung it on the back of the stool. Dougie stared at the tat down her right arm. “Jackson?”


“My first husband.”


“How long ago?”


“Long.”


He came around and sat beside her at the counter. “I’ve never had a woman in here.”


“On your holy ground?”


Dougie grinned and it was a beautiful sight. She liked him in spite of herself. “Something like that.”


Annie finished her beer and pushed the glass away.


“Another?”


“No thanks. I think I’ll use the washroom.”


“I’m thinking about my bribe.”


“What about it?”


“I don’t want to put moves on you that you aren’t ready for.”


Annie slid off her stool, eased in front of him, squeezing between his body and the counter, and kissed him. She pressed her body into his and explored his mouth with her tongue. Dougie moaned as she turned up the heat and ran her hand down the front of his jeans. She unzipped him, slipped her hand inside and stroked his huge erection.


Dougie was on his feet, lifted her up and ran up a flight of stairs carrying her as if she weighed nothing. He laid her on the bed, undressed her carefully, then took his clothes off and lay down beside her.


“You are one gorgeous woman,” he whispered.


“Thanks.” Annie rolled on top of him, pulled out all the stops and showed him no mercy.


He panted for breath as he rolled her onto her back, shoved the velvet hammer home and came with a holler.


Annie watched him sleep for a while, admiring the ink all over his upper body. He had some of the most beautiful artwork she’d ever seen, and she wondered who’d done the work. She used the bathroom and got dressed.


He opened his eyes and smiled at her. “That was a workout.”


 


Governor’s Mansion. Austin.


BLAINE gave his jacket to Emily, one of the housekeepers when he arrived at the mansion.


“Lovely to see you, Mr. Blackmore.”


Cat opened the French doors and came out of the sitting room smiling. She hugged him. “I’m glad you came over. I’m lonely here, even though the house is full of staff and security. Not used to it yet, I guess.”


“A week and you’ll be fine.”


“You sound sure, and I hope you’re right. Is this a social call or something else?”


“Let’s eat lunch first.”


“Damn it. It’s not good,” Cat said in a whisper.


“Could be worse. Got a beer for me?”


“Corona?”


“Uh huh. Thanks.”


“I put it on my personal shopping list.” She leaned close and whispered. “There are people on staff who go out and shop.”


“I don’t shop. I have Carm and Lily.”


“You’re spoiled.”


The table was set in the dining room and as soon as they were seated, the staff served lunch.


Cat picked at her food while she drank two glasses of red wine. “Go ahead and tell me, sweetie.”


Blaine pushed his empty plate away. “I searched Reg’s computer this morning—the one at my firm.”


“And what did you find? You’re scaring me.”


“He was still married, Cat. His wife lives in Dallas and the two of them were in a property battle. He needed a lot of money to pay the settlement her lawyer was asking for, and without the money, Reg couldn’t make the divorce happen.”


She blew out a long breath. “He got killed because of me.”


“No.” Blaine reached for her hand. “He got himself killed because he tried to take a shortcut. He stole money from one of his clients or someone he knew to speed things up. Not your fault.”


Cat picked up her napkin and dabbed at her eyes. “Do you know yet who he stole it from?”


“I’m waiting on lab results.”






 




CHAPTER EIGHT


Monday, January 26th.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


BLAINE sat in Chief Calhoun’s office drinking coffee while Farrell went downstairs to see what the lab had come up with on the recovered money, and also on the thugs he’d capped at Barton Creek.


“See my e-mail on Bromwell’s next of kin?” asked Blaine. “On New Year’s Eve, Reg asked Cat to marry him, but he was still married.”


“Jesus,” said the Chief. “In a way, it’s better for her that he is dead. What a mess that would have been for a brand new Governor.”


“Yeah, wouldn’t it?” Blaine took a sip of his coffee.


“What’s taking Farrell so long,” said the Chief.


“Sue has a thing for Farrell,” said Blaine. “She might be doing him in the lab.”


The Chief was laughing and couldn’t stop when Farrell opened the door.


“What’s funny?”


“Blacky’s telling me jokes.”


“Blacky don’t know any jokes,” said Farrell. “He’s saying stuff about me. What?”


“I said Sue was doing you next to the evaporator, that’s all.”


Farrell pointed a finger and nodded. “Close.”


The Chief was red in the face from laughing.


“She wants me bad… terrible bad,” said Farrell. “It’s making her twitch.”


“Give her what she wants,” said Blaine and winked at the Chief.


“Fuck you.” Farrell sat down and opened his notebook. “Money has been counted. Seven hundred and fifty thou in the duffel. Unmarked bills and clean.”


“What about the guys you capped?”


“Punks out of Houston. All have sheets but no known affiliation.”


“For hire,” said Blaine. He read the names and they meant nothing to him. “I’ll see what I can dig up. I was hoping for a link.”


“What about Bromwell’s client list at Powell and Associates?” asked the Chief. “He had to steal the money from someone he was familiar with, and he was a tax attorney.”


“I couldn’t find anything, and believe me, I looked thoroughly,” said Blaine. “I’m stuck.”


“How we gonna get unstuck, bro?” asked Farrell.


Blaine shrugged.


What if Misty touched the money?


 


Riverwalk Hotel. San Antonio.


ANNIE and Jack had breakfast sent up to their room.


“What’s on the agenda for today, Miss Portia Ross?” asked Jack.


“I’m hoping Langois will go to the clubhouse and spill his guts about the guns and we can all go home,” said Annie.


“That would be the best case scenario, so that will be the last thing that happens today.” Jack laughed and reached for another pack of jam. “Has the Dog texted you this morning?”


“Nope. Maybe he dumped me.” She giggled.


“No chance of that now that…never mind.”


“Now that I slept with him?” The ice in Annie’s voice fairly crackled.


“I shouldn’t have brought it up.”


“No, Jack, you shouldn’t. I’ve got enough problems without my bodyguard questioning how I do my fuckin job.”


“I apologize.”


“I accept. I can’t afford to be on edge when I’m with him. Second guessing myself could get me killed.”


Jack nodded. “I said sorry.”


Annie got up from the table and paced. “Men are all the same, and you’re no different, Special Agent Prima. That’s why I’m so fuckin good at what I do. I rely heavily on the predictability of the male sex drive.” She steamed into the ensuite and slammed the door.


 


San Antonio Mall.


DOUGIE was out of bed, showered and dressed before eight. His day usually started later than nine because the boss was groggy after a high and never mobile early in the day. Shaky had a handle on the morning business and had texted Dougie to pick up a drug order at the truck stop on the interstate and deliver it to the clubhouse.


He set the security alarm on the way out the door, walked around and opened the garage door to start his ride. Took three tries and even then, his baby chugged and didn’t want to run smoothly. He’d take her into the Harley shop later and get the kinks worked out.


He made his pickup and delivery with no problem, left the clubhouse and stopped off at a jewelry store in the mall. He wanted to get her something. But what? He’d never bought a woman anything in his whole miserable life. Up to this point he considered it a waste of time and money.


He bought a coffee, sat at a round table in the food court and texted. “Meet me for lunch?”


“Where?”


“I heard Bohanan’s is classy.”


“Nope. Too fancy.”


Dougie smiled. “She thinks it’s too expensive for me.”


“How about Lone Star?”


“Perfect. What time?”


“Noon. Where do you live?”


“I’m in a hotel right now. Not sure if I’m staying.”


“I want you to stay.”


“Why is she staying in a hotel?” he asked his coffee cup. “Does she have business in San Antonio? What kind of business?”


Dougie was uneasy as he walked into the jewelry store and peered into the glass displays.


“Help you, sir?” asked a woman.


Without looking up, he said. “I’ll look around first.”


“Go ahead,” she said. “Call me when you’re ready.”


He found what he was looking for, called the woman over and pointed at it. He paid cash and had it gift wrapped. He slipped the box into the pocket of his jacket and headed for Lone Star.


Why is she staying in a hotel?


 


Parking Area behind the Governor’s Mansion.


BLAINE was in his truck when Annie called from San Antonio. “Hey, baby, I miss you.”


“Miss you too Mom, how are you doing with the club?”


“Dougie is asking me things like where I live in San Antonio. I told him I was staying in a hotel because I wasn’t sure I was staying. Now I’m sure I’ve made him nervous.”


“Tell him you have antique stores and you’re on a buying trip. Go to an auction and take him with you. That should make it feel solid.”


“Fantastic. I’ll look up a local auction right now before I meet him for lunch.”


“Does the guy eat lunch? I thought he ate people for breakfast.”


“Funny. He’s nice, and I’m trying not to like him.”


“Shit, you already do. I can hear it in your voice.”


 


Lone Star Restaurant. San Antonio.


AT LONE STAR, Annie drove by Dougie’s bike and parked her truck farther down the same row. There was a cold January wind today and not bike riding weather for her. She loved riding her Harley, but she didn’t enjoy freezing to death while doing it.


She saw him from the hostess station, went straight in and sat down. He had a beer waiting for her. “Thank you for the beer.”


“No problem. I’m getting to know you a little. Not as much as I’d like, but a little.”


“Same. I’m getting a read on you now and then, but it takes time to get to know a person.”


Dougie looked up then focused on her with an odd look on his face. He wasn’t smiling.


“What?”


“Why don’t you tell me what you’re really doing here in San Antonio before we go any further.”


Annie smiled. “You made Jack. Good one.”


“Who’s Jack?”


“My bodyguard. Nothing personal between us. He’s my bodyguard. Period.”


Dougie’s dark eyes flashed. “And why in hell would you need a bodyguard?”


“Because I do. I deal in antiques and sometimes I carry a lot of money. Some auction houses don’t take credit if they don’t know you.”


“And if you’re a big time antique dealer, why are you riding around on a Softail and hanging with bikers?”


“Hey, I can’t help my past and I can’t shake it. I am who I am, even if I try to rise above it.” The anger in her voice was genuine. She hated being looked down on because of her past, even by people lower than her. She walked.


 


DOUGIE got up from the table, tossed a bill down to cover the beer and hurried out after her. He’d really pissed her off with all his questions. He was lucky she didn’t fuckin clock him.


He caught up as she was getting into her truck. “I’m sorry. Come back and I won’t ask so many fuckin questions.”


“Fuck off.” She slammed the door of the truck, revved it up and squealed out of the parking lot.


He stood and watched the bodyguard jump into a rental Jeep and try to catch up.


That guy has a job.


 


The Rule Clubhouse. San Antonio.


FLETCH AND GREG had been sitting on their asses in the junk truck for three days waiting for any kind of scrap from the clubhouse and so far, nothing. They could see the gate from where they were positioned behind one of the other industrial buildings, and witnessed a convoy of six bikes going in.


“Something is going on,” said Greg looking through the binocs. “A half dozen of them there now.”


“Hope this is it,” said Fletch. “A lot of waiting.”


Greg laughed. “Surveillance is ninety-nine percent waiting for one percent information.”


“Terrible odds,” said Fletch.


Greg put the audio on speaker and a lot of noise came through before the crowd settled inside the clubhouse.


“Get me a beer.”


“Did you see what Dougie brought to the party?”


“Course I saw her, and I don’t want Dougie distracted by a woman. He’s a loner and that’s how he operates best. Never had a woman in his life and I don’t want him losing focus. Specially now while we got such a huge commitment.”


“I get it, boss. You want her for yourself.”


“Damn right I do. Did you get a look at that body?”


“How you gonna get her away from the Dog?”


“Give him an order. He’ll hand her over.”


“And if that doesn’t work?”


“I got other irons in the fire.”


Greg called Jack’s cell. “We got a problem, Jack. Langois wants Annie for himself and he’s gonna put pressure on Dougie the Dog.”


“Dissention might be good for us. That’s what Annie was going for.”


“She’s going to be in more danger. Prepare her.”


“I will. I’ll do it right away.”


“Important meeting tonight at nine. I want every goddam member here.”


“I’ll tell everybody, boss.”


“Tonight, at nine,” said Fletch. “Should I tell Blaine?”


 


Riverwalk Hotel. San Antonio.


ANNIE laid on her bed in the hotel and waited for room service to send up the steak sandwiches she’d ordered. “I didn’t get to eat at Lone Star, Jackie, and neither did you.”


“Trouble in paradise, princess?”


“Fuck off.”


“He made me, didn’t he? The fight was my fault.”


“Mostly your fault, but he was nervous that I didn’t live in San Antonio, although I don’t know what message he got from that information.”


Jack’s cell rang, and Greg relayed the message from the surveillance unit.


“Okay, bad news from Greg. He just heard Langois say he wanted you for his own and he was going to order Dougie to hand you over.”


“Fuck that. Never happen.”


A tap on the door and Annie received the food from the waiter. She tipped him and took the tray.


“Let’s have lunch. I need to think.”


Her cell sat on the table next to her and she watched for a text from Dougie.


Am I disappointed that he’s not texting? Yeah, I guess so.


After eating half her lunch, she took a nap in case there was action later in the day. When she woke there was a missed message.


“Dinner?”


“No thanks.”


“Is he still on your trail?” asked Jack.


“I said ‘no thanks.”


Jack nodded. “Good girl.” His cell rang, he listened, and a stressed look crossed his face.


“What now?” Annie took a bite of her cold sandwich.


“After all the bikers left except two—Langois and Goldsmith, they talked in private about a deal the two of them were putting together with the B team.”


Annie jumped up and hollered, “That scum is gonna give him up. How much? What are they paying for Dougie?”


“A million in coke.”


“I’m taking Langois out.” Annie shoved an arm in her jacket.


“No, Annie,” Jack hollered. “You can’t until we know about the guns.”


She ran into the bathroom, slammed the door and hurled her lunch.


 


East Cesar Chavez. Austin.


BLAINE was on his way home when Special Agent Kramer from the ATF called. “Agent Kramer, any progress?”


“Not much, how about you?”


“Some. I have people in place. I should have something for y’all tomorrow morning.”


“I know these things take time, but I lost a couple friends in the shootout at the border, so I guess I’m a bit impatient.”


“As soon as I have anything solid, you will hear from me.”


“Thanks, Ranger Blackmore.”


 


Riverwalk Hotel. San Antonio.


ANNIE changed her clothes, grabbed her jacket and her purse and headed for the door without even giving Jack a glance.


“Going out?”


“Doing what I always do when I’m about to lose my mind.”


“May I inquire what that is?” Jack asked politely.


“Play poker.”


Jack picked up his jacket and his gun and followed her out. “Do we have to take separate vehicles?”


“Why would we? He already made you.”


“Rub that in, why don’t you?” Jack chuckled.


“I’ll drive,” said Annie as she slid behind the wheel.


“Good, because I don’t know where we’re going.”


“I looked it up. Poker club not far from here.”


 


The Rule Clubhouse. San Antonio.


FLETCH YAWNED and stretched.


“After the meeting we can go to the hotel and get some sleep,” said Greg.


“I could use some,” said Fletcher, “and some food too.”


“Yeah, a steak would be nice, wouldn’t it?”


The gavel banged down in Greg’s ear and he put the audio on speaker.


“We’re getting another shipment tomorrow. This one’s going to cross at Reynosa and the trucks are gonna come up route two eighty-one.”


“What time are they crossing, boss?”


“Early, around dawn. We’ll hand over the cash and exchange the trailers at a rest area just north of Rivertown an hour later. Clear sailing after that.”


“Who’s driving the empty trucks to do the exchange?”


“Two teams: Palmer and Laverty, Corru and Gerritsen.”


“Any escort, boss?”


“Yep, the escort will be Goldsmith, Acosta, Campos, Gallo, Oliver and Robles.”


“See the VP for your orders.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE had settled in the front parlor with Carm and Misty to watch one more renovation on HGTV when his cell rang. He took the call in the kitchen and was spared from watching the reveal. “Got something, Greg?”


“At last.” He filled Blaine in on everything they’d heard.


“Okay. The ideal place to take them down would be the rest area. Let’s aim for that. We’ll get set up before dawn and wait for the meet to take place.”


“You coming down, boss?”


“Leaving right now with Farrell.”


“Where am I going?” Farrell stood in front of the Sub-Zero in his boxers getting a last beer before sacking out.


“San Antone. Leaving in five.”


“Do I have time to zip up my fuckin jeans?”


“If you hurry. Pack a bag.”


 


Poker Club. San Antonio.


IT WAS MIDNIGHT and Annie was getting some hands. She was having more fun than she’d had in weeks and winning money too. That was a bonus. A new player came to the table and she glanced up. Dougie. She nodded and said nothing.


Pocket queens were her two hole cards and she raised when it was her turn. A guy at the end of the table called and so did Dougie the Dog.


The flop came, ten, three, king. Not a great flop for pocket queens. The guy at the end checked. Dougie bet a hundred bucks. Annie called and the guy at the end folded.


Turn card was queen of clubs. Annie checked to Dougie. He stared across the table to get a read on her and bet again. Two hundred this time.


He must have two pairs.


“Call.”


The dealer turned up the river card and it was a trey. Annie had a boat, and Dougie had a bigger boat if he was playing king/three, which she doubted. She had raised first, and he had just called, so she put him on big slick and shoved.


“Call,” he said with a little smirk on his face. He turned up exactly what she thought he had—two pairs with an ace kicker.


She flipped up her boat and the dealer pushed the pot to her.


“Nice hand,” he said with a grin.


She stacked her chips, then picked up her purse and headed for the ladies’ room.


Dougie followed. “Can we talk?”


“We’ll have to, soon.”


“What does that mean?”


“Figure it out.”


“Let’s go somewhere and talk this out.”


“Okay. Give me a minute.”


 


THE RESTAURANT in the poker club was quiet. Not many dining after midnight. Dougie pointed to a table and they sat. The waitress came, and he ordered two coffees. “I saw Jack at the other table.”


“He likes poker. Doesn’t mind when I play.”


“He been your bodyguard for a long time?”


She shook her head. “I was in love with my last bodyguard and he died.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Me too.”


“I didn’t know you played Hold-em.”


“Lots you don’t know.”


“More than I thought. I’m an idiot.”


“No, you’re not an idiot, but you need to rethink your life’s calling. It’s going to get you killed.”


“I’ve had that feeling lately too.”


“Act on it, Dougie, before it’s too late.”


“Do you know something that I don’t know?”


Annie nodded her head slightly. “I hear things.”


“Why would you? And how?”


“Would you trust me if I said I can’t tell you how I know?”


“Probably not.”


“That’s what I thought.” She stood up without touching her coffee. “I have to go. I have an early morning.”


“Doing what? Going to an auction or something?”


“Or something.”


 


Riverwalk Hotel. San Antonio.


BLAINE was waiting in the hotel lobby when Annie and Jack came back from the poker club.


Annie beamed a smile. “My two boys are here. Is something happening?”


“Uh huh. Let’s go upstairs.”


“Did y’all get a room?”


“We did, but we wanted to catch you and Jack before you sacked out.”


“I was playing poker.”


“Win?” asked Farrell.


“Uh huh. Few hundred. Took all Dougie’s chips.”


“You make up with the Dog?”


“Nope.”


“Come into our room,” said Blaine, “I had coffee sent up.”


Annie flopped on one of the beds and pushed extra pillows behind her back. “Did the surveillance get something?”


“Yep. There’s a shipment coming across in the morning. They’ll exchange the trucks on route two eighty-one.”


“Will the ATF be there?”


“I haven’t decided,” said Blaine. “I told Kramer I’d let him know when we had something solid. Langois used the word ‘shipment’, according to Greg. No mention of guns.”


“Kramer will be pissed at you,” said Farrell.


“Yeah, and I care? Kramer was running the show on the last take-down and they lost the trucks and six men.”


The coffee arrived, and Farrell tipped the waiter. He stared at the tray and realized there was only coffee, cups and cream and sugar. “Didn’t you order anything to eat?”


Blaine scowled. “You can’t be hungry.”


“Says the guy who never eats.”


 


ANNIE changed into her nightshirt in the bathroom. The day hadn’t gone well and tomorrow might be worse. She wanted to finish up and go home. She got into bed and checked her phone while Jack used the bathroom. Text from Dougie.


“I know I’m in trouble. I feel the vibe.”


“If you trust me, I can help you.”


“I want to trust you, but I know something is going on and you’re part of it.”


“Stay away from Langois.”


“Who are you?”


“I’m not a cop. If you trusted Race, trust me.”


“Fuck, you are scaring the shit out of me.”


“Noon tomorrow at your condo. Do not go out.”


“Jesus.”






 




CHAPTER NINE


Tuesday, January 27th.


 


Rest Area north of Rivertown.


AT DAWN, BLAINE drove south with Farrell in the shotgun seat, Annie and Jack in the back. Behind them were Rick and Andy, Greg and Fletcher in the junk truck.


At the deserted rest area north of Rivertown, they parked in front of the building that housed the washroom as if they were tourists. They waited.


Around six thirty, a semi pulled into the truck parking area. The driver used the facilities, bought a Coke from a vending machine and sauntered back to his truck. He had probably driven all night and was tired. Just a trucker.


Half an hour later the sound of six or seven Harley’s rifled through the morning air like jackhammers. The empty trucks with their escort had arrived from the north for the exchange. They pulled into the big rig area behind the regular vehicle lot and parked. The bikes cruised around behind the trucks and waited out of sight.


Blaine hopped out of the back of his truck with a Blackout and hollered, “down on the ground with your hands on your heads.”


The bikers pulled AK’s from under their cuts and before any of them pulled the trigger and shot Blaine, Annie, lying prone on the top of the junk truck, picked them all off their bikes with head shots.


Andy, Rick, Greg, Farrell and Fletcher, cuffed the two truck drivers and their protection detail and secured them in the back of the junk truck.


Twenty minutes later when the two trucks arrived from the border and parked for the exchange, the boys greeted them with automatic weapons, jerked the drivers and the guards out of their seats and cuffed them. Job done.


Annie left before the ATF guys arrived because it was better that way. Her job was done. Better for her and better for everybody.


 


BLAINE had given Kramer a later time in hopes he and his own crew—and Annie—had the situation in hand before the ATF arrived in a vengeful frenzy and fucked it all up.


“Here’s your trucks, sir,” said Blaine, “and I have a duffel full of money in my truck and a bunch of collars for you in the back of the junk truck.”


“It’s all over?” Kramer asked with an annoyed look on his face. “Did they arrive early?”


“Uh huh. Good thing we were in position waiting here since before dawn,” said Blaine.


Kramer opened the back door of one of the semi’s and nodded when he saw the crates. “Nice work, Ranger Blackmore. I want to believe you didn’t cut us out on purpose.”


“Why would I?”


Kramer walked around the trucks gazing at the bodies of the dead bikers. “Head shots. Who did the fancy shooting?”


“Can’t say, it happened so fast. Probably Donovan.”


“Any weapon gonna match those corpses?”


Blaine shrugged. “Sure. Farrell where’s your gun?”


“Here boss. Six shots fired.” He handed it to Kramer.


“Jesus, Donovan. You are a dead-eye.”


“Thanks.” Farrell grinned.


 


Doug Robertson’s Residence. San Antonio.


ANNIE parked Blaine’s truck at the hotel when she got back to San Antonio and took her own truck to Dougie’s condo. She checked her watch as she parked in the visitor’s lot and it was eleven-thirty. Before going inside, she made a call.


The man answered in his gruff, gravelly voice. “Did it go well this morning, sweetheart?”


“Yes, sir. The ATF have two truckloads of guns. In order to clean up the Rule, and get what we need, I have to read Dougie the Dog in.”


“You’re in the situation, girl. Your call.”


She took one of her rifles from the back seat, ran up the steps and rang the bell.


He let her in, looked from right to left outside and closed the door. “I almost went insane waiting for you. Why couldn’t you come earlier?”


“Sorry, I was working.”


He stared at the rifle and at the hand that held his. “Powder burns. Who are you?”


“Got a beer for me?”


Dougie ran a big hand through his thick hair as he strode over to the fridge and pulled out a couple of cold ones. He took a glass from the cupboard and filled it. “Say something that makes sense. My whole world has gone fuckin crazy since I met you.”


Annie laid her rifle on the counter, perched on one of the stools and chugged half her beer while Dougie stared at her.


“Langois is going to trade you to the B team for a million in coke.”


“Okay. That’s something I can relate to.” Dougie tipped up his beer and chugged it down. “I believe that. Can I ask how you know?”


“No.”


“Any ideas on how I’m gonna solve this little problem?”


“Pack your stuff.”


Dougie paced. “Just like that—pack your stuff—and I walk away from my life?”


“The choice is all yours. You trust me and walk away, or your life is over.”


“Who do you work for?”


“It’s classified.”


“This ain’t a movie, Portia, where they say shit like that.”


“Portia is my first name, but my family call me Annie.”


“And you lied about George Ross too?”


“No.”


“Did you lie about Ogilvie?”


“No. I belonged to Race for a time. We have a son.”


“Why are you helping me?”


“I don’t want you to be dead.” Annie walked to the fridge and took out another beer. “Are you coming?”


He shook his head. “I don’t think so.”


Glass shattered on the upper level. Annie ran to the counter and picked up her gun. She opened the front door and fired two shots. She pressed 911 on her phone and then called Blaine. “Here, now.” She gave the address.


Dougie came running down the stairs with a duffel in his hand and a guitar case slung over his back. He grabbed the painting. “What about my bike?”


“I’ll have my crew get it. Get in my truck. How bad is the fire upstairs?”


“I put it out.”


Annie ran outside and opened the back door of her truck. “Get in the back and lie down across the seat.” She stood the painting up against the seat and put the guitar case in the shotgun seat.


“I don’t…”


“Do it, now.”


“Fuck.”


The big black diesel came down the street with sirens flashing. Blaine careened around the two bikes with dead riders lying in the street and stopped at the curb. He waved that he had the scene, and Annie took off.


Ten minutes later they were at the hotel. Annie parked in the ramp and took Dougie to her room.


 


Riverwalk Hotel. San Antonio.


DOUGIE couldn’t remember having a day he was so fuckin mixed up. He felt like he might puke as he sat at the table in the corner of Portia or Annie or whatever the hell her name was—her room. His cell rang, and he checked the screen. “The boss.”


“See what he says.”


“Where the hell are you, Dougie? Shaky is dead. We lost all the guns and a cop capped a bunch of our own. We need to retaliate, and I mean now.”


“They killed Goldsmith?”


“That’s what I said. I need you at the club.”


“I’m busy.” He pressed end and stared at Annie.


“You said you weren’t a cop.”


“I’m not.”


“Who took down the guns?”


“The ATF with a bit of help.”


“I can’t believe this is happening to me.”


 


ANNIE picked up the house phone and dialed the front desk. “I need to move to a suite please. Thank you.”


“You seem pretty calm in all of this, girl.”


She nodded and pressed Blaine’s number. “Hey, sugar, can you load Dougie’s bike in your truck? He’s worrying about it.”


“Sure, Mom. Is he there with you?”


“Yes.”


“Do you think it’s the right thing?”


She smiled at Dougie who had looked better. “I do.”


“I’ll be there soon, and we’ll go to dinner.”


“Yeah, I’m getting hungry too.”


Dougie paced. “Can I ask who you’re talking to?”


“My son.”


“He’s picking up my bike?”


“He is.”


“Is he a cop?”


“He is.”


“I don’t understand what’s happening. I’ve always avoided cops. They freak me out. I feel like I should go.”


Annie pointed. “There’s the door.”


“Why are you in a hotel in San Antonio? You said it was to go to an auction, but that was a cover story, wasn’t it?”


“Uh huh. Part of it. I do have two antique stores.”


“So why? I know it wasn’t to meet me.”


“No, it wasn’t, but after I met you, I liked you a lot—maybe a bit too much—and I changed my plan. I thought you were worth saving.”


“Saving?”


“I’m here to take down the Rule. My job is classified whether you believe it or not. I asked for clearance to tell you.”


Dougie sat with his mouth open. “You were gonna kill all of us,” he said. “You’re one of those invisible wet work people. A fuckin sniper. And I’m sleeping with you?” He shoved his big hand through his mop of hair again. “I was worth saving?” he whispered. “I feel sick.”


Annie hooked a thumb. “Bathroom.”


 


DOUGIE was in Annie’s bathroom when he heard more people come into the room. What the hell should he do? He’d never been in a situation he couldn’t fight his way out of. Pound the shit out of anybody in his way, and if they didn’t give up he’d slit their throats or shoot them.


Worth saving? I don’t think so.


What does she want from me in return? I must have to do something.


He took a deep breath and opened the door.


A kid was standing just inside the door of the room. A Latino kid with long black hair and a bandana wrapped around his head. Beside him was a taller guy with a cowboy hat on and a rifle in his hand. Jesus.


“You okay, Dougie?” asked the Latino ganger. “Must have been a shock for you.”


He tried to smile. “I was puking, actually. Don’t know what I’m doing here, or if I should be here at all.”


“Are you armed?”


He nodded.


“I’ll have to ask for your gun, just for now. I’m thinking of my mother’s safety.”


“Your mother, right.”


Dougie took the Colt out of his waistband and handed it over.


“Ankle holster?”


He pulled a small twenty-two pistol out of his boot and gave it up reluctantly.


“Boot knife?”


Dougie grinned. “You’re stripping me naked.”


Blaine chuckled. “I hate being unarmed myself. It’s not that I don’t trust you, Dougie, but we barely know each other.”


“I understand you’re a cop.”


“Yeah, I guess. A different kind of cop. I head up the Violent Crime squad in Texas.”


“Holy fuck, you’re the super cop.”


Blaine took a stance and his lip curled. “Don’t call me that.”


“If that’s you, then this cowboy is your brother, dead-eye Donovan,” said Dougie. “Fuck me blind.”


“Maybe later,” said Annie. She winked at Dougie and took him by the hand. “Let’s go to dinner.”


 


DOUGIE sat through dinner in the hotel restaurant. He didn’t think he’d ever eat again. His brain was muddled. Life as he knew it had been snatched from him in the flick of an eye and he’d never get it back. He’d have to start over.


Start over at thirty-eight?


“Eat something, Dougie,” Annie whispered to him. “This isn’t easy for you, but I’ll help you.”


“What do you people want from me?” he looked straight at Blaine.


“The same thing I want from any man in Annie’s life. Don’t hurt her.”


“That’s it? Don’t I have to do something? Be some kind of bait or a fuckin snitch?”


“Annie’s mission is her own,” said Blaine. “I’m finished in San Antonio.”


“You guys were working with the ATF.” It wasn’t a question.


“They have the guns and they’re happy,” said Blaine.


“I need to think,” said Dougie.


Blaine nodded. “You have to start over, Dougie. “It’s tough to do and even tougher if nobody helps you. Both Farrell and I came out of clubs and Annie helped us start over. We were younger than you are now, but it can be done.”


Dougie nodded.


“Come up to our new suite and have a couple of beers,” said Annie. “The hotel said they moved us.”


“I don’t think beer will sort this out for me.”


 


UPSTAIRS in the suite, Annie moved her luggage from inside the front door where hotel staff had placed it, into one of the bedrooms. “Jack can have the other room, and you can either sleep in here with me or sleep on the sofa or with Jack. I know you’re messed up, Dougie.”


He picked up the guitar case and held it close to him. “Do you still want to sleep with me now that I’m not like… part of your mission?”


Annie smiled. “I’m having a beer. You sort yourself out.”


“I’ll take a shower.”


Annie finished her beer and changed into her nightshirt. She was propped up in bed watching the news when Dougie came out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist.


He’s a mess, but he’s not dead.


He dropped the towel on the carpet on his side of the bed and slipped between the sheets. “I’ll help you take Langois out.”


If I believed for a second, you’d give up your club that easily, I would have been dead years ago.


Annie turned the TV off.






 




CHAPTER TEN


Wednesday, January 28th.


 


Riverwalk Hotel San Antonio.


DOUGIE woke early, glanced around the room to get his bearings and remembered where he was. How could he forget with this amazing woman beside him? He’d known her less than a week and he was in deep. He’d never been in love before, but he knew he was there now. No doubt about it.


She had his heart and his soul, and he wanted to give her his trust, but that would come later when he felt safer and he was on solid ground somewhere far away from here.


Annie opened her eyes and smiled at him. “Getting up already?”


He rolled over and took her in his arms. “Might be a bit early.”


“Way too early.”


 


BLAINE and Farrell were up and dressed in their room down the hall. A breakfast tray had been delivered and Blaine was on his third cup of caffeine.


“You buying into Dougie, the nice guy changing sides act?” asked Farrell.


“Not for a fuckin second. You?”


“Not me, and I hope Mom knows what she’s doing.”


“She can read bikers like nobody before or since.”


“Hope you’re right. I don’t want her getting hurt.”


Blaine nodded and made a call. “Greg, you and Fletch stay on the clubhouse. I need to know where Langois is, so Annie can get in position. Andy and Rick were successful in getting a tag into his house out in the sticks. That would be the ideal place to take him out. No neighbors around.”


“I’ve got a local precinct doing a patrol on the Dog’s condo, in case they try to burn it down again. It’s a rental. He don’t own it, but that won’t matter to those fuckers.”


 


ANNIE ordered breakfast while Dougie was in the shower. He was like a stick of dynamite in bed. Something she’d been missing for a long time. Jesse didn’t have the energy or the stamina because of his heart and she didn’t love him any less because of it. It was just fun to have some wild sex for a change—even for the short term. She wondered about the guitar, but there had been no time to get into it.


“Got anything for me, Greg?”


“Nobody here yet, but the boss said Rick has the house tagged. Boss thinks the house might be the best place to take him out.”


“Okay, I’ll take a drive out there today and look for a spot.”


“A spot for what?” Dougie walked naked out of the ensuite toweling off his mop of hair.


“Good spot for me to take Langois out.”


“Jesus. You say that out loud?”


Annie giggled. “Coffee’s here. Let’s have some breakfast.”


Dougie pulled a pair of boxes out of his duffel and stepped into them. “I didn’t think sex could get any better than our fist time, but again I was wrong.” He shook his damp hair. “I’ve been wrong a lot lately.”


“You’re more relaxed this morning.” Annie walked from the bedroom to the living room area and Dougie followed. She picked up the carafe and filled a cup for him.


“Relaxed,” Dougie chuckled. “I’m almost limp.”


“I don’t know what you like to eat.” Annie lifted the lids and looked at what the kitchen had sent. “You said you never eat breakfast. I ordered scrambled eggs, bacon and sausages.”


“Anything is fine. I am hungry. I used a lot of calories between night and morning.”


The door of the suite opened, and Blaine let himself in with the extra key card. “Hey, Mom, Dougie.” He strode across the room, chains on his Harley boots clanking and black hair flying. “I’ve got men on Langois’ house and on the clubhouse. I got extra manpower from the city and put those boys on Dougie’s condo, so the fuckers didn’t burn it to the ground. I’m waiting on info, so I can set something up.”


“Want coffee, sugar pop?” asked Annie.


“Maybe one cup. I’ve had three already and I’m pretty wired. But I’ve got to get this wrapped and get back to Austin, I’m in the middle of something.” His cell rang, and he looked at the screen and held it up, so Annie could see the black cat. “And here it is now.” He gave a little laugh.


“Hey, Cat, are you at the office?” Blaine gave a wave, left Annie’s suite and went back to his own room.


Annie giggled and scooped eggs onto her plate.


“Who’s the black cat. His girlfriend?”


“No, Cat Campbell. The new Governor of Texas.”


“Fuck, I’m in the wrong circle.”


Annie patted his hand. “No, you’re not. You’re with me.”


“Where do you live if you don’t live in San Antonio?”


“Not far. About an hour from here on my ranch. I raise horses.”


“Horses and antiques?”


“Appaloosas. That’s right. Both.”


“You must be busy.”


“I am busy. I have a couple of other businesses too that keep me out of trouble.”


“I don’t know anything about making a living outside of a club and I’m thirty-eight years old.”


“You have a guitar. Can you sing?”


“A little and I’ve written a few songs. Garbage, mostly. Sure, as hell wouldn’t feed me or keep a roof over my head.”


“Can you fix a bike?”


“Not bad, yeah.”


“You’d make a dandy bodyguard.” She reached over and touched his huge biceps.


“Guess so, yeah.”


“I might need to replace Jack.”


“Why?”


“He belongs on Blaine’s team and I just borrow him. I haven’t replaced my own bodyguard since Winger died.”


Dougie stood up and retrieved his leather jacket from the back of a chair. He took the gift-wrapped package out of the pocket and gave it to Annie. “I got you something before we had our fight at Lone Star.”


Annie smiled. “That was sweet. I’m glad we made up.”


“Jesus, so am I.”


Annie stared at it for a moment, then carefully took the paper off. When she lifted it out of the box, tears welled up in her eyes. “I love it. Thank you.” She held out her arm and Dougie fastened it for her.


A Sabo charm bracelet with one charm—a bulldog.


Annie slid over onto Dougie’s knee when he sat down and kissed him. “Such a sweet present. Thank you.”


“I love you, Annie. I’ve never said that to a single woman in my whole life.”


Annie buried her face in Dougie’s tattooed neck and cried.


So hard to kill them when they get attached.


 


WHAT did Cat want?” asked Farrell.


“She’s holding a big meeting on crime in the state and wanted to know if I had time to talk.”


“When is it?” Farrell checked the calendar on his phone.


“Friday, the twelfth.”


“We might be done by then.”


“I’ll have Lil and Hammer get some stats together in case I can make it.”


“Why didn’t we bring Hammer down here when we needed manpower so goddam bad?”


“He’s better somewhere he can complain, and I can’t hear him,” said Blaine. “He gets on my fuckin nerves.”


Farrell snorted. “He’s a bit of a whiner.”


“A bit?”


“What do you make of Mom and the Dog? I know that’s how she does her job, but I worry what Jesse is gonna think of it if he finds out.”


Blaine shrugged. “She’s working, Farrell. I don’t think you need to worry. It will be over and done. Besides, Jesse left her and moved back to Quantrall. She’s been depressed ever since he left.”


“Might be temporary,” said Farrell.


“Will be, I’m sure of it.” Blaine’s cell jangled, and it was Kramer. “Special Agent Kramer. Were your bosses pleased with your bust?”


“Ecstatic, Ranger Blackmore. Can’t thank you and your team enough. Got a lot of baddies off the street too.”


“Glad I could help, sir.”


“Thanks again. Hope we get to work together in the future.”


Me, not so much.


 


WHAT’S TODAY?” asked Dougie.


“Wednesday,” said Annie.


“I thought of something that might help your cause, girl.”


“What?” Annie was concentrating on removing her nail polish.


“On Wednesday nights, we have church, then Langois and some of the guys play pool at Sharkey’s. It’s on the way out of town on eighty-seven.”


“Thanks. I’ll go check it out.”


“I’ll go with you.”


“No.” Annie shook the black mop of hair. “You stay here until I’m done with him.”


“Even with Paul gone, there will still be my old club out there wanting me dead,” said Dougie. “They never give up.”


“I know the feeling,” mumbled Annie.


“That why you have a bodyguard? The real reason? You got people out there who want to even the score?”


“Something like that.”


Dougie smiled. “Tell me.”


“About seven years ago, there was bad blood between the Regulators and the Chrome Dogs in Toronto. Things happened. Both sides got nasty and it ended up being a war fought in Panama and all the way north through Central America.”


“Everybody knows about that war,” said Dougie. “A lot of Chrome Dogs died in that war. The Regulators won. Hands down.”


“That’s right.”


“Don’t tell me you were there?”


“I was there. The Dogs shot George and I hired four Diamantes out of the David City club for backup. We fought our way to Arizona, and I took George home to my house in Vegas.”


“How many Dogs did you cap?”


Annie shrugged. “Don’t remember.”


“Must have been more than a few if they’re still after you seven fuckin years later.”


“Must have been.”


“Never heard of a club having a girl shooter.”


“Something new every day, isn’t there?”


Dougie smiled.


“What time does the great one break?”


“About eleven.”


“I’ll have time to get my nails done when we get back.”


 


BLAINE and Farrell arrived five minutes later. “Thanks for the tip, Dougie. Appreciate it.” Blaine offered the big Dog his hand. “Let’s go check it out.” He grinned. “Mom loves to be in a tree.”


Can’t wait to see what kind of bullshit trick this is going to be.


“Jeeze, this is a nice truck,” said Dougie. He and Annie were sitting in the back seat, Farrell riding shotgun beside Blaine.


“Thanks. I put a lot of after market stuff on it. Bought the roll bars with a bonus I got one time from a client.”


“You got a bonus that big?”


“Yeah, it was generous.”


Dougie gave directions to the pool hall and bar combo.


He better not be setting Annie up or he’s a dead man.


It took a good half hour to get out of the city, then another five minutes after that and they were there. Blaine parked in the lot and turned off the engine.


“You mind staying in the truck, Dougie? I don’t want anybody to make you.”


“Sure, okay.”


Is he too cooperative?


Dougie stayed in the back seat of the truck while they walked around. “Not many trees. A building right behind.” He turned to Annie. “See anything you like?”


Annie giggled. “Think he’s gone by now?”


“Let’s go see,” said Blaine. They circled around the building and when they came back to the truck, Dougie the Dog was long gone.


“He wanted to be way out here for a reason,” said Farrell.


“Shit,” said Blaine with a chuckle. “And I wanted to like him too.” 


“I tagged his phone,” said Annie. “Stay put for a few minutes and we’ll see where the hell he’s in such a hurry to get to.”


Blaine grinned. “My Mom’s a genius.”


“No, you’re the genius.”


“Got anything yet?” Blaine asked Farrell.


“Yep, he’s about four blocks away. Okay let’s see where he is and then we’ll know what he’s up to.”


Blaine drove slowly with Farrell giving him directions.


“Okay, he stopped. He’s there.”


“Where’s there?”


Farrell pointed. “He’s in that cinderblock building next to that autobody shop.”


“Clubhouse, I bet,” said Blaine. “Let me check where the B team is residing in San Antone. Our smiling Dougie could be playing both sides against the middle.”


“Fuck that,” said Annie.


“You disappointed, Mom?” asked Farrell.


“I liked him a bit, but he’s a born liar like all the rest of them.” Annie had her rifle in her hand. She tightened the scope and chambered a round. “I’m in the mood for a drive-by.”


Farrell noticed the bracelet on her right wrist. “Haven’t seen that before.” He pointed. “That must be from the Dog.”


“A gift from the Dog this morning. Don’t worry, I already took the chip out of it.” Annie giggled. “He doesn’t want to lose track of me.”


“Fuck, Mom. Don’t take him so lightly. Dougie the Dog has a rep.”


“How many bikes are parked in the lot?”


“Three.”


“Let me out.”


“No,” said Blaine. “I’m not letting you out just because you’re pissed at him. We’ll wait until we get a lot bigger crowd than just him. The man wants the Rule out of business—permanently.”


“Somebody coming out now,” said Farrell. “Speed up so they don’t see the truck.”


“Dougie and Langois,” said Annie. “What the hell?”


 


The Rule Clubhouse. San Antonio.


THE MEETING of the Rule was called to order at nine thirty. Surveillance was still in place because Blaine had instructed that one tag be detectable with a sweeper and two not so. He figured the pres would be a lot more relaxed once they found the bug that Dougie the Dog would blab to them about. Same with Langois’ house, one tag would still be functional if they needed to listen in. Might not need Langois’ house if they got the info they needed from the meeting.


Blaine had joined Greg in the unit to let Fletch have some down time with Farrell. Greg put the sound on speaker after Langois banged the gavel down.


“If you ain’t blind, you can see that the Dog is back with us. He was on an undercover op, and getting his brains fucked out at the same time—or so he said.”


Lots of laughter. Blaine was on his feet and pacing in the truck. “I’ll kill them all,” he mumbled. 


“The Dog was getting information on where in the fucking hell our guns and money were. And now we know, don’t we Dougie?”


“Our product is in the ATF warehouse in Houston and we’re gonna take all of it back.”


A lot of hollering and banging on the table.


“Shut up and listen.”


“The Cartel is super pissed they didn’t get paid for the guns and they want their money by Monday. We have to get the guns back, deliver them and have the money in hand by Monday or we’re all dead.”


“But if we steal the money back too, we won’t have to worry how fast we sell the guns, right?”


“The guns we can get back. The money might be in some evidence locker somewhere else. We can hope it’s sitting there in the warehouse where the guns are, but it won’t be.”


“So, if we do get the guns back and get them sold in time, we’ll only break even on this round? Am I reading you right, boss?”


“If we don’t take the guns back, we have no chance of raising the money by Monday and the Cartel will eliminate us. We’ll make some profit. But most of the cash from the last shipment we sold, is history.”


“I want every member we can round up on their rides and ready to go at midnight. We should get to the warehouse around two-thirty and there will only be a couple of night guards on duty.”


“What if the crates are out of the trucks?”


“Then we’ll put them back in, asshole.”


“You believe that shit, boss?” asked Greg.


“Hard to believe they’d be so fuckin stupid, but yes, I believe it. Call everybody to the hotel and I want every last man wearing a vest.”


 


Riverwalk Hotel. San Antonio.


BLAINE called Travis and woke him up. “The Rule are going to attack the ATF warehouse in Houston between two-thirty and three a.m. We’re leaving from San Antone shortly. I want to be behind them and squeeze the fuckers between us and the ATF.”


“Okay, I’m awake now,” said Travis. “What do you want us to do?”


“Vests, Blackouts, shotguns, if you and Hammer want in. Leave now.”


“I’m up.”


Blaine ended his call to Travis and went on to the next. “Kramer, sorry to wake you. Blaine Blackmore. The Rule are coming for the guns tonight. They should hit the warehouse any time after two. Stay out of sight and let them come in, then take them. I’ll be behind them, so they can’t run. We’ll wipe them out.”


“I hear what you’re saying, Blackmore, and I’m trying to process the information. I’ll call my boss and see what he says. I hope I can be ready.”


Blaine pressed end. “No hoping, asshole. You be ready.” He kicked the leg of the table closest to him with his Harley boot and heard it crack. “Fucking Agencies shitting red tape out their arseholes.”


 


ANNIE was more pissed off than Blaine had ever seen her. She was in the bedroom of her suite firing clothes into a suitcase and drinking beer at the same time. “I’ve never had a failed mission before, I won’t have one this time. I have to get Langois before he leaves for Houston.”


“You can’t. That will tip them off. Let him go to Houston and the ATF will take care of him… or I’ll do it for you.”


“But that won’t be me taking him out, will it?”


“The result will be the same, Mom.”


“Dougie’s phone isn’t sending me anything anymore. He took the tracker out, or he’s using a burner.”


“What are you thinking?”


Annie shrugged. “It’s just a hunch.”


“He’s not going to the warehouse?”


“Dougie is all about Dougie,” said Annie. “I know him a little now and he’s a user. Did you get the tag on his ride?”


“Yep. Farrell did.”


“Okay, you go east, and I’ll go west.”


“You think he’ll go home to Vegas?” asked Blaine.


“I don’t know what his long-term plan is, but he’s not a fool, and he absolutely has an agenda.”


“Farrell will want to go with you.”


“You need him in Houston.”


“I’ll be okay. Travis and Hammer have already left Austin to join the party.”


“The answer is no.” Annie shook her head. “I’m going alone.”


 


Houston.


BLAINE WAITED until Greg gave the signal that the Rule had left the junkyard and were on their way to Houston, before he put his own team on the road.


Two hours and forty minutes of hard driving put them in downtown Houston. The Rule were ahead, but not by much. In constant contact with Special Agent Kramer, Blaine was confident the ATF had put it into high gear and was prepared to mount the best offensive possible when the bikers arrived.


The warehouse was in an industrial section of the city near the docks. When Blaine closed in on the location with his people the noise from inside indicated that a firefight was already in progress.


His convoy parked on the road, his men surrounded the building and covered all exits. As Blaine and Farrell ran to the open overhead door, they saw Travis and Hammer, already in position and firing their weapons.


Sirens sounded in the distance and more help was on the way. Maybe Kramer asked for help from Houston PD. It was his battle to fight. Violent Crime was there for one reason only—to put the Rule out of business.


Bodies of blood-soaked bikers were strewn haphazardly across the concrete floor of the warehouse. Dozens of them dead and wounded. Most would die. Few would recover to go to trial.


Blaine searched the battlefield for Langois and didn’t see him. The warehouse was huge, and from the door where Blaine stood, the tractor-trailers blocked part of the view. Then, there he was. Langois darted out from behind one of the trucks with an AK in his hand. Blaine waited until he was in full view, lined up his shot and pulled the trigger.


Langois dropped like a rock, his brains shooting upward out of his head like a fountain and plastering the side of the semi.


Another ten minutes of deafening noise and it was over. Houston police arrived in a swarm to a silent warehouse. Ambulances arrived for those lucky enough not to be dead, and there were less than a handful in that category.


That’s all she wrote.


Kramer smiled as he zig-zagged through the bodies to where Blaine was standing with his rifle and stuck out his hand. “Thanks to you, we’ve plugged a huge pipeline of guns into our country.”


“Glad to help,” said Blaine. “That’s what I’m here for.”


“Which one was the president? Do you know?”


Blaine nodded. “That’s him right over there. Paul Langois. I had the pleasure of taking him out personally.”


The fucker made remarks about Annie and for that alone, I’d kill him.


 


I-10 West.


ANNIE RODE WEST following the tracker on the Dog’s ride. It didn’t feel right, and she didn’t know why. Was Dougie pulling off another fancy maneuver to trick her?


She followed without stopping until Dougie pulled in for gas at the Kerrville intersection. His Harley was parked at the pumps and Annie ran inside looking for him. A young kid in a black leather jacket stood at the counter paying for gas.


“That your ride at the pumps?” asked Annie.


“Who wants to know?”


“Where’s the Dog?”


The kid grinned. “Who?”


Annie ran back outside, opened the saddlebag on the bike with the snarling dog air-brushed on the gas tank and tossed in her bracelet.


I’ll get you, Dougie. Consider yourself dead.






 




CHAPTER ELEVEN


Thursday, January 29th.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE woke in her own bed at the ranch, miserable and unhappy. After losing Dougie to another of his ploys and not getting to cap Langois, she felt like a total failure. She dreaded the text she knew would be waiting on her phone. The man always wanted confirmation when she was finished.


I’m not finished.


She inhaled a big breath and reached over to the nightstand for her cell. Missed messages.


“The Rule has been eliminated. Good work, sweetheart. Don’t worry about Robertson. You’ll get him later.”


“That was nice. I didn’t deserve it,” she said to herself.


The next missed message was from Dougie. “I did what I had to do. I love you, girl. That’s the part that’s true.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE woke after only a couple of hours sleep. He rolled over, reached for Misty and pulled her close to him. She’d been sound asleep when he’d climbed into bed close to morning.


She turned towards him, her hands in his hair, and kissed him. “I’m so glad you’re home,” she whispered. “I love you so much.”


 


Governor’s Mansion. Austin.


CAT hadn’t heard from Blaine for a couple of days and had tried her best not to badger him with calls, but when CNN broke in with news of the huge shootout in the ATF warehouse in Houston, she almost came unglued. What if Blaine was hurt? What if he got killed? How would she survive. She didn’t mean to love him and depend on him the way she did. It just happened.


He was probably up all night. She’d let him sleep and talk to him at noon.


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE saw the report on the morning news and called Annie to make sure she was safe. “Just making sure, my girl is in one piece. I saw the warehouse shootout on the news this morning.”


“I haven’t seen it, sugar. I didn’t get home until the middle of the night.”


“Sorry to wake you, Ace. I was worried.”


“I was awake, cowboy. Can we have lunch?”


“Stonehouse?”


“I would so love that. I’ll sleep another hour then get up and get ready.”


“I love you, Ace.”


“Same.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


QUARTER to nine by the time Blaine dragged himself out of bed, showered and made it to the kitchen. The smell of bacon mingled with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee, and Blaine was instantly cheered. Carm gave him a good morning smile as she stood at the stove whipping up pancake batter for Farrell.


Blaine filled a mug and sat down across from his brother. “Sure as hell don’t feel like it, but we’ve got to go to Dallas to Reg Bromwell’s funeral and talk to his wife afterwards.”


“Cat going?” asked Farrell.


Blaine shook his head. “Hope to hell not. Terrible idea. If she mentions it, I’ll talk her out of it.”


Lily whizzed into the kitchen and filled her coffee mug. “I gave Hammer and Travis the day off, Fletcher’s off until Monday, and I called Mary and she’ll be here by nine-thirty.”


“Okay, good,” said Blaine. “Fletcher put in some ball-busting hours with Greg on surveillance in San Antone and he’s beat.”


The dogs bounced and barked and greeted Mary in the foyer at nine-thirty. Since their breakup, Farrell was antsy any time she was around, and opted to stay in the kitchen with his pancakes and syrup while she and Blaine worked on the story in the front parlor.


“I saw it on the news this morning,” she said, “but the Houston station only filmed the outside of the building. The ATF wasn’t letting any media people inside where the bodies were.”


“I don’t know the exact body count, but you could say the club was eliminated and it wouldn’t be far from the truth.”


“Any names I can use?” asked Mary.


“Not yet. Bikers have next of kin who need to be notified. I didn’t at one point, but most do, so I’m thinking all you can say is Dougie the Dog Robertson, club enforcer, was not found at the scene.”


“Was he high up in the club?”


“After Goldsmith was killed at the rest area earlier in the week, Dougie moved up to number two.”


“And now he’s number one,” said Mary.


Blaine smiled. “He’d be number one if there was a club, but there isn’t. And we’re all hoping the Rule is history.”


 


Hamilton Funeral Home. Dallas.


THE FUNERAL HOME Mrs. Bromwell had chosen for her estranged husband seemed to be brand spanking new, but Blaine was only guessing. He’d never been to a funeral in Dallas before to know an old funeral home from a new one. The one-storey stone structure was luxuriously appointed inside and well-landscaped outside. The thick gray carpet in the foyer smelled new, and a hint of fresh paint lingered in the air. Maybe a renovation.


The only mourners he expected to recognize were a few attorneys from Powell and Associates who cared enough about Reg Bromwell to make the drive up to Dallas. Wouldn’t be any of the female attorneys on staff filling up the pews, if Lil was on target. Any or all of the paralegals Reg had made out with in the janitor’s closet surely would not make the trip to mourn his passing.


Blaine and Farrell sat near the back of the chapel observing and hoped they’d get a read on someone who stood out from the crowd as not belonging.


The service was brief, with no eulogy or personal remarks given by anyone. Reg was being cremated, so there was no interment either. At the conclusion, the minister mumbled one final prayer and invited all the guests to the second-floor lounge for refreshments.


“I could use some coffee,” said Farrell. “I’m still wiped from last night.”


“Me too, but I didn’t want to miss this opportunity.” His cell rang at the top of the stairs. “Cat,” he whispered to Farrell. “I’ll duck into the washroom. Meet you near the coffee.”


He closed the door of the men’s room and pressed ‘talk.’ “Hey, Cat, how’s your day going?”


“Better today, I’m getting the hang of it, I think.” He heard her inhale a breath. “I was worried when I saw the news.”


“Big shootout. Job done.”


“The ATF made a big announcement on the news at noon, giving themselves full credit of course.”


“Of course, no need to mention that Violent Crime set the whole fuckin thing up and said, ‘here you go.”


Cat giggled. “No need.”


“I’m at Reg’s funeral in Dallas, Cat. I didn’t mention it because I didn’t want you here when I question the wife.”


“Oh, my God, thanks for that.”


“Let me get back to you later.”


“I’ll be waiting,” said Cat, “but the reason I called was about tomorrow. You hadn’t confirmed if you could make it to my panel.”


“I wasn’t sure I’d be finished in San Antone. What time do you want me?”


“One thirty.”


“I’ll be there. Lil is getting some figures together for me.”


“I can breathe now. Thanks, sweetie.”


Blaine joined Farrell at the buffet and filled a plate with pasta salad and a half sandwich. Farrell’s plate was piled with slices of pie, brownies and coconut squares. They sat in the corner while family and friends of Reg Bromwell’s paid their respects to the widow. After most had gone and only a few stragglers remained, Blaine approached Mrs. Bromwell.


“Mrs. Bromwell, I’m Blaine Blackmore, Reg’s employer at Powell and Associates, and I’m also investigating his death. Would you have a moment to talk to me?”


Barb Bromwell was medium height with platinum hair cut in a bob and light blue eyes. She may have been pretty once upon a time, but now wore heavy makeup to cover damaged skin. She pointed to a deserted corner of the room and took a cup of tea with her. “Have you made any headway solving his murder?”


“Not much,” said Blaine, “I was hoping you could give me a starting point.”


“Reg and I haven’t communicated well for several months. He talked mostly to my lawyers.”


“Simms and Simms?” asked Blaine.


“Yes. Jacob Simms was handling the settlement and Reg was giving him a hard time of it.”


“I’ve uncovered several things,” said Blaine. “Reg needed money to pay off a huge mortgage on the marital home, plus you wanted a cash settlement because there was to be no alimony. If you were keeping the house why were you insisting on him paying off the mortgage?”


Barb Bromwell nodded. “I see where it might look confusing, but I had the house paid off a few years ago when we were still together. Reg needed money for an investment too good to miss, or so he said, and he borrowed all he could against the house. At the time he swore he’d clear the new mortgage off in less than a year.”


“But that didn’t happen?” asked Blaine.


“Never happened.”


“Do you know what the investment was?”


“Not at first, but I made him tell me when things began to unravel. He put the money into his brother’s casino.”


“How did things unravel?”


“Reg began flying to Vegas every weekend on casino business and I could tell he was cheating on me at the same time. Our marriage went to hell in a hurry.”


“Then you separated?”


“Reg got a place in Austin and moved out. I went to a lawyer and started divorce proceedings. He kept stalling, telling my lawyer he’d soon have the money and I figured it was a lie. Reg was slick, and a practiced liar. I heard rumors that he was seeing somebody, but I didn’t know if it was serious or even true.”


Mrs. Bromwell paused to sip her tea. “I got tired of waiting and put pressure on my lawyer. He kept on Reg and Reg told Mr. Simms he didn’t have the money, but he was trying to raise it. Then one day a couple of weeks ago, Mr. Simms called and told me Reg confirmed that he had the money and had asked that the final papers be prepared.”


“Do you have any idea where he got the money?”


“No, I don’t, although Mr. Simms might.”


“What was the amount of the final settlement?”


“One point five million.”


“And did Reg deliver the money to Simms and Simms?”


“A cashier’s check arrived by courier. Mr. Simms confirmed that he was finalizing all the documents.”


“I see,” said Blaine.


“Does the money have something to do with his murder?” asked Mrs. Bromwell, “Is that why you’re asking me these questions?”


“There is a strong indication that Reg stole the money, and in my mind, whoever he stole it from killed him.”


Mrs. Bromwell sucked in a quick breath. “He stole it?”


“It looks that way,” said Blaine. “Do you think he would go to his brother if he needed a large amount of money?”


“No, I don’t. Since Reg invested with his brother, they’d done nothing but fight. I had no idea of the casino finances, but from what Reg let slip from time to time, I had the feeling our money was down the drain.”


“Do you think he would have asked for his investment back when he needed money so badly?” asked Blaine.


“He might have asked, but Harry controlled the casino finances. Reg was a silent partner with no authority.”


“Why would he go for a deal like that when he was an attorney?” asked Blaine. “Wouldn’t he have protected himself?”


“He trusted Harry at that time, I guess.”


“Were there other partners?” asked Blaine.


“I believe there were other investors, but I don’t know who they were, and I can’t believe Reg would steal money from anybody. He was a tax attorney, as you well know. He had a lot of wealthy clients who trusted him with their funds.”


Blaine nodded. “And I’ve checked the files at the office and didn’t find anything out of place.”


“I’m sorry, I can’t help you, Mr. Blackmore-Powell, but I just don’t know.”


“One more question,” said Blaine. “When you received the check, did you put it in the bank?”


Mrs. Bromwell smiled. “I did. I took it straight to my bank and the money is sitting in my account. I’ll talk to somebody before I invest it.”


“Thank you for your time.” Blaine handed her a card. “If you think of anything, give me a call.”


“I absolutely will. Reg was a lot of things—a liar and a horrible husband—but I don’t believe for a minute he was a thief.”


 


BLAINE thumped the steering wheel when he jumped into his truck. “Dammit, Farrell. She got most of the money.” He lit up a smoke and called Travis. “Need you and Fletcher in Dallas.”


“We need to bring the unit, boss?”


“No. This is a protection detail.” Blaine explained about Mrs. Bromwell and gave Travis the address.


“She don’t know she’s in danger?”


“No, and I’m not sure if she is. They may not know most of the money went to Reg’s wife.”


“They cut up Reggie pretty good,” said Travis. “He may have spilled the beans.”


“True enough.”


 


The Old Stonehouse Restaurant. Smithville.


JESSE picked Annie up at Coulter-Ross and they drove together to the Stonehouse outside of Smithville. The restaurant had long been their favorite with a lot of happy memories made there.


“We haven’t been out alone for a long time,” said Jesse. “My fault, of course. It always is. I’m a born procrastinator. I mean to call you, then I go to the barn, get busy with the horses and forget everything else. I should be shot.”


Annie smiled. “Doesn’t matter where we are in our relationship, cowboy. I love you and you love me and that’s what counts in the end.”


Jesse gave his keys to the valet when they arrived and escorted Annie inside. “Still chilly out there. I’ll be glad when we get some warm spring weather.”


The hostess seated them, and Jesse ordered drinks. “How was your job in San Antone?”


“Not great. I had trouble.”


“Want to talk about it?”


She shook her black mane of hair. “I’d rather not. I’ve been on a downer and I want to shake it off and have fun with you.”


Jesse grinned. “Okay, let’s go with the fantasy that I’m a fun guy.”


“Hey, that’s not a fantasy. You can be fun.”


“I haven’t been fun lately, in anybody’s book,” said Jesse. “And I’ve been a total failure in your bed. I have trouble getting my head around that little stumbling block. It’s my worst nightmare.”


“I love you anyway. Don’t brood about it.”


“Can’t help it. On another note, I was thinking as soon as it warmed up enough for Charity to be outside, we could start planning some outings with the kids… like the zoo, and the park… and picnics and things like that.”


“We should take the three of them to Disney for a week,” said Annie. “It’s warm in Florida, and we’d take Tyler of course. He wouldn’t want to miss seeing Charity with Minnie Mouse.”


Jesse grinned. “Best idea yet. I’ll run it by Ty when I get home.”


 


I-35 South.


MRS. BROMWELL seemed like she wanted to help,” said Farrell as they drove out of Dallas. “She doesn’t think Reg was a thief. If he wasn’t, how do you explain the money? Did his brother give him back his investment voluntarily? Did Reg steal from the casino? Did he get the money from some other source? We’re talking a lot more money now… the money in the duffel plus the big check sitting in Mrs. Bromwell’s bank account.”


“Don’t know what to think, bro. But if Reg got it all from one source that’s two and a quarter mil. I can see why the owner of the money is pissed.”


“What’s next. How can we find out whose money it is?”


“I’ll have to try our secret weapon,” said Blaine. “She’s all we’ve got left.”


“Misty?”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


CARM made chicken fried steak for dinner and Blaine could barely move when he was finished. “That was so good. I ate too much. I’m gonna blow up, Carmelita.”


Carm giggled as she cleared the table.


Misty stood up to help Carm and Blaine took her hand. “I want to ask you something, sweetheart.”


“Do you need me to help you?”


“Would you? Could you? I’ve been asking a lot lately, and I don’t like doing that. I know how it tires you out and drains all of your energy.”


“What do you need?”


“We need to go to the evidence locker, and I need you to touch some money.”


“The money that was buried in the woods at Barton Wilderness?”


“Yeah, that money.”


“Oh, I thought you knew who the money belonged to,” said Misty. “You didn’t mention that you didn’t know.”


“You sound like you do know,” said Blaine.


“Harry Bromwell,” said Misty. “I saw the bag in my mind with a label right across it in yellow. Harry Bromwell.”


“Fuck,” said Farrell, glaring at Misty. “You knew the whole fuckin time?”


Blaine held up a hand. “We never asked her who owned the money, Farrell, only where it was.”


“She could have added the name of the owner,” said Farrell, “just for fun.”


“I’m sorry,” said Misty. “You never asked me that.”


“I never did,” said Blaine. “Not your fault.”


 


AFTER everyone had gone to bed and the house was quiet, Blaine headed into his office and closed the door. He booted up his desk top and Googled Harry Bromwell.


A casino owner in Vegas came up and Blaine dug deeper. Yes, Harry Bromwell had a brother, Reginald, who was an attorney in Austin, Texas. The deeper he dug, the worse it got. Harry had bad friends—friends connected to more bad friends. It was possible that Reg had stolen mob money and those wise guys fuckin hate that.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE soaked for a half hour in a French Vanilla bubble bath before bed and planned her strategy against Dougie the Dog. Her mission wouldn’t be over until the Dog was buried like a dog bone in the backyard.


It was almost midnight when she slipped into bed and turned out the light. Her phone signaled a message and she groped for it in the dark.


“Good night, girl. I’m thinking about you.”


 





 




CHAPTER TWELVE


Friday, January 30th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


AT BREAKFAST, Blaine told Farrell about Harry Bromwell, and his connections.


Farrell frowned, “Okay, casino guy, and I can see where he could be mixed up with some heavy hitters, but would he send people to torture and kill his own brother?”


Blaine shrugged. “I don’t know the answer to that, but I’m trying to get us on a flight. I’m busy most of the day. It’ll have to be later.”


“Can’t say I’m anxious to brace mobsters,” said Farrell. Then he grinned. “I better have another coffee.”


 


The Capitol Building. Austin.


BLAINE DRESSED for a day at the Capitol in clothes he wasn’t comfortable in and avoided wearing whenever possible—black Armani slacks, a dark purple silk shirt and a fitted leather jacket. He removed the tag from a black silk tie he’d never worn and shoved it into his pocket in case he was forced to wear one. He fiddled with his long hair, brushed it twice, tried it tied back in an elastic, thought he looked like a fuckin dork, then cursed and left it down long. A splash of cologne and he was ready.


Goddammit, I didn’t tell Cat I was meeting her for lunch in her office before the big meeting.


He grabbed his cell and pressed her contact number.


“Hey, sweetie, what’s up?”


“I forgot to tell you I was coming to your office for lunch before the other fuckin thing starts.”


Cat giggled. “What if I have a lunch meeting?”


“Do you?”


“No.”


“Order us something like you did before.”


“I’m all over it.”


A half hour later, Mrs. Warburton greeted Blaine in the outer office and opened the door to the Governor’s office for him. Cat was sitting in the lounge area of her office near the floor-to-ceiling windows, looking over a document. She wore a pale blue designer suit that Blaine had never seen before, and he wondered if it was new. Her briefcase was open on the leather sofa next to her.


She looked up and smiled at him. “Ooh, don’t you look hot today in your purple shirt.” She winked. “The women in the meeting are going to lose it.”


“How many women?”


“Two or three.”


Blaine winked. “I can handle up to a half dozen.”


“I bet you can.” She lifted the lid on the lunch tray. “Help yourself to whatever you like. There will be pastries and coffee at the meeting, so I didn’t bother ordering dessert.”


“But is there coffee, now?”


“Of course.” She pointed at the tray on the sideboard that Mrs. Warburton kept an eye on. “I’m happy you came early. Was it for fun or was there another reason?”


Blaine nodded as he scooped salmon and rice onto a plate. “We need to talk about Reg’s brother, Harry.”


“I don’t remember Reg ever mentioning a brother.”


“Might have been prudent on his part. His brother seems to have friends in low places, and maybe old Reggie didn’t want you to know.”


“Jeeze, this gets worse and worse. What was I thinking when I started seeing this guy? I never even thought twice about having him vetted. I figured he was an attorney from the top firm in the city, and he must be okay. Was I that lonely, I let him bullshit me right from the get-go?”


“Reg was a smooth talker with the ladies,” said Blaine. “He looked good for forty-nine and he was a sharp dresser.”


“You said you found out he was a womanizer,” said Cat. “Who told you that? Someone with reliable information?”


Blaine nodded. “Lil told me. She managed the legal office for years for Dave Powell, before it came to me, and she saw everything that went on—day to day.”


“I’m disgusted with myself and with every new fact you dig up, I feel more and more like an idiot.” Cat pushed her almost full plate away. “Why do we care about his brother?”


“My best information tells me Reg obtained the money from his brother—somehow, whether it was a loan, or stolen—somehow Reg got hold of over two mil to pay out his wife and make the divorce happen. He sent a check to her attorney for one point five for the settlement, then buried seven hundred and fifty thousand in the woods at Barton Creek.”


“Buried it?” Cat made a face. “Reg took money to the wilderness area and dug a hole with a shovel like some pirate?”


“Yep, that’s what he did.”


“I find that hard to swallow,” said Cat. “Reg was so…”


Blaine paused with a forkful of salmon. “He was so… what?”


“He was a person who wouldn’t get his hands dirty.”


“You thought,” said Blaine.


“Did you find the buried money?”


“The dogs did, with Misty’s help.”


“She can find buried money?”


“I know you don’t like her, Cat, but don’t put her down. She can’t help being different.” There was an edge to Blaine’s voice and he didn’t apologize for it.


“I’m sorry, sweetie. And I don’t dislike her. She’s a beautiful woman, although she has a few quirks. I think she’s wrong for you, that’s all.”


“I thought so more than once. She’s a lot older than me, and our views on so many things are at the opposite end of the spectrum, but I do love her.”


“Okay, that’s the important part. The subject is closed. Move on.”


Blaine refilled his coffee from the carafe on the sideboard and walked back to his chair. “The brother has a casino in Vegas and he’s connected. Reg might have borrowed mob money. The mob got pissed off and they killed him. I don’t know that’s what happened, but it would explain a helluva lot.”


“I think Reg would have been smarter than that,” said Cat. “Why would he take the chance and do something that risky?”


Blaine pointed. “He wanted to be married to the Governor of Texas.”


“I was his motivation?” Cat shook her red mop of hair. “I do not want that to be true.”


“Maybe it’s not true. I’ll find out. Farrell and I are flying to Vegas on a seven o’clock flight.”


“I want to go with you.”


“Not happening.”


“Why not?”


Blaine checked the diamond studded Cartier on his wrist. “I’ll explain why later. Meanwhile, we better get set up where ever we’re setting up.”


“I’ll show you.”


“Can I be first? I want to do my thing and go. I have to pack.”


Cat made a pouty face. “The agenda for the afternoon has already been printed.”


“Where I am I?” He took the sheet of paper from Cat’s hand and looked. “I’m fuckin last.”


She smiled. “I wanted you last because you are my big impact at the end—my grand finale.”


“You’re first. Switch with me and you lay the hammer down at the end.”


Cat giggled. “You make me laugh. Okay, I’ll introduce you, then save my dynamite stuff for the end.”


 


BLAINE HATED speaking in public. He had to do it more and more, but it wasn’t getting easier and he didn’t like it. He walked into the meeting room with the Governor a little ahead of him and four dozen pairs of eyes focused on him. Most of the attendees were Mayors and Police Chiefs from around the state, a couple of Senators and some Congressmen.


The only people Blaine recognized were Chief Calhoun of the Texas Rangers, Perry Leighton, Austin DA, and the Chief of Austin PD.


Cat walked straight to the podium, laid her notes down and picked up the microphone. Blaine followed and sat in one of the chairs provided for the speakers. Cat began and welcomed the participants. She did a brief overview of the material to be covered in the meeting, then said, “You will notice on your agenda, Mr. Blackmore-Powell is last to speak, but he’s on a case and has to catch a flight, so I’ve switched with him. He’ll be first, and I’ll put the hammer down at the end.”


Everyone laughed and the tension in the room eased.


“His words, not mine.” She smiled and adjusted her glasses. “He needs no introduction, so here he is, my friend and my inspiration, the head of the Violent Crime Squad for the great state of Texas, Blaine Blackmore-Powell.”


Cat sat down amid a flurry of clapping, Blaine took her place at the podium and spoke into the mic. “So y’all are clear, I hate speaking in public, and continuing in that vein, I’ve provided y’all with an in-depth report on most of what we’ve been doing under the radar.”


“In order to make a difference in crime in the long term we have to start with education. That means starting with the kids. Some of you know, I was in a bike gang when I was fourteen years old, and if I hadn’t had help to get out and turn my life around, I would have been dead at fifteen because I was useless to the club—a skinny kid who couldn’t intimidate anybody—not producing the required amount of income per month—couldn’t pay my dues and therefore, marked for elimination.”


“Annie Powell saved my life the same way she saved dozens of other kids. She gave me a new life and a new start, and because of her and my love for her, I’m trying to give back to the state of Texas. On the VC report, y’all will see the names and details of programs Jesse Quantrall and I have put into place in schools and in after-school clubs for boys and girls across the state. It will never be enough, but it’s a start.”


He shifted his notes. “Next, what have we done lately?”


Laughter.


“CNN was generous with praise for the ATF this week for the two tractor trailers of guns the agency recovered, and for the takedown of the Rule motorcycle club in Houston and granted they did help out at the end. But without the crime squad’s surveillance teams, and tireless efforts of our people beforehand—not taking anything away from the feds—that bust never would have happened.”


Clapping.


Blaine gave a couple more examples of what the crime squad had been doing, then opened the floor for questions.


“I’ll take a few questions if I’m not encroaching on anyone else’s time?” He glanced at Cat.


Smiling, she shook her head.


Blaine pointed to a lady near the back of the room who had her hand in the air. “Go ahead, ma’am.”


“I was totally unaware of all the work you’ve been doing with young people in your anti-crime program, and I applaud your efforts. My question is about the funding. Who’s paying for these programs all across the state.”


“The Quantrall Educational Foundation, administered by Bob Quantrall, has committed to half the cost and I’m paying the other half. No cost to Texas.”


Buzzing and then clapping.


Blaine pointed to another gentleman with a question. “What kind of a budget does the Violet Crime squad have, or is it none of our business?”


“We’re privately funded, sir.”


“That means you and Ranger Quantrall are using your own money?”


Blaine nodded. “That’s what it means. Uh huh.”


Another man stood up and asked a question. “If y’all are privately funded, who determines what cases you take?”


“Chief Calhoun has a hand in those decisions, along with another couple of individuals. The Chief keeps a sharp eye on us and sees that proper procedures are followed, and detailed reports are submitted.”


Chief Calhoun gave a nod.


Blaine nodded to an older gentleman with his hand raised. “In the greater scheme of things, Ranger Blackmore, who do y’all answer to?”


Cat stood up and came to the rescue. “I’m afraid that’s all the questions we have time for. Thank you so much, Mr. Blackmore-Powell for being here today. We appreciate your time.”


Clapping.


Blaine gave a little wave as he left the room.


 


Barb Bromwell’s Residence. North Dallas.


TRAVIS and Fletcher drove to Dallas with Mrs. Bromwell’s address programmed into the nav system. Her home was in the north end of the city. A substantial two-storey brick house on a large lot, but not the biggest or the most impressive house on the block by any means.


They parked under a large maple, two houses away where they had a clear view of the front door and the driveway. One vehicle, a dark blue Lexus sat in front of the garage. Travis didn’t know if she had more than one vehicle, but that was something he needed to know. He called Lily and asked her to find out from DMV.


Travis and Fletcher watched the house for an hour and nothing. Mrs. Bromwell didn’t come out and peering nonstop through the binocs, Fletcher never saw her near any of the front windows.


Lily called back. “Just the Lexus. That’s the only thing registered to her.”


“Okay, thanks,” said Travis. “I didn’t know if there was something else in the garage.”


“Nope. Shouldn’t be. How’s it going up there?”


“Super boring.”


Lily laughed. 


 


Austin-Bergstrom Airport. Austin.


AT SIX FIFTEEN Blaine and Farrell checked their luggage and picked up their boarding passes.


“We gonna have any time to play poker or do fun stuff?” asked Farrell.


“Would be nice, wouldn’t it? Let’s see if we can get a couple games in while we’re there.”


Farrell gave him a fist bump. “I so want to.”


“Yeah, I know, bro. We’ve been on a treadmill lately.”


“You should bring Misty something nice too. She don’t get much of your time.”


“I will, and I’ll bring her to Vegas for a weekend as soon as we get a break.”


“Where we staying?” asked Farrell.


 “I like the Bellagio. Annie always stays there.”


“Good enough.”


 


AT NINE, Annie boarded her flight, made herself comfortable in first class and ordered a beer. She had a loose plan in mind to track down Dougie the Dog and see her mission through to the end. He was a loose end, and she never left one of those.


Never.


 


Las Vegas. Nevada.


BLAINE rented a Sahara at McCarran when they landed in Vegas. He drove to the Bellagio and checked himself and Farrell into the hotel at ten. They tossed their luggage on the beds, freshened up a little and headed down to the casino floor looking for a game.


“Soon enough to talk to Reg’s brother tomorrow,” said Blaine. “We deserve a break.”


“Damn right we do.” Farrell gave Blaine a fist bump. “I’m up for a game of Hold-em and the free beer that goes with it.”


 


ANNIE rented a Cherokee at the airport and checked into her suite at the Bellagio at one a.m. Tired from the trip, but not tired enough to sleep, she headed downstairs looking for a game and a beer.


What she found instead were her sons in the poker room playing in a cash game. She stood behind Blaine and asked her question, “Can anybody play?”


“Hey, Annie. What are you doing in Vegas?”


“Guess.” She sat down in seat seven and stacked up her chips.






 




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Saturday, January 31st.


 


Bellagio Hotel. Las Vegas.


BLAINE and Farrell joined Annie for breakfast in her suite. She’d ordered enough for four people, knowing what a good eater Farrell was and he didn’t disappoint her.


He helped himself to another piece of toast and covered it in strawberry jam. “This is nice, Mom, just the three of us having breakfast in Vegas.”


Blaine nodded. “It is relaxing. Can I ask how you plan to find Dougie?”


“I’m working on that. He likes to play poker and I might get lucky and run into him if I play in enough games.”


“How much time are you willing to dedicate to tying up this little loose end?”


“A few days,” said Annie, “I can’t be away from home or the kids too long.”


“I think I have his old Vegas address in my laptop, but that might be just what it is—old—and he doesn’t live there anymore.”


“Maybe he kept his Vegas place,” said Farrell, “If he intended to come back.”


“I haven’t got much to go on,” said Annie. “But it feels like the job isn’t finished. The man said not to worry, we’d get him later, but I don’t like the feeling.”


“See what you can do, Mom,” said Blaine. “If you can’t find a trace of him, let it go. For all you know, he could be in Mexico or Canada and you’re looking in Vegas.”


“That’s true. I wish I knew who that kid was riding Dougie’s bike and covering for him. That might give me a clue.”


“Dougie have any kids?” asked Farrell.


Annie shrugged. “I don’t know much about him at all.”


“How did he manage not to have a jacket?” asked Farrell, “The dirty Dog can’t be squeaky clean.”


Blaine shook his head. “There was nothing. A couple of ten-year-old arrests, no convictions.”


“I’ll start with his old address and go from there,” said Annie. “What time are you talking to the casino guy?”


Blaine checked the time on his phone. “Twenty minutes.”


 


The Golden Lotus. Las Vegas.


THE GOLDEN LOTUS was three blocks off the strip. Not one of the major hotels, but twenty storeys high and impressive in its own right. Oriental décor and loaded with bling, it would attract customers who wanted their Vegas experience to be over-the-top fakery.


Blaine displayed his cred pack to a clerk at the registration desk. “Mr. Bromwell, please. I need to speak with him.”


“Sorry, sir, Mr. Bromwell is only available by appointment.”


“Does he have an assistant?”


“Yes, Miss August.”


“And where is her office?” Blaine was losing patience.


“She doesn’t come in until ten, sir.”


“This is a police matter, sir. What’s your name?”


“Ben Carter.”


“Mr. Carter, you’re close to obstructing an investigation,” said Blaine. “Get Mr. Bromwell on the phone and tell him I’m here to speak to him.”


“I’m only doing my job, sir.”


“Do it better,” said Blaine, “And do it now.”


Carter punched a bunch of numbers into the house phone and spoke in almost a whisper. When he looked up his face was flushed. “Mr. Bromwell doesn’t like to be disturbed when he’s eating breakfast.”


“Where is he?”


“In the Lotus Garden Restaurant on the second floor.”


“Thanks.”


Blaine and Farrell stepped off the escalator and followed the signs for the Lotus Garden. “How are we gonna find him in the restaurant, bro, if its crowded?”


“Maybe he’ll look like Reg,” said Blaine.”


“Yeah, and maybe he won’t.”


He didn’t.


They circled through the maze of tables twice and decided on a large bald man in a black suit sitting at a corner table alone. Blaine took out a card and asked, “Are you Harry Bromwell?”


“Who wants to know?”


“I do. Ranger Blaine Blackmore. Violent Crime for Texas.”


“A cop. What do you want with me?” He never stopped eating.


“Is there somewhere we can talk?” asked Blaine.


Harry pointed his fork at the chairs on the other side of the table. “We can talk here.”


“You weren’t at your brother’s funeral,” said Blaine.


“Reg and I didn’t see eye to eye on a lot of things.”


“But you knew he had been murdered?”


“News travels.”


“You don’t seem upset about it.”


“I told you, we weren’t close.”


“But you were still brothers.”


Harry shrugged.


“Tell me about the missing money, Harry.” Blaine studied Harry’s jowly face searching for a sign. Nothing.


“I don’t believe we’re on a first name basis, sir. And until we are, you may call me Mr. Bromwell.”


“And you may call me Ranger Blackmore-Powell.”


“Fuck, I don’t want to talk to you, kid.”


“Why not?”


“I have my reasons and I don’t have to explain them to you.”


“Who killed Reg?”


“How in hell would I know?” He waved to a blonde waitress and she filled his coffee cup. He didn’t offer Blaine or Farrell any.


“I’ll have a coffee,” said Blaine, “and one for my brother too.”


She smiled and filled up their cups.


“I think you do know, Harry. Maybe you’d rather not know and knowing is making you nervous. But I bet you know.”  


“Fuck off with the guessing game.” He pushed his chair back. “I’ve got work to do.” He checked his Rolex. “My day started ten minutes ago.”


“My investigation into Harry Bromwell started ten minutes ago, too,” said Blaine. “Enjoy the ride.”


“Fuck off, kid. I know who you are.”


Bromwell stomped off towards the bank of elevators. Blaine stood up to follow. “Fifty says he makes a phone call.”


“No bet,” said Farrell, “I was thinking the same thing.”


 


Governor’s Mansion. Austin.


CAT wanted desperately to go home to her own house for the weekend and not spend it wandering around the Governor’s mansion. She packed a small bag and wondered if the media would try to follow her to see where she was going. She should talk to Blaine first and see what was happening with Reg’s brother.


I didn’t know he had a brother.


Thinking back on her time with Reg, she realized they hadn’t spent much time in deep, meaningful conversation. They hadn’t made an effort to get to know one another, all they did was have sex and engage in a bit of small talk. A few dinners out, but not many.


I was using him as much as he was using me.


She sat in the dark blue velvet wing chair by the window in her bedroom and pressed Blaine’s number. He answered on the third ring. “Are you busy?” she asked.


“Just leaving the casino. We interviewed Harry Bromwell and he’s non-cooperative.”


“Do you think he had something to do with the murder?”


“He’s my only suspect right now, so I’ll push him as hard as I can.”


“Will that be dangerous, I mean, if he’s mob-related?”


“Could be.”


“Please be careful, sweetie. I don’t want you getting hurt. Reg is dead and there isn’t much we can do about it.”


“He deserves an investigation, Cat, like every citizen.”


“Of course, you’re right.”


“How did the rest of your crime meeting go yesterday?”


“Productive and well received. I had a lot of compliments on the directives I put forward and many of the delegates enjoyed your presentation.”


“Enjoyed?”


“You know what I mean.”


“I don’t enjoy talking about crime.”


“They were impressed. How’s that?”


“Okay.”


“Something else I need your opinion on.”


“Shoot.”


Cat giggled. “I want to go to my own place for the weekend and get away from here and from the eyes on me. Do you think that would be weird?”


“Hell no. Scott went to his ranch every chance he got, to kick back and get away from the media.”


“I’m only going to the other side of town.” She laughed.


“Doesn’t matter. Same thing. Have Gene drive you in the SUV. Leave the limo sit.”


“Thanks. When are you coming back?”


“Not sure. I’ll call.”


 


Doug Robertson’s Vegas Residence.


ANNIE drove her rental Cherokee to the address Blaine had looked up for her earlier. The rancher where Dougie used to reside sat in a row of almost identical one-storey houses on an older tree-lined street in the north end of Vegas.


From where she parked down the block, she couldn’t tell if there was any life in the house or not. There was a garage attached by an open breezeway, and Dougie’s bike could be in the garage—or not—if he still lived there. There were a lot of ‘ifs’. If she came back after dark, she’d be able to see if any lights were on and if she saw his bike, she’d know for sure.


She left and drove out to Summerlin, a beautiful section of the city, where she used to live with Jackson and Billy. She drove by her old house, and then wished she hadn’t. Tears flowed from her eyes as she passed by. So much had happened in Vegas. She’d been happy for a time—a time much too short—and then so sad she couldn’t bear to stay.


I should have kept the house.


 


Bellagio Hotel. Las Vegas.


BACK at the hotel, Blaine set up his laptop and dug up everything he could on Harry Bromwell and the Golden Lotus. Was Harry the sole owner? Was Reg listed as part owner? Did he have other partners? Who were they? How much debt did the casino carry? Was the Golden Lotus making money? Were they going down the toilet? Harry seemed like a miserable human being. Maybe he wasn’t, and something was making him miserable. What was it? What were his problems? Was Reg one of them? Had Reg screwed his brother over? How? Did the money belong to the casino? If it did, how did Reg get his hands on it?


While Blaine hunkered down on his laptop, he sent Farrell to help Annie.


 


ANNIE was sitting at the bar in her suite drinking a cold Coors when Farrell arrived.


“Hey, Mom. Blacky is doing research and he got rid of me.”


Annie smiled. “Have a beer, sugar and help me figure out the Dog problem.”


Farrell helped himself to a beer and sat down on one of the stools. “Let’s write down all the things about Dougie that don’t fit. You write, and I’ll say the ones out loud that are stuck up my ass.”


Annie giggled and ran across the room to the desk. She scooped up the notepad and pen that the hotel provided and jogged back to the bar. “Okay, go.”


“One. His sheet is weird for a career biker as old as he is. Not enough on it. Not by a long shot.”


“He’s around forty or a bit younger. Maybe he’s been extra careful.”


“Careful, lucky or something else.”


“What kind of something else?” Annie was writing.


“I don’t know.”


“Keep going.”


“Two. If he left the B team, why isn’t he already dead? Members can’t up and leave. They made vows. Few get out and if they do there has to be like a huge reason and it has to pass a vote. Those guys are the most violent gang out there, and they don’t fuck around, and they don’t miss—not as often as they’ve supposedly missed the Dog.”


“Supposedly?” Annie turned to look at Farrell, “Do you think those were fake tries to take him out?”


“It makes sense if he was never really off the B team and was working on something for them.”


“But wouldn’t Langois have checked into that? Dougie was third in The Rule. How could he have been third if he wasn’t with Langois for a long while and earned the trust?”


“I don’t know.”


“Interesting. What’s number three?”


“Three is huge for me,” said Farrell. “All of the Rule go to Houston to get the guns back and Dougie doesn’t go. Why?”


“I got the vibe that he wasn’t going,” said Annie, “but I don’t know why. That’s why I tried to follow him. He figured I would be on his tail and put that kid on his bike to throw me off.”


“Four. The fire bomb in his condo. What kind of wussy attempt was that?” asked Farrell.


“There wasn’t much damage,” said Annie. “Hardly any.”


“I think it was for show. Only for show.”


“Uh huh. Could have been.”


“Five. Why did he live in a nice condo and keep clear of the Rule most of the time?”


“It’s my turn to say, I don’t know.”


Farrell went to the fridge and took out another beer. “Here comes the big one.”


“Number six is the big one?” Annie wrote it down.


Farrell chugged half his beer. “Where was Dougie when he left the B team. How high?”


“I’ll text Blaine,” said Annie.


Three minutes later, Blaine knocked on the door and Farrell let him in.


“Jesus Christ, Mom, why didn’t I put the pieces together? I didn’t even look at the players on the B team. Everything makes sense now. Dougie is number one.”


“Jesus in a hand cart.” Farrell stamped his boot on the carpet. “We fuckin helped him with his plan.” Farrell paced. “He wanted the Rule’s business with the cartel and we helped him get it.”


“We sure as hell did,” said Blaine. “I feel like a goddam idiot.”


“It was Farrell who put it together,” said Annie, tapping her pen on the pad. “He pointed out everything that didn’t make sense and we wrote it down and talked it out.”


“A lot of things were bothering me,” said Blaine, “but I kept shoving them out of my head because I’m trying to concentrate on Reg’s murder.”


“Find anything on the brother?”


“He has a silent partner who owns thirty-five percent. His name is Michael Junkin, but I can’t find a single thing on him. It’s like he doesn’t exist, and there’s no mention of Reg buying in like his wife said he did.”


“Maybe Junkin doesn’t exist either,” said Annie. “They made up the name and somebody else is the partner—like a secret person.”


“That’s why they have a gaming control board,” said Blaine, “to check into underhanded shit like that.”


Annie shrugged.


“Any idea where the B team hangs out, bro?” asked Farrell. “I’d like to cruise by for a look-see.”


“Me too,” said Annie. “Then I want to cruise Dougie’s old address and see if it isn’t old at all.”


“I’ll check my laptop,” said Blaine, “then we’ll eat somewhere nice before we go.”


“I’m in favor of eating,” said Farrell sticking his hand in the air.


 


AFTER STEAK sandwiches and a couple of drafts, Blaine drove Annie’s rental Jeep and they went for a cruise around the city.


“The address the gang squad has on the B team is out near Red Rock Canyon,” said Blaine. “I figured they would know better than most sources.”


“Lots of secluded areas on highway one sixty,” said Annie. “I used to ride out there with Jackson and Billy.”


Annie always sounded so sad when she mentioned Billy Jennings’s name, it made Blaine’s heart ache for her. She must have loved him a lot.


They drove the highway for half an hour, turned around, came back and were none the wiser. “I’ll go see my friend in the gang squad tomorrow,” said Blaine. “He’ll help us zero in on the location.


“Who’s your friend,” asked Farrell.


“Keith Vargas,” said Blaine, “I hope I still have his number.”


“I wonder if the B boys play at Red Rock since they’re at this end of town?” asked Annie.


“Let’s go see,” said Farrell. “Maybe we got time to sit in on a game.”


 


Barb Bromwell’s Residence. North Dallas.


TRAVIS and Fletcher changed off surveillance of Mrs. Bromwell with Hammer and Greg. Before they left for their hotel room, Travis brought Blacky up to date.


“Nothing all day, boss. No movement at all.”


“What do you mean? No sign of her?”


“Her car never moved off the driveway.”


“I’m going to call her cell and make sure she’s all right,” said Blacky. “Call you right back.”


Travis sat with his cell in his hand and waited. It rang and even though he was ready for it, he still jumped. “She okay?”


“No answer. It went to message. Are you still at her place?”


“Yep, just about to go to our hotel. Hammer and Greg are coming on to relieve us.”


“Go knock on the door. Are there any lights on?”


“None.”


“Fuck, this is bad. Something could be so wrong, or she could be away, and nothing is wrong.”


“I’ll call you back.” To Fletch: “Boss wants us to knock on the door.”


They strode up the sidewalk, stood on the front step and rang the bell. Nothing.


“What are you guys doing?” Greg had jumped out of the junk truck and come up behind them.


“Blacky said to knock on the door. We ain’t seen her all day.”


“Oh, fuck,” said Greg.


Travis called Blacky back and gave him the scoop.


“Go in the back way and just take a look,” said Blacky. “If everything looks normal, leave and lock the door.”


“Yep. Call you back.”


“We’re taking a look,” Travis said to Greg. He ran to his truck, grabbed the lock tool and a Maglite and tore down the side of the house to the gate. He opened the gate, shone the light in front of him and looked for a back way in. Garden doors. A dog was barking at him. Sounded like a small dog. Using the wizard, Travis had the door open in a couple of seconds and led the way inside.


“Damn it,” said Travis, “I just stepped in something.” He shone the light on the kitchen floor. “Dog piss.”


“The dog’s been locked in for hours,” said Fletcher. “You’d probably piss on the floor too.”


“No doubt,” said Travis. He turned on the kitchen light, then lights throughout the house as they searched for Mrs. Bromwell.


“Oh oh,” said Hammer. “Living room looks like a war zone.”


Travis came barreling down the stairs. “She ain’t up there. What have you got Hammer?”


“Busted table, a couple of smashed flower holder things, and her purse. Her purse is dumped here on the sofa.”


“They grabbed her,” said Travis.


“The guys that want the money?” asked Fletch.


“Has to be.” Travis had his phone in his hand.


 


Doug Robertson’s Residence. Las Vegas.


DOUGIE woke up around five in the afternoon and took a shower. He’d been at the clubhouse until midnight the night before, then busting his ass around the city all night trying to make a buck. All he could think about was Annie. He’d never been in love before and he damn well shouldn’t be now. No time for it, not with a deal this big going down for his club.


Now that the fuckin Rule was out of the way, he could take over both their drug business and their gun run from Mexico. The B team had been congratulating him and giving him praise the night before and he couldn’t let them down.


Next on his list was a meet with the boss of the cartel. He’d have to go to Yuma in a couple of days and meet on this side of the border, or on the other side, that hadn’t been worked out yet.


The cartel was still hot—madder than hell that they lost two truckloads of guns plus the money because of the Rule. If Langois wasn’t dead already, the cartel would cap him in a nanosecond.


Dougie toweled off his hair and tried to sort out his problem. He talked out loud. “We have to pay up front for the first shipment and we haven’t got enough in the safe. We need more—at least two hundred K more. We’d have it in a week or so, but I need it for the meet. How am I gonna get it that fast?”


He lit up a smoke. “A big private game might do it. I usually win, but how do I get on a list with high rollers who have the bucks I want? There must be a way. I need to ask around. Some of the boys will know who to talk to.”


He butted out his smoke, pulled on a pair of boxers and reached for his jeans.


I bet Annie could get into any of those games.


He picked up his keys and flicked off the kitchen light. “Maybe if I tossed her name around, that would be enough to get me a seat at one of the tables.”


He strode into the garage, put the overhead door up and started his bike.


 


Red Rock Casino. West Las Vegas.


THE POKER ROOM at the Red Rock wasn’t crowded this early—early in Vegas meaning any time before midnight. A good time to get a seat. The poker boss seated Annie at table four, and Blaine and Farrell were at table two.


They could see each other across the aisle, a situation satisfactory to Blaine, because he never liked to lose sight of Annie. He often wondered if there was something wrong with him. Therapy wasn’t something he was willing to try. He’d known a few shrinks and they all seemed to be crazier than their patients.


At nine they took a dinner break and tried the steaks at T-Bones. After a great dinner, they returned to their seats with renewed energy and enthusiasm.


Blaine’s cell rang, and he had to leave the poker table to answer it. “Find her?”


“Negative,” said Travis. “Signs of a struggle in the living room. Dog locked in all day. Pissed on the floor. Her purse is here, dumped out on the sofa. She’s been snatched.”


“Do a door to door. Somebody must have seen something. I’m calling her lawyer. He might know something—or not.” Blaine searched for the number and called. “Mr. Simms, Blaine Blackmore calling. Sorry to disturb you so late, but my men are at Mrs. Bromwell’s residence and she’s not there. Have you talked to her today?”


“No, I haven’t. Maybe she’s out for the evening.”


“There seems to be signs of a problem in her living room. She may have been kidnapped.”


“Kidnapped?”


“The money Reg Bromwell produced for the settlement could have been stolen,” said Blaine.


“What? No, I don’t think so. That’s not possible.”


“Why do you say that?”


“I’ve been Reg and Barb’s attorney for years, and I know them well.”


“If you hear from Mrs. Bromwell, would you call me?”


“Certainly. Let me know when she’s been located.”


 


ANOTHER hour passed, and a couple of bikers came in and waited at the bar for seats. Annie had been getting cards all evening and had a huge stack of chips in front of her. The bikers filled seats at her table when they became available and she strained to get a look at their cuts.


Yep, that’s Dougie’s club. Wonder where he is?


About one a.m. Blaine came to Annie’s table. “Farrell and I are beat, Mom. How long are you staying?”


“I’ll cash out. We can leave.”


In the parking lot, they had almost reached the Cherokee when a rumble sounded close by.


“That might be them coming in now,” said Farrell. He peered down the paved road leading in from the highway and said, “Yep, seven Harleys.”


“Stand close to the Jeep and let’s see if one of them is Dougie,” said Annie.


They waited while the bikers parked their bikes and walked from the parking area to the front door of the casino.


“Yep, he’s there,” said Farrell. “His men all around him.”


“Want to go back in, Mom?” asked Blaine.


“Nope. Let’s go to the hotel and get some sleep, but on the way, Farrell can run into Dougie’s house and see if he turned all the lights off.”


 


Barb Bromwell’s Residence. North Dallas.


TRAVIS and the surveillance crew conducted door to door interviews up and down Barb Bromwell’s street. They banged on doors, rousted people out of bed and most of it was for nothing.


Mrs. Anderson, an older lady in her seventies, who lived directly across the street from the Bromwell house wasn’t asleep when they knocked. She was doing a Netflix marathon, watching season after season of zombies eating out people’s brains. While she watched she was knitting a blue baby blanket at the same time. She invited Travis and Fletcher to come in.


“Have a seat. Would you like some tea?”


“No, thanks, ma’am,” said Travis. “I wondered if you saw anyone at Mrs. Bromwell’s house yesterday?”


“Let me think. Barb was outside with Scott, that’s her little Yorkie, and I waved to her.”


“What time was that?” asked Fletcher.


“Morning, dear, right after breakfast. Around nine.”


“Then later in the day?”


“I usually take a short nap in the afternoon. Helps me stay awake for my nightly marathon.”


“You might have missed seeing visitors in the afternoon?” asked Travis.


“I almost missed them,” she said. “I woke up and looked out the upstairs window and I saw Barb leaving with a couple of gentlemen in suits.”


“Did you notice what kind of vehicle it was?”


“How could I not? It was one of those long things that rich people take to parties.”


“A limo?” asked Travis.


“Uh huh. A limo. And I thought to myself, good. Some nice man is paying attention to Barbie. She deserves some fun after that awful Reggie left her. What a piece of work that man was.”


“Only one more question. Did you happen to notice the tag on the limo?”


“Do you mean did I write down the license number?”


Fletcher smiled.


“Yes, that’s what I meant,” said Travis.


“Of course. I write down the numbers of all strange vehicles on our street, because you see, I’m the president of the neighborhood watch.”


“Fantastic,” hollered Travis. “You made me very happy.”


“I’m glad, dear. You did look a bit miserable when you came in.”


Fletcher chuckled and punched Travis in the arm.






 




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Sunday, February 1st.


 


Bellagio Hotel. Las Vegas.


ANNIE woke alone in her suite and it was perfectly quiet. She wondered what had wakened her so suddenly, then thought it might have been her phone. She checked for messages and there was one missed from a minute before.


“I smelled your perfume last night and I’m missing you.”


“I saw you at the Red Rock.”


“You’re in Vegas?”


“That’s where you are.”


“You stalking me?”


“Yes.”


“What a turn on.”


“Breakfast?”


“No.”


“Info center in the canyon at noon?”


“Yes.”


Annie showered, dressed in her leathers and jogged along Las Vegas Boulevard until she came to the Harley dealer. They rented bikes by the hour or the day to tourists. She chose a black Softail much the style of her own baby, laid down her Amex card and it was hers until the following day.


The boys in the garage out back, gassed it up for her and she headed west. She took I-15 out of town then turned west on route one sixty. There were two vehicles parked at the information center when she arrived in the canyon, but no bike. Dougie wasn’t there yet.


He won’t come alone. He’s number one. They’ll be watching him.


She felt for her Beretta tucked snugly in her waistband and wondered what Dougie was carrying. Was he a good shot? She knew nothing about him. Everything she’d learned so far had been lies. Not surprising. Bikers were professional liars. Russ Coulter had been one of the best liars ever born. Race was a close second, although she could read him a little better. They told you what they wanted you to know. Nothing more and nothing less.


Should I have told the boys where I was going?


 


BLAINE KNOCKED on the door of Annie’s suite to see if she wanted to go downstairs for breakfast and there was no answer. He tried her cell and it went to message.


“Where the hell is she, bro?” he asked Farrell. “She’s not off somewhere doing something off the wall, is she?”


“Jeeze, I hope not.”


“I got us an appointment with Keith Vargas to talk about the B squad, so we better have breakfast and a couple of coffees and move our asses.”


Blaine’s cell rang in the elevator and it was Travis telling him about the witness who saw the men and the limo. “You got a BOLO out, Trav?”


“I had it out by three a.m., but I don’t know if DPS will pick up a limo that easily.”


“What company is it registered to?”


“Big-D Limo Service. I’m on my way there right now.”


“Let me know what you find out. Meantime, I’ll Google them and see who owns it.”


 


Red Rock Canyon Info Center. Nevada.


DOUGIE knew she was dangerous. He could feel it every time he was near her, and still he wanted her. Would she try for him in the canyon or did she want to meet for another reason? He had backup. There was always backup for number one, but shit happened. Graveyards were full of bikers who made mistakes. He hadn’t made too many so far, but that had been due mostly to luck, and not good judgement.


He rode into the info center parking lot and saw her sitting on a bike at the side of the building. A couple of tourists were parked, sitting in their vehicles looking at maps and wondering which way to go. He knew the canyon like the back of his hand. He and Race had ridden here hundreds of times. He’d been searching his memory trying to think if Race ever talked to him about Annie. Race hardly talked at all. Probably not.


He parked his bike next to Annie’s, kicked the stand down and set it on the hard-packed dirt. She smiled at him, the red bandana barely holding all the wild black hair. She leaned close and kissed him, the scent of her making him instantly hard. Her tongue explored his mouth and he groaned with wanting. He’d thought of little else but how she felt in his arms since they’d had crazy, wild sex that last time in the hotel. “I love you, girl,” he whispered.


“Let’s ride.”


He followed her down one of the tracks that led off the paved road, one of dozens that wound through remote areas of the canon. He figured she’d picked out a spot to kill him. His boys weren’t far behind and they had scopes if there was a problem. They’d told him it was a bad idea to meet her way out here, but he was the boss and any idea he had wasn’t all bad.


Annie parked her bike and hopped off near a patch of green grass under one of the few trees. She opened her saddlebag, pulled out a blanket and spread it on the ground.


Dougie laid down, took her in his arms and kissed her. “Are you going to kill me way out here?” he asked with a smile.


“I could, but I figured you’d have protection, so I thought for starters, I’d just fuck you blind.”


“My boys might watch us through their scopes.” Dougie chuckled as he unzipped his jeans. “I couldn’t get you out of my head since our last time at the hotel. I’ve never felt like this before. Scared and crazy hot, all at the same time.”


Annie showed him no mercy, and when she was done, Dougie lay naked and exhausted on the blanket. A cold wind blowing out of the east made him shiver and he reached for his clothes. “I need something, and I don’t know if you can help me or why you would want to after all the bullshit I’ve laid on you.”


“What is it you need?” Annie pulled her sweater over her head and reached for her jacket.


“I want to get into one of the big games in town.”


“Why?”


“I’m short of cash.”


Annie smiled. “You need money for the cartel because you’re taking over the Rule’s gun business?”


Dougie stared at her and didn’t answer.


“Got any prospects under eighteen?”


Why is she asking me that?


“Maybe two or three. No more than four.”


“Let them go. Just kick them out of the club and I’ll help you get into a game.”


“Okay, it’s a deal.”


I don’t get it, but I can do it.


“I’ll pick you up at your house at nine.” Annie tugged on one of her Harley boots.


“You know where I live?” Dougie’s eyes were wide and staring in disbelief.


“I’m a professional, Dougie, just like you.”


“Jesus, I can’t get my head around it.”


 “Got any clothes?”


“You mean better clothes?” he asked with a grin.


Annie nodded.


“I’ll have some designer threads on my limp and tired body by the time you pick me up.”


She winked at him. “We’re going on a date.”


Dougie reached into his pocket and pulled out her bracelet. “Would you wear this while we’re dating?”


“Sure. I was sad when I had to give it back.”


Dougie wound it around her wrist and did up the clasp.


“Who was the kid riding your bike?” she asked.


“One of the kids I’ll be letting go.”


He was telling the truth, and for that Annie kissed him. “I’ve got to go the hotel and make some calls, then go to the Fashion Mall and buy an outfit.”


“Dinner first, if we’re all dressed up?”


“Sure, why not. I’ll come to your place at eight.”


 


Las Vegas PD.


THE GANG SQUAD office was almost deserted when Blaine and Farrell arrived for the meeting with Detective Keith Vargas. His whole crew was out of the office in the streets—most of them on the strip where the gangs found unlimited opportunities bilking tourists. His men battled every shift against the prostitutes luring marks towards the thieves and drug pushers that lay in wait in droves for the fun-seekers.


Vargas stood up and offered Blaine his hand. “Blacky, nice to see you again.”


“This is my brother, Deputy Farrell Donovan.”


Vargas, a short dark haired Hispanic shook Farrell’s hand with enthusiasm. “Nice to meet you, Donovan.” He pointed to the two guest chairs against the wall and Blaine and Farrell sat down. “You’re interested in the B team, you said on the phone?”


“From your information online, I saw their address was near Red Rock, but we couldn’t find the building when we drove out there and the GPS didn’t have a clue where the clubhouse was.”


“Hard to find,” said Vargas, “and that’s just the way the Dog likes it—or did like it before he went AWOL.”


“Did you believe that story when you heard it?”


“Not for a second, although there were reports of some attempts of mayhem on him. None successful.”


“Have you heard that he’s back with the gavel in his hand?” asked Farrell.


Vargas raised an eyebrow. “Haven’t heard that. What do you know?”


“We set the Rule—new and improved San Antonio version—up for the ATF a few days ago, and Dougie was large as life in that bunch of vermin posing as the enforcer. Our surveillance told us all of the Rule members were required to ride to Houston to fight for their shipment of guns and take back what was not rightfully theirs—and they all rode east—except for the Dog, who rode west.”


“And you know for certain he went west?”


“Absolutely.”


“Fuck that,” said Vargas. “The club has been relatively quiet since he left.”


“Waiting,” said Farrell. “They were waiting.”


Vargas sucked in a breath. “What were they waiting for?”


“Farrell thinks Dougie got rid of the Rule to take over all their territory and their gun and drug trade with the Mexican cartel.”


“And is your brother, usually right?” asked Vargas with a smirk.


“I don’t like to admit it, but yeah, he is most of the time.”


“Good to know, even though it sounds like more work coming our way, if there’s increased activity.”


“Can you draw us a little map to show us where the B’s club house is?”


“Sure can,” said Vargas, “You planning anything major on my turf?”


Blaine grinned. “Not yet and not without giving y’all a heads-up ahead of time.”


 


Big-D Limo Service. Downtown Dallas.


TRAVIS and Fletch stood at the counter of Big-D Limo asking to speak to the manager.


“Manager don’t work on Sundays,” said the dark-haired girl. She blew a bubble then popped it.


“Maybe you can help me, Miss,” said Travis. He pushed a slip of paper towards her with the tag number written on it. “I need to know who rented this limo.”


“I don’t think I’m supposed to give out that information.”


Travis opened his cred pack and showed her his badge. “What’s your name, Miss?”


“Holly, Holly Noel.”


Travis nodded. “Has a seasonal ring to it.”


“This is a police investigation, Miss Noel, and I need to know who rented the limo.” Travis tapped the paper. “This limo.”


“Okay, if y’all are the police, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to tell y’all.” She managed a few keystrokes on her computer, stared at the screen like she’d never seen it before, then said. “That vehicle was rented day before yesterday by Bob Barker and the Price is Right Gang.”


“Right,” said Travis. “How did Bob pay?”


“Credit card.”


“Give me the number.”


 


Bellagio Hotel. Las Vegas.


ANNIE slipped into the new black dress she’d purchased at Prada in the Fashion Mall two hours earlier. At Cartier, she’d picked up a couple pieces of turquoise jewelry, her favorite, because she hadn’t brought anything dressy with her. She sprayed Light Blue liberally, then sat on the end of the bed and pulled on patent leather boots with medium heels. The Dog wasn’t too tall, but he certainly had other assets where it counted, and he was one of the best lovers she’d ever had.


Am I in love with him? I’m not sure.


She picked up her purse and was about to leave the suite when Blaine called. “Are we on for dinner?”


“I have a dinner date, then Dougie and I are playing at Club Poker. They have a big game tonight.”


“What are you doing, Mom? I’m afraid to ask.”


“I’m having more fun than I’ve had in a year.”


“Dougie is dangerous, don’t forget that.”


“Don’t worry, honey. I won’t forget, and I’ll text you later to tell you I’m okay.”


“Please do.”


 


Doug Robertson’s Residence. Las Vegas.


DOUGIE showered and dressed in his new clothes. Armani slacks, a black silk shirt and a cashmere jacket. He’d bought a tie too, just in case. He took the tag off, put it around his neck and let it hang loosely. He’d do it up if he absolutely had to. The new look cost a bundle and a half, but it was an investment. With luck and mostly skill he’d win the money he needed to make up the shortfall for the club. They could pay him back when the goods were sold in a few weeks. His VP, Henley Rice, thought the plan was solid. Rip had voted in favor too. It was unanimous.


He lit up a smoke and paced in his sparsely furnished living room while he watched out the front window for Annie.


He’d had a beer earlier, but it hadn’t done much to calm his nerves. He’d have a bourbon when he got to wherever they were going. Annie had power, he was sure of it, but he hadn’t figured out why. Had to be money. Money was power.


Headlights pulled into the driveway. He shoved his house keys into his pocket and locked the door on the way out.


“Ooh, you look good,” she said as he slid into the shotgun seat of the Cherokee. “Smell good too.”


“Where are we going?”


“I tried a few spots. It was late to get seats, but I got us into a private club.”


“How’d you do that?”


“Talked nice to the guy on the phone.”


“I think it takes more than talking nice,” said Dougie, “They have to be reasonably sure you have enough loot to play.”


“Have you got a buy in?” she asked.


“Sure.”


Annie giggled. “You sound nervous. Is this your first big game?”


“Not my first big game, but my first huge game.”


“You a good player, Dougie?”


“You saw me play.”


“Only a couple of hands and that’s not enough to tell. You need to be consistent and able to wait it out. Wait for the big hand, then play it to the max and take all the chips.”


“Maybe you should be playing for me.”


“You’ll be fine.”


“I won’t drink too many free drinks.”


“Good plan. That cuts in on your profit in a big way.” She reached over and took his hand. “I want to touch you.”


“I want to touch you, too, baby. I love you so goddam much, I’m almost out of my mind.”


“One word before we start. When I’m at the table, I dress sexy, show cleavage, flirt and do whatever it takes to put the men off their game. It’s my style of play and nothing more. I have no interest in anyone but you.”


“Okay, got it. No jealous bashing of heads.”


“You laugh, keep your cool and raise while they think I’m hot for them.”


 


Poker Club. Downtown Las Vegas.


AT THE CLUB, Annie gave the Cherokee keys to the valet and Dougie escorted her inside the club. A gentleman in the foyer asked for their names, then consulted a list.


“I’m Annie Powell and this is my escort, Doug Robertson.”


“Have a lovely evening,” he said, and opened the glass door into the club.


The Club Grille was on the first floor to the right of the elegantly appointed lobby. Annie had made a reservation after Dougie had suggested they have dinner together before the game.


They stopped at the maître ’d’s station and Annie gave her name. The slim man in uniform with the manicured nails smiled at her. “How lovely to finally meet you, Mrs. Powell. Welcome to our humble club.”


“Thank you, Mark.” Annie took Dougie’s hand and they followed Mark to their table.


“Have you been here before?” He asked after Mark left them with menus.


Annie shook her head. “No, never.”


“How does the door guy know you then?”


Annie shrugged. “People recognize me sometimes.”


“Why?” Dougie was annoyed and didn’t try to hide it.


“I have a big company and people think it’s a big deal. But it’s not. I’m a regular person. Nothing fancy.”


Before Dougie had a chance to argue, a waiter named Franklin stood smiling down on them, speaking with a phony French accent and giving recommendations from the wine list. Annie ordered beer. Dougie ordered a bourbon on the rocks and Franklin was noticeably disappointed.


Dougie wouldn’t let it go. “What’s the name of your big company?”


“Do we have to talk about it?” Annie’s eyes narrowed, and her voice took on an icy tone. “I thought we were here to have some fun. I hardly ever have fun anymore.”


Dougie smiled. “We had fun in the canyon.”


“Now that was fun,” said Annie but she didn’t smile.


The drinks came, they ordered—prime rib with baked potatoes and Caesar salad.


After the waiter left, Annie held Dougie’s hand across the table. “Tell me all about Dougie the Dog. Did you grow up in Vegas like Race did?”


He nodded. “We went to the same high school. Race was big and strong at seventeen. He played baseball and he was so fuckin good, it was unbelievable. He won a scholarship.”


Annie nodded. “He told me about the scholarship. Jackson wants to be a baseball player too.”


“Is Jackson Race’s kid? Tell me the truth.”


Annie took her phone out and scrolled to Jackson’s picture—the one where he and Race stood on the riverbank of the Colorado holding up fish.


Dougie looked long and hard at the picture, and when he looked back at Annie she was crying.


“Jackson misses his Daddy so much it’s heartbreaking.”


“Jesus, Annie, the boy looks exactly like Race.” He leaned over and stroked her hair. “I don’t know how to make you feel better.”


Annie dabbed at her eyes with a napkin to save her mascara.


 


THE POKER ROOM was on the second level.


When they stepped off the elevator, they were face to face with the host who stood behind a lectern and verified the authenticity of the players and their bank accounts.


“Good evening,” he said.


“Good evening. I’m Annie Powell and this is my guest Doug Robertson.”


“We’re honored to have you with us, Mrs. Powell. See Joaquim at the podium and he’ll seat you.”


Annie smiled and nodded. She looped her arm through Dougie’s and marched him across the two-inch thick carpet to the poker boss.


The room was well designed. Tables nicely spaced, with comfortable seating and phone chargers available for every seat. Along a wall hung with heavy velvet draperies was a mile-long buffet, filled with gourmet offerings. A fully stocked bar sat at the end of the room with a uniformed bartender in attendance.


Joaquim, a short Hispanic with dark eyes and a very white smile greeted them. “Ah, Mrs. Powell, you look beautiful this evening, and we’re pleased to have you here. Let me show you to your seats.”


Dougie gave her the what-the-hell eye and followed behind.


Annie had requested seat seven and that was the seat the club had reserved for her. Dougie preferred nine and that’s what she had requested for him. The poker boss waited while they got comfortable then introduced the new players to the rest of the table. Not something done in a regular casino game, but a courtesy in a big money game.


Joaquim flashed his brilliant smile and began, “Mrs. Powell is joining us in seat seven and her guest Mr. Robertson will be sitting in seat nine.” Then he went around the table. “In seat one, Frank Vitali.”


Annie had played with Frank before, and if memory served her, Frank was a litigation lawyer with tort money spewing out his ass. Joaquim continued around the seats in order and Annie knew Judge Rumford in seat three, his regular seat, and Darryl Wise in seat five. The rest were strangers.


She bought in for five hundred thousand, Dougie watched her and bought in for three. Annie didn’t know if that was all the cash he had or if he was being cautious.


Annie was stacking her chips when Judge Rumford spoke to her. “Lovely to see you, Annie dear. Where have you been hiding?”


Judge Peter Rumford was retired and pushing seventy, but he played poker almost every day. He won, he lost, but he enjoyed the game.


“I haven’t been to Vegas for a while, Pete, but I was missing you and made the trip. You on a big winning streak?”


“Hell no. I just come for the food, then I don’t have to cook anything at home.”


Annie folded her hands for the first half hour, then she had jack ten of clubs, which wasn’t a power hand, but it was her favorite hand, so she called the blind. The guy sitting next to her in seat eight folded. Dougie was next and he raised. Three times the blind—sixty thousand. Everyone after Dougie folded around to Daryl Wise, who looked like a redneck in his plaid shirt but was in reality a shopping mall mogul from one of the Carolinas. Daryl called.


Thinking Dougie had a hand better than hers, Annie folded.


The flop came ten, king, four. Two hearts—king and four. Daryl was first to act, and he bet seventy-five. Dougie raised to one fifty and Daryl called.


The turn card was the Ace of hearts. Annie put Dougie on big slick, but he could have had a big pair.


Daryl shoved and Dougie insta-called.


“Turn em over,” said the dealer. A big Hispanic guy with black sideburns. His nametag said he was called Mateo.


Daryl turned up the flush. He had ten, jack of hearts. Almost a straight flush.


Dougie turned up Ace, queen for the straight. He was drawing dead.


Mateo burned and turned up the river card and it was a brick—two of diamonds.


Dougie headed for the men’s room.


Annie left the table and strolled over to the buffet. She ate a profiterole then picked up a napkin and dabbed at her lips while she waited for Dougie to calm down and come out of the bathroom. His neck was still hot pink from frustration when he stood beside her, barely able to speak.


He’s too emotional for Hold-em. Who knew? 


Annie spoke to him in a low voice. “Need money for more chips, or are you okay?”


“I’ve never borrowed money from a woman in my whole fuckin life, and I don’t want to start now, but I have to get that money back. It belongs to the club.”


“I’ll get you more chips at the cage.”


“Are you sure you can afford to?”


“Pretty sure,” said Annie.


“I’ll pay you back,” said Dougie, looking a little pale. “I swear it.”


Annie ran a hand down his face. “I believe you, but I want you to do something for me.”


“What? Anything, baby.”


“After I buy the chips, carry them to the table and set them down, then go downstairs, stand outside and smoke for ten minutes before you play again. Okay?”


“I see where that might be a good idea. I’ll do it.”


Annie sat at the table and played a couple of hands before Dougie returned from his smoke break. He smiled at her as he sat down and started over. By three a.m. Dougie had won back the money he’d lost, the money he owed her plus another three hundred thousand.


“I’m tired and not getting any hands, I think I’ll call it a night, gentlemen.” She racked her chips and walked across the room to the cash cage, hoping Dougie would take the hint and cash out while he had the money he needed.


He was only a few steps behind her. He cashed out, shoved the money in his pants pocket and escorted Annie out of the room.


As they waited for the valet to bring her car around, Annie did a three sixty on the lookout for Dougie’s men. She spotted two of them watching for him and making sure he was safe.


 


Doug Robertson’s Residence. Las Vegas.


DOUGIE had never been more worked up in his life. Anything club related was part of the job and he was cool as ice. Emotions never entered into his day-to-day. Tonight, playing for that kind of money, he was wired. So wired, he almost lost it when he lost the big hand. He wanted to fly across the table and kill that redneck asshole with the heart flush.


Annie reached over and patted his leg. “You calm now, sugar pop?”


“I am, girl. Thanks to you. If you hadn’t sent me outside to smoke, I wouldn’t have settled down and won my money back. Our money, in truth. I’ll give you yours as soon as we stop, and I can see to count it.”


“I’m happy you accomplished your mission, sugar.” Annie turned into his driveway and didn’t turn off the engine.


“Can’t you stay?”


“No. The boys will be worried.”


“They’re sleeping,” said Dougie, “they won’t know you didn’t come back.”


“I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Get some sleep.”


Dougie leaned across the console and kissed her. “This was the best date I’ve ever had.”


“It was fun.”


He put a roll of bills in the cup holder and went inside. After Annie left, he spread out the money he’d won on the kitchen table, counted it, bundled it up and put an elastic band around it.


Maybe I’ll set the club up and retire. I’m tired of being number one.






 




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Monday, February 2nd.


 


Gaming Control Board. Las Vegas.


BLAINE had a nine o’clock appointment with Mr. Paul Nethercott at the Gaming Control Board. Farrell found the building with little problem on Washington Street, but the parking lot was full and by the time they found a spot a block away, they were almost late. Almost.


With five minutes to spare, Blaine gave his card to a dark-haired receptionist and she pointed to a row of chairs against the wall.


“I didn’t see any coffee machines,” said Farrell. He’d looked through the magazines on the table and none interested him. From a kid who’d barely attended school, Farrell had developed into a voracious reader.


“We won’t be here that long,” said Blaine. “You had coffee at breakfast a half hour ago.”


“I pissed it out already.”


Blaine chuckled at his brother and his phone rang. Travis.


“The limo was rented by a guy named Warren Palmer. Lily pulled up an address on him and I’m heading there now.”


“You have backup?”


“Fletch is with me. Greg and Hammer are behind in another vehicle.”


“Be careful. Is Chief Calhoun aware of what’s going on with Mrs. Bromwell?”


“I’ve been to his office.”


“Good. Call me.”


Blaine ended his call to Travis as a tall man in a dark suit approached. “Mr. Blackmore-Powell? I’m Paul Nethercott.”


Blaine stood up and offered his hand, then introduced Farrell.


“I was delighted when you called,” he smiled, “You coming to our offices was sure to offer something interesting.” He led the way down a corridor and then into an office furnished with nothing more than a desk, credenza and two guest chairs. “Have a seat and tell me how I can help the Violent Crime Squad of Texas.”


“I’m investigating the murder of Reg Bromwell, an Austin attorney. His brother, Harry Bromwell is the managing partner of the Golden Lotus Casino. As I was trying to find a motive for the killing of Reg Bromwell, we discovered there was a large amount of stolen money involved.”


Nethercott was scribbling furiously on a notepad. “How much?”


“A little more than two million.”


Nethercott smiled. “I knew this would be intriguing.”


“Farrell and I came to Vegas to speak with Harry Bromwell, thinking the money might have come from the casino, and he refused to talk to us.”


“Do you think the murdered man might have stolen money from his brother?”


“I don’t have any evidence that he did,” said Blaine, “The bills were clean. But the way he was killed indicated that someone wanted the money back.”


Nethercott nodded. “Uh huh.”


“When I researched the Golden Lotus, a partner was listed for Harry Bromwell, but I can’t find out a single detail about that partner,” said Blaine. “It’s like he doesn’t exist.”


“Name?”


“Michael Junkin.”


Nethercott began typing and staring at screen after screen and finally he said, “Michel Junkin is deceased, and his share of the casino is in probate. It will be transferred to his partner when the legalities are completed. The records should have been updated before this, but somehow it was overlooked.”


“Is there a date for Mr. Junkin’s death?” asked Farrell.


“Yes, of course. Let me see. Here it is. January 22nd.


“That’s the same day Reg was murdered,” said Blaine.


“What does that mean?” asked Farrell.


“I don’t know,” said Blaine, “but I’m going to find out.” He stood up and offered his hand to Mr. Nethercott. “Thank you for your time, sir. I’ll send you an e-mail if I find out anything you should know.”


“Thank you, sir. I’m keenly interested now, and I’d appreciate knowing how your case plays out.”


 


Golden Lotus Casino. Las Vegas.


BLAINE drove back to the strip and turned down the side street for the Golden Lotus.


“Kind of a coincidence that Reg and the mystery partner died on the same day,” said Farrell.


“Ain’t that the truth,” said Blaine, “I wish I knew what the hell was going on.”


Blaine gave the keys of the rental to the valet at the front door, and he and Farrell went inside. The lobby seemed to be abuzz with a plethora of men in suits. “Cops,” said Blaine. “Something is going down.” He approached one of the suits and showed his creds. “Mr. Bromwell is a person of interest in an investigation I’m in the middle of. Can you tell me what’s going on?”


“Mr. Bromwell is dead in his office, Ranger Blackmore. I’ll escort you up there if you want to see the scene for yourself.”


“I do, thanks.”


Farrell followed, and they took the elevator up to the boss’s office. The executive suite overflowed with police personnel, forensic techs and casino people. A young lady in a tailored gray suit sat on a chair in the corner crying into a handful of tissues.


Maybe that’s his assistant, Miss August.


The Medical Examiner was front and center crouched over the body. Harry Bromwell lay sprawled on the thick carpet in his office, two small caliber bullet holes neatly placed in his head.


“Double tapped,” said Blaine. “We’ll never solve this.” He left his card with the lead homicide detective on the case, thanked them for letting him view the scene and headed for the elevators.


“Execution?” asked Farrell as they stepped out into the lobby.


“Looks like it. Somebody was pissed at Harry. Let’s wait until Vegas Homicide does their thing. After we read all their reports we’ll take a second look.”


“We going home?”


“Soon as we can get a flight.”


“We better check on Mom,” said Farrell. “Make sure she’s solid before we go.”


Blaine nodded. “We’ll do that.”


 


Palmer Residence. Dallas.


“THAT’S IT,” said Fletcher, pointing to his right. “That shitty looking duplex.”


“We’ll wait until Greg catches up, in case we’re outnumbered.”


Fletcher pulled out his SW and chambered a round. “Think she’s in there?”


“No idea. No car in the driveway.”


“No limo.”


Travis twisted around to see, “Yep, they’re right behind us. Let’s do it. You and I will take the front.” Travis jumped out and waved Greg and Hammer around the back.


Greg nodded, pulled his weapon and ran behind the duplex.


Travis banged on the front door and hollered, “This is the police. Open the door, Mr. Palmer.”


No sound from inside.


“I think I heard her call for help,” said Fletcher.


“You sure, partner?”


“Pretty sure.”


Travis reared back and kicked the door just below the lock. The door splintered and flew open. Travis ran in hollering, “Smell the blood? Smell the fuckin blood? Where is she?”


Fletch let Greg and Hammer in the back door and they searched the duplex from top to bottom. No Barb Bromwell.


“Chief, I need a forensic team at this address in Dallas. No Mrs. Bromwell, but the carpet in the front room is saturated with somebody’s blood.”


“I’ll send a team up from the Waco office. That’s the closest. Secure the scene until the techs get there.”


“Yes, sir.”


While he was waiting, he called Blacky and gave him an update.


“Good work, Trav. Maybe it’s not her blood.”


“Too much blood, boss. The person who belongs to it ain’t got no more.”


“Fuck that,” said Blaine.


 


Bellagio Hotel. Las Vegas.


ANNIE ordered coffee and relaxed for an hour in her suite before she showered. She wasn’t sure what she should be doing on the Dog front, and she had to give it some thought. She filled her cup for the third time and was adding cream when Blaine called.


“Hey, honey, how’s your case going?”


“My prime suspect is dead in his office and LVPD are all over it—nothing I can do here at the moment. Mrs. Bromwell has been kidnapped in Dallas and Travis can’t find her. Farrell and I have to leave pronto. I’m booking a flight. You coming with, or staying another day?”


“Trying to sort out what to do on the Dog detail. That’s what I’m doing. Drinking coffee and sorting it out in my head.”


“Sometimes that’s all it takes, is a little thinking.”


“You go ahead and book your flight. I’ll wait a couple hours and see what happens.”


“If you stay, Mom, be careful.”


“I will, sweetheart.”


 


BLAINE pressed end and the black cat came on his screen. “Morning, Governor, how goes it?”


“Good morning, sweetie, you sound like you’ve been up for a good while.”


“I had an early morning meeting, then I went to see Harry Bromwell in his office. Dead as dirt, he was.”


“What?”


“Double tapped. Somebody was pissed at him.”


“Was it the same people who killed Reg?”


“No idea, but LVPD has it, and I’ll let them run with it. I’ll have them send me copies of all their interviews. I have other problems looming large at home and I’m leaving as soon as I can get a flight.”


“Good, I’m glad you’re coming back.”


 


FARRELL drank coffee and smoked while he listened to Blacky talk to Annie and then to Cat.


“I know you’ve got shit to do at home and Mrs. Bromwell is AWOL and all the boys are waiting for orders…”


“You want to stay with Annie?”


“She’s treading dangerous ground, bro. I don’t like leaving her here alone one little bit.”


“It’s been bothering me too. She came to Vegas to finish her assignment, but I think she likes Dougie and doesn’t want to take him out.”


“She could have done it by now, couldn’t she?” asked Farrell.


“Maybe, maybe not. He’s number one and he’s got protection swarming around him. Might be cutting down on her opportunities.”


“I’ll stay,” said Farrell. “You check out and I’ll move into her suite.”


Blaine nodded. “Good call. I’ll get a flight and pack my stuff.”


 


Doug Robertson’s Residence. Las Vegas.


DOUGIE slept later than usual after his all-night poker session. He took a leak in the bathroom, went back and pulled the money out of his dresser drawer where he’d hidden it while he slept, recounted it and put the elastic back in place. His cell—the one only the club had access to—rang while he was making a pot of coffee.


“Yeah, Henny.”


“Wondered how the poker went, boss.”


“Went good. Close to fantastic.”


“We going to Yuma?”


“Calling this morning to set up the meet.”


“Good. Good.” Henley hesitated like he had something else he wanted to say.


“Something else?”


“You clear of the bitch now?”


“Uh huh. All clear.”


“Good.”


Why’s he asking about Annie? Weird.


Dougie switched phones and texted Annie.


“You up?”


“Yes. Thinking about going home today.”


“The boys leaving?”


“Gone.”


“Can you come over?”


“Aren’t you going to Yuma?”


“Haven’t set it up yet.”


“I’m doing some shopping, then trying for a flight.”


“I don’t want you to go.”


“You have work to do.”


“Can I see you before you leave?”


“Not sure.”


Dougie ended the call and reined himself in from heaving his cell against the fuckin wall. “Goddammit, I don’t want her to go back to Texas.”


 


Bellagio Hotel. Las Vegas.


FARRELL WATCHED Annie texting Dougie the Dog. “Have you got a plan in mind, Mom?”


“He’s well protected, baby. They’re close to him and his guys all have scopes on their weapons. I’m not keen on getting shot again.”


“Did you bring a vest?”


She nodded. “I think Yuma might be the answer. Unfamiliar territory for him. Cartel people all around. His guys wouldn’t know who killed the boss.”


“How many are you takin out?”


Annie shrugged and then winked at Farrell. “How many can we get?”


“We’ve got ears on his house if he hasn’t swept it in the last couple of days.”


“Where’s the iPad?”


“In my duffel.”


“See what you hear while I pack up,” said Annie. “I want to change vehicles, drive down to Yuma—not one of my favorite places—and get a feel for the area. I haven’t been there for years and things change.”


“What if they meet on the Mexico side?”


“Play it by ear, I guess.”


“They might meet somewhere private, like in a hotel room, and we’d never fuckin find them.”


“Maybe Dougie will be nice and tell you where to find them,” said Annie.


Farrell smiled and got set up. “Hope to hell he does.” Farrell tried to listen in on Dougie’s residence but wasn’t getting anything.


Maybe I’m too far away.


He strode into Annie’s room where she was folding clothes. “I can’t hear. I’m going closer.”


“Okay, you do that little chore and I’ll rent us a truck while you’re gone.”


“Won’t you have to turn in the Cherokee?”


“I’ll have them pick it up from the ramp.”


Farrell smiled. “I love you, Mom.”


 


Doug Robertson’s Residence. Las Vegas.


FARRELL PARKED the Cherokee a couple of blocks from Dougie the Dog’s digs and tested the sound.


Much better.


He sat and smoked for half an hour with the Vegas country station on low. His favorite station was in Austin, but he couldn’t tune it in this far away.


He heard a door close and a couple guys started talking. He turned off the radio and listened.


“Sit down and I’ll get you a beer.”


“Did you talk to Caranza yet?”


“Yep. Tomorrow night. It’s all set up.”


“Where’s the meet?”


“Lucky’s at nine.”


“How much we forking over for the first load?”


“Five.”


“And we’ve got the cash, right?”


“Part of its mine, but yeah, we’ve got it all.”


Farrell started the engine and headed back to the Bellagio.


 


Bellagio Hotel. Las Vegas.


ANNIE had the luggage by the door by the time Farrell returned to the hotel.


“Tell me the good stuff, sugar pop.”


“Lucky’s Truck Stop in Yuma, tomorrow night at nine.”


Annie smiled. “Let’s go to Yuma.”


 





 




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Tuesday, February 3rd.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE woke and reached out for Misty, but she wasn’t next to him. The sheets were cool, and the bed was empty. Not knowing when he’d be back from Vegas, she’d gone back home with Hoodoo to catch up on work and see waiting customers.


Should I ask her to sell her house and move in permanently? What if we have another one of those huge fights? Fuck. I never know what to do.


Lexi whined at the door of his room. “Yep, I’m getting up. Were you a good girl while I was gone?” She wagged her feathery tail and Blaine smiled at her. He loved his dog. “Bueno.”


On the way past the kitchen, he got a whiff of something baking in the oven. Carm was up early and spoiling him already. He let Lexi out, had a quick smoke on the back porch, then headed inside. A long narrow hallway divided the back portion of the house, rooms on both sides—some he had converted to offices—he wished the layout could be changed and the intimidating hallway scrapped, but there was the thing about support walls and he was stuck with it. No time to worry about it anyway.


He desperately needed caffeine.


After giving Carm a long hug and whispering to her in Spanish, telling her how beautiful she was, he took his coffee to the table and called Farrell.


“Tell me what’s going on with the Dog.”


“Mom and I moved out. We’re holed up at the Hampton Inn in Yuma. The meet is at one of the truck stops at nine—I think its Lucky’s—with a cartel dude named Caranza if you want to look him up.”


“Yeah, I’ll do that right away and get back to you, bro. “I’m worried that there will be a lot of protection for both sides. Dougie will have a dozen and the cartel boss, at least that many. More of them watching each other, both sides antsy and nervous, makes it more dangerous.”


“That’s what I’m here for,” said Farrell. “If it looks too fuckin impossible, I’m calling it and we’ll be heading back home—done or not fuckin done.”


“Good,” said Blaine, “I hate it when I’m so far away. I think I should have stayed until Mom was finished.”


“We’ll be okay. This is our last night and we’re home no matter which way it goes.”


“Both of you wear aprons.”


“We will.” Farrell chuckled. “You’re worrying more than me.”


Blaine ended the call to Farrell, blew out a breath and pushed back in his chair. “I don’t like it, Carm. It feels weird, and when it feels weird something goddam awful always happens.”


She walked across from the stove, stroked his hair, told him not to worry so much and put a plate of warm apple muffins on the table. “I miss Farrell,” she said in English and Blaine smiled at her.


“He’ll be back manana.”


 


Doug Robertson’s Residence. Las Vegas.


DOUGIE was awake before dawn, his brain playing out all kinds of scenarios about what would go down in Yuma—some were better than others, but all had that lack of trust factor thrown in. Caranza was dangerous and violent—the head of a huge cartel. He didn’t need business from the B team. He had a huge network without them and he could kiss them off without a second thought. Caranza might rip off the club’s half mil and never deliver a single gun, and what would they do about it? Go to Mexico and take him out? Never happen.


Rice and Bentley wanted the partnership with the cartel and the members had voted in favor of it. It was up to him to make it happen. It a perfect world, it could be the start of a profitable working relationship for both sides. Maybe.


He’d been trying to keep Annie out of his head and just concentrate on the deal. Focus. Get ready. Make the plan and stick to it. No remembering how she felt in his arms. No thinking about wild sex on the blanket in the canyon. No thoughts of how loving Annie made him want to scrap the club and follow her back to Texas. No texting. No phone calls.


Convinced that talking to Annie would weaken his resolve and undermine his determination to make this deal work for the club, he tried to get her out of his head. He paced. He smoked. He picked up his phone. He put it down. He cursed the air blue. He hauled his miserable ass into the bathroom and took a cold shower.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


LILY and the boys were drinking coffee at the kitchen table when Blaine hurried downstairs after his shower. He was running behind because he’d taken twenty minutes to Google Caranza. Not much on him, but maybe he preferred a low profile. He e-mailed the info to Farrell’s phone then got ready for work in a hurry.


The big surprise was Jesse sitting at the table with the rest of the crew. “Hey, Jesse,” said Blaine with a big grin, “didn’t know you were coming into the city today, but I’m glad you’re here. We’ve got a lot to do.”


“Travis updated me on the Bromwell case, and I’m not happy that Mrs. Bromwell has been gone so long.” Jesse tapped the table. “It’s too long. I don’t think we’ll find her alive.”


“We’re waiting on DNA results on the blood at the limo guy’s duplex,” said Travis. “The blood type matches Barb Bromwell’s according to the lab. They requested hers from her doctor.”


“But that doesn’t mean she was ever in that house,” said Jesse. “Blood type could be anybody.”


“Whoever it turns out to be,” said Travis, “is dead. If it isn’t Mrs. Bromwell, then we have another body somewhere.”


“Jesus,” said Blaine. “We don’t need another murder.” To Lily: “Lil, look into the limo service, see who owns it. As soon as you have something on the owner, Travis and Fletch follow up in Dallas.” To Hammer: “See the junkers in the carriage house. They have work for you.” To Jesse: “You and I will report to the Chief and then take a run down to the lab to see if they came up with anything else in Reg’s house we can use.”


Everybody stood up to start their day and Travis’ phone rang. “Yes, I do remember you, Mrs. Anderson. Uh huh. Another car across the street. Sure, let me write it down.”


Lily handed him a pen and pushed her yellow pad towards him.


Travis wrote the number down and ended the call. “The lady who lives straight across from Barb Bromwell said a car parked in her driveway yesterday and a man knocked on her door. This is the tag.”


“Could have been a salesman or somebody,” said Lily.


“Run the tag, would you Lil? Trav and Fletch can check it out while they’re in Dallas. Right after the limo owner.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


JESSE AND BLAINE drove separate vehicles to DPS. Both had things to do after the visit to the Chief’s office. Cat need to see Blaine for lunch, and Jesse had another appointment with his naturopathic doctor.


Blaine set a Starbuck’s tray on the Chief’s desk and handed out the containers while Chief Calhoun shook hands with Jesse.


“Nice to see you, Jesse. Feeling better?”


“I am, Chief. I’m able to do more every day.”


“This Bromwell thing leaves a bad taste in my mouth,” said the Chief. “Don’t see how we’re gonna find the bastards that did it. Now the woman is gone—has to be the same people—and I’m not holding out much hope for her.”


“I said the same thing,” said Jesse. “Been too long.”


“Exactly.” The Chief pulled the tab on his coffee and took a sip.


Blaine placed a folder in front of the Chief. “I sent this by e-mail, but I printed a copy in case you wanted to go over it while we were here. Basically, it says, Reg Bromwell’s murder is unsolvable. In my opinion, a mob hit. Hired killers. No trace left behind.”


“And the brother in Vegas?” asked the Chief. “I don’t have details from LVPD on that one yet. Same thing?”


Blaine nodded. “Same. The money was the motive, but its still a mystery where or who the money came from.”


“Wonder if they’ll try for the seven fifty in the evidence locker?” asked the Chief.


“I hope you’re joking,” said Blaine. “That would be a bold move, wouldn’t it?”


“I was joking when I said it, but it would cause a fuckin shitstorm if they tried it.”


“They better not try,” said Jesse.


“Best scenario,” said the Chief, “you solve Mrs. Bromwell’s kidnapping and possible murder, and you solve all three.”


 


Hampton Inn. Yuma. Arizona.


ANNIE AND FARRELL enjoyed breakfast together at the Hampton Inn. They’d slept late after their long drive south from Vegas the night before and had the day to put in while they waited for the meeting to take place.


After breakfast, they worked on the guns, gave them a good cleaning, tightened the scopes and loaded them with the .223’s Annie was especially was fond of. The hotel suite smelled strongly of Hoppes gun oil when they were finished.


Annie zipped the rifles into their cases and said, “Let’s check out the truck stop, baby boy.”


Farrell nodded. “I’m for that.”


On the drive across town Farrell asked if she was sad about Dougie.


“I’m a little sad, but he’s a gun runner, a drug dealer who sells to kids or anybody else with a dollar, a killer for sure and he’s my assignment. That means, somebody knows things about Dougie—a lot more than we know—and he is on the wanted list. A list of people that pose a threat to our country in some way.”


“I wonder what the man knows about the Dog that we don’t know?” asked Farrell.


Annie shrugged as they turned into the truck stop parking area. “Above my pay grade.”


 


The Capitol Building. Austin.


CAT WAITED impatiently in her office for Blaine to arrive. She’d had a busy morning, arguing with a couple of bull-headed legislators about the wording of a bill all three were working on for the next session. She hadn’t calmed down one iota, convinced she was right and they were wrong.


Men were so goddam frustrating.


She stepped out of her office and asked Mrs. Warburton about the lunch order. “Any sign of the food, Penny?”


“Not yet, Governor. Let me phone down and give them a push.”


“Thanks. Blaine’s always so short of time, I don’t want him waiting around to eat.”


She went back inside, and Blaine was on her cell. “I’m late, but I’m on my way.”


“Don’t rush, you’re fine.”


He has too much to do for a kid.


Five minutes later and a little out of breath, he was there, his long black hair hanging in his face. He tossed his leather jacket on a chair and sat down across from her wearing a short-sleeved Harley t-shirt, a shoulder harness with a big gun sticking out of it and ripped jeans.


He’s comfortable with me now. This is the first time he’s taken his jacket off.


She sucked in a breath at the sight of his arms. Every inch of them inked from the wrist up as high as she could see.


“This is the first time I’ve seen your arms, sweetie.” She leaned closer for a better look. “That’s intricate artwork, and the colors are beautiful.”


“Thanks.”


Mrs. Warburton knocked once, then opened the door for the waiter from the Grille downstairs. “Sorry we’re a bit late, Governor Campbell. The kitchen got behind.”


“It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”


Blaine stood up, reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out a crumpled bill. He tipped the young man then looked under the lids. “I’m freakin starving.”


Cat giggled. “I thought you might be.”


After they ate, Blaine filled her in on Bromwell’s brother in Vegas. He spared her the details of Harry’s murder and reported the facts of the case as he knew them. He stopped, poured a coffee and then sat down with a little sigh.


“I know you well enough to sense you’re going to tell me something horrible, Blaine. What could be worse than Reg’s brother being murdered? I can’t imagine.” She inhaled a breath and readied herself. “Go ahead and tell me.”


“While I was in Vegas, I had men on Mrs. Bromwell in Dallas—just in case.”


“In case of what?”


“The money. I thought the thugs might pressure her to give back the money.”


“Oh, my, God.” Cat put a hand over her mouth. “And… did they?”


Blaine was on his feet and pacing, chains clanking on the motorcycle boots. “She’s gone, Cat. She’s fuckin gone. Snatched from her house in Dallas.”


Cat let out a little squeal. “Are people looking for her?”


“Fuck, yeah. Travis tracked the limo that picked her up to a dumpy duplex in another part of town, and the whole front room of the house was saturated in blood.”


Cat clamped hand over her mouth and felt her stomach churning. “She was picked up in a limo?”


“Weird, ain’t it?”


“What are you going to do?”


“I’ve got all my men in Dallas searching for her, and I’m heading up there now.”


“What about Misty? Could she find her?”


Blaine grabbed Cat and gave her a hug. “Jesus in a handcart, Cat, I was so fuckin worked up, Misty never crossed my mind.” He grabbed his jacket and ran out of the office.


 


Lucky’s Truck Stop. Yuma. Arizona.


FARRELL parked in front of the restaurant at Lucky’s and he and Annie got out of the truck for a look around. “Not much height anywhere, Annie.” He pointed. “A couple of big trees over there by the picnic tables.”


“Let’s check the sightlines from there.” Annie sauntered over, stood at the base of the tree and fixed her gaze on the door of the restaurant. “What if they don’t go inside. They meet in a car in the parking lot or something?”


“That could happen,” said Farrell, “Caranza won’t be strutting around in the open too much, you can count on that.”


“Dougie will have an entourage. A bunch of bikes will give away the meeting place quicker than anything else.”


“The bikers will come down early,” said Farrell. “They’ll check the whole place beforehand, just like the cartel assholes will.”


“Maybe we won’t wait for the meet,” said Annie. “We could be done before the meeting ever gets off the ground.”


“You need cover, and there ain’t much of it here,” said Farrell. “Darkness will give you an advantage too.”


“What’s across the road?” Annie turned around, shaded her eyes from the ever-present Yuma sun, and visually searched. On the other side of the service road was a two-storey office building with an add-on. A makeshift one-storey manufacturing plant attached at the back. Annie pointed. “Let’s cross over and see if there’s a maintenance ladder on the side or the back of the building.”


 


Big-D Limo. Dallas.


TRAVIS AND FLETCHER chased down the owner of the limo operation and arranged to meet him at the rental place they’d already been to. The owner said he had a manager in place and he rarely stopped by the rental location unless there was a problem.


The boys drove up to Dallas and met him at ten thirty. Mr. Ron Izzard was a giant of a man, six feet seven with broad shoulders and a slim waist. He might have shot some hoops thirty years earlier. His face was tanned but badly wrinkled, his left hand yellowed from nicotine. A heavy smoker.


“Come into the manager’s office,” said Izzard, “we can talk in there.”


Fletch sat in one of the guest chairs while Travis stood behind him and leaned on the back of the chair. “Do you know Swayze Palmer?”


“Never heard of him,” said Izzard.


Travis thought Izzard answered a little too quickly and pressed him. “You’re sure you never heard of him?”


Izzard nodded his head. “Yep, I’m sure.”


“You don’t want to be an accessory to kidnapping and murder, do you?”


“Sure don’t.”


“I’d like you to come with me to Dallas police headquarters and take a lie detector test, if you don’t mind.”


“I do mind. I have plans for today.” Izzard stood up. “If that’s all you’ve got, I have work to do.”


“Thanks for your time, Mr. Izzard,” Travis said politely.


 


BACK in the truck, Fletcher asked Travis, “Do you think he was lying?”


“I do, but with no plausible reason and not a speck of evidence saying he’s involved, I can’t force him to take a lie detector test.” His cell rang, and it was Blacky. “On my way to Misty’s place to pick her up. Meet me at Mrs. Bromwell’s house in two hours.”


“We’ll be there, boss.”


“What’s up?” asked Fletch. He lowered his window and lit up a smoke.


“Boss is coming and bringing Miss Misty.”


“Why’s he bringing his girlfriend?”


“She’s a psychic or one of those clairvoyants. She can find stuff when nobody else can.”


“Can I watch her?”


Travis shrugged. “Sure, I guess. First we have to check out this lead that Pauline Anderson gave us.”


“That the old lady who writes down tag numbers?”


“That’s her,” said Travis with a smile, “Lil ran it through DMV and this tag belongs to a guy named, Jacob Simms. He’s a lawyer.”


 


Capitol Parking Lot. Austin.


BLAINE CALLED Misty from his parking spot at the Capitol and asked if she would be willing to go to Dallas with him.


“Of course, I’ll try to help you, sweetheart. And it will be a chance for us to get caught up. I missed you while you were away.”


“I missed you too, Mist. I’m spoiled with you sleeping at my place most of the time. I hate waking up when you’re not beside me.”


“Are we staying overnight in Dallas?”


“I don’t think so, but it wouldn’t hurt to pack a small bag in case something comes up and we do decide to stay.”


“I’m getting ready now.”


“Fifteen minutes.”


 


Simms and Simms Attorney’s at Law. Downtown Dallas.


TRAVIS AND FLETCHER arrived at Jacob Simms law office and asked for him at reception.


“Have a seat, Mr. Simms will be with y’all in a moment,” said the dark-haired girl with a turquoise streak across her bangs.


It was more than a moment, but less than five minutes and they were shown into Mr. Simms’s office on the first floor of the building.


“Gentlemen, what can I do for the Texas Rangers?”


Simms was a medium height man, with a little gray creeping in at the temples. Well dressed and filling the whole office with the scent of his expensive cologne.


“Following up on a tip we got, sir. You were seen at Mrs. Bromwell’s residence and we have to ask why you were there?”


Simms frowned. “Am I being followed?”


“No sir, but we are watching Mrs. Bromwell’s house considering the situation she’s in.”


“Haven’t you found her yet?”


“No sir. Would you have any insight into who might have taken her?”


“As I told Mr. Blackmore-Powell, I don’t believe the money was stolen in the first place, and certainly not by Reg Bromwell, so how can I possibly believe mysterious people are out there trying to steal it back? The whole scenario makes no sense to me at all.”


“Believe it or don’t believe it,” said Travis, “the fact is Mrs. Bromwell is missing and we can’t find her.”


“I went to her residence to see if she had returned,” said Simms. “Thinking logically, I imagined she was visiting someone—a friend or relative—and would return in her own good time. This whole stolen money and murder scenario seems far removed from reality. Nothing a down-to-earth person like Barb Bromwell would be mixed up in.”


“I don’t think she’s mixed up in it voluntarily,” said Travis. “She’s caught in the middle of something she had no part of. I think the money she received from you as a settlement from her husband was stolen money. The people Reg Bromwell stole it from want it back.”


Simms smiled. “I suppose if that were true, they’d want my commission back too?”


Travis shrugged. “You can joke about it, sir, but I’d be careful. They seem to be leaving no stone unturned—and no witnesses.”


Simms laughed. “Who are these unnamed perpetrators?”


“If we knew, they’d already be under arrest.”


 


Barb Bromwell’s Residence. North Dallas.


BLAINE zoomed up I-35 with Misty in the shotgun seat. She’d been quiet of late. He’d been working too much and neglecting her badly. “When I was in Vegas I intended to buy you something nice, but I got busy and completely forgot and now I feel like an asshole. How would you like to go to Vegas for a couple of days, relax at a spa, do some shopping and eat at some fantastic restaurants?”


“Ooh, that sounds exciting. I’m not much of a gambler, but I like to shop and eat. And I’d love some private time with just the two of us.”


“We’ll do it in a week or so. As soon as I get a couple things cleared up.”


Driving north through Dallas was a slow grind at the dinner hour. After battling an hour of heavy traffic, they arrived at Barb Bromwell’s house about seven. Travis and Fletch were already parked in the driveway.


Blaine parked behind Travis and shut off the engine. “As soon as we’re done, we’ll get dinner, sweetheart.”


Misty smiled. “I’m not hungry.”


Travis opened the front door and held it open for Misty. She stopped short in the foyer and inhaled a couple of deep breaths.


“Everything okay?” asked Blaine.


Misty shook her curls. “Not okay.”


“Right,” said Blaine. “Why don’t you sit in there,” he pointed to the sitting room to the right of the entranceway. I’ll go upstairs and get a couple of Mrs. Bromwell’s personal things and bring them down.”


“I might do better in her bedroom,” said Misty. “Her own personal space.”


“Sure,” said Blaine. “Wherever is best for you. Let’s go upstairs.” He took Misty by the hand and the boys followed. Blaine paused at the bedroom door and let Misty go in first. “She likes to feel the energy,” he said over his shoulder to the other two.


Fletcher rolled his eyes as they watched Misty glance around the room taking it all in. Next, she turned and examined all the items on Barb Bromwell’s dresser.


Misty picked up a watch, walked over to a chair by the window and sat down. Travis and Fletcher moved into the room and stood silently near the door, so they wouldn’t disturb her. Blaine crossed the room and sat in a chair next to her.


Holding the watch in both hands, Misty closed her eyes and sat perfectly still. Time passed, and nothing happened. She opened her eyes and handed the watch to Blaine. “Nothing from the watch.”


“Okay, let’s try something else.” Blaine put the watch back on the dresser, opened the door to the walk-in closet and selected a silk scarf from a rack of scarves. “Want to try this?”


“Okay.” Misty took the scarf and held it. She closed her eyes and waited and got no result. “I’m sorry, I’m not getting anything, and I want to help y’all.”


“Don’t worry about it,” said Blaine, “You can’t make it happen. I know that from past experience.”


Travis and Fletcher went downstairs, Blaine and Misty followed. “I’m sorry, nothing is working,” said Misty.


Blaine stopped, held her in his arms and kissed her. “It’s okay. You did your best.” He took her by the hand and they walked through the living room and into the foyer.


Misty noticed the dog’s leash on the floor near the hall table and picked it up. “Ohhh…” she sank down onto her knees and held tight to the leash.


Travis and Fletch turned around to see what was happening and stared. Misty’s eyes were closed, and she was talking in the low voice—the one Blaine called the ‘psychic voice.’


Blaine sat on the floor beside her and tried to hear what she was saying, but she was mumbling so low and the words were so garbled he couldn’t make all of it out.


“I wrote a check,” she said. “I can’t swim.”


Misty let out a loud groan like she was in pain, then she opened her eyes. Tears rolled down her face. “There are a lot of bridges and she’s below the surface near the third one.”


Fuck, they killed her and tossed her in the river.


Blaine hugged her and helped her stand up. “Sit down for a minute until you get your breath, sweetheart.” He sat her on the sofa, then strode into the kitchen looking for water. He returned with a bottle from the fridge and unscrewed the top for Misty. “Here, drink some water, then we’ll round everybody up and search.”


 


Trinity River. Dallas.


DUSK was falling over Dallas as Blaine and all the Blackmore crew drove towards the Trinity River. “That bridge,” said Misty, pointing at the one with the girded arch.


“Which side of the river?” asked Blaine, “or could you tell?”


“Not so many buildings as on this side.”


“Okay,” said Blaine. “Let’s cross over, get down to the river level and have a look.”


Leading the convoy, Blaine crossed the bridge, turned to his right and took a smaller road that led down to the river bank and out to the several islands. He found a spot to park, left the strobes on and helped Misty down from the sidestep.


Travis pulled in behind and parked, and Jack behind him in the junk truck.


The evening was darkening, but not full dark yet. Blaine took Misty’s hand and noticed how pale her face had become. She liked to help him, but the sessions took so much out of her he had to question whether it was worth it to him or not.


“Bushes,” she said. “There were a lot of bushes at the edge of the water.”


Blaine pointed, and called to Travis, “Take Maglites and start at that clump of bushes over there.”


Misty shivered, and Blaine turned her around. “Go back and wait in the truck, sweetheart. “There’s nothing you can do.”


“I’m afraid,” she whispered. “Afraid she’ll be there.”


Blaine wrapped his arms around her and walked her back to the truck. “Wait for me here and turn the heat on if you’re cold.”


Once she was settled, he locked her in and caught up to the boys at the river’s edge.


Travis was shining a light down and nodded his head. “Yep, she’s there, boss. Want city homicide to take it from here?”


“Yeah, secure the scene. Have the lead detective send copies of everything to us.”


“They’ll want to know how we found the body,” said Travis. “You don’t want Misty involved, do you, boss?”


“Absolutely not,” said Blaine. “Nobody mentions Misty.”


“She’s amazing,” said Fletch. “Never would have believed it.”


“She is amazing,” said Blaine, “but I have to protect her.”


“How’s this sound, boss?” asked Hammer. “I stopped to take a leak and saw the floater. Called my crew.”


“Yep. Sounds plausible.” Blaine gave Hammer a fist bump.


 


Lucky’s Truck Stop. Yuma.


YUMA wasn’t in full darkness by eight in the evening. The sun was slow to give up one of its favorite spots in the whole country.


Farrell and Annie had spent the last half hour across the road from the truck stop lying on the tarred roof of the office building watching and waiting. Waiting for something to happen.


“The cartel people should be here soon scouting the place out,” said Farrell. “At least the first wave of them—the scouting party ahead of the supremo honcho.”


“You would think so,” said Annie.


“Any texts from the Dog?”


“Nothing.” Annie giggled. “I guess he forgot how much he loves me.”


Farrell’s lip curled. “Yeah, I guess. Fucking asshole. I hate it when you get caught in the middle of something, Mom, and get hurt. I fuckin hate it.”


“I know better than to let emotions enter into it. My own fault for liking him.” Annie patted his arm and kissed his cheek. “I love you, baby.”


 


I-35 Halfway to Austin.


BLAINE drove south from Dallas heading for home and stopped at the first barbeque place he came to. “Let’s get some dinner and get you a glass of wine. I’m worried about how pale you are, sweetheart.”


“I’ll be fine. It’s happened lots of times after I’ve had a vision, and I always make a comeback.” She smiled. “Usually.”


Blaine helped her down from the truck, his hands on her waist and thought she felt thinner. His head was full of worry for Misty and he didn’t know where it was coming from. “Have you been eating?”


She giggled. “Not as much at my house. When I’m at your place, Carm is cooking non-stop and I never stop eating.”


“You feel thin,” Blaine said.


“I’ll eat a whole cow in there.” She pointed at the restaurant. “How’s that.”


“Good.” Blaine pulled open the door for her. “I’ll watch you do it.”


The dinner hour was almost over and there were lots of available tables inside. The décor was typical of a barbeque place. Plank floors, horns on the walls and wooden signs with all kinds of ‘you know y’all are in Texas when.’


Misty read some of the signs on the way to their table and laughed. “Sometimes I miss N’Orlean so bad,” she said in her Louisiana drawl, “I just sit down and cry.”


Blaine blinked at the revelation. She had never once spoken about her home to him. “Let’s go for Mardi Gras,” he said on the spur of the moment. “It’s coming up soon.”


Misty seemed to brighten. “Could we?”


“We can do anything we want,” said Blaine.


“I love you, Blaine.”


Blaine reached over and took her hand. “I love you, Misty.”


The tender moment was interrupted by a waitress in a short skirt wanting their drink order. Blaine ordered a Corona for himself and a bottle of California Cabernet for Misty. This establishment had one of her favorite brands.


“I can’t drink a whole bottle,” said Misty with a giggle.


“Doesn’t matter, sweetheart.” Blaine smiled at her. “By the time I pay for two or three glasses, you might as well have the whole bottle.”


“I’m not much on economics, but I’m glad you are. One less thing for me to worry about.”


“I don’t want to talk about the case, but when you had your eyes closed at Mrs. Bromwell’s house and you were saying… things, you mentioned that she wrote a check.”


“Did I?”


“Never mind. I’ll look into it tomorrow.”


 


Lucky’s Truck Stop. Yuma. Arizona.


A COUPLE OF BLACK SUV’S pulled into the truck stop one after the other and parked not in the restaurant parking area, but over towards the garage behind a line of tractor-trailers like they were needing mechanical help.


“Think that’s them?” asked Farrell.


“Don’t know, sugar. Could be.”


Farrell checked the time on his cell. “It’s eight thirty. Where’s the fuckin Dog?”


Annie shrugged although Farrell couldn’t see her in the dark. “I thought the Dog would be more careful and he’d allow more time for surveillance before he walked into any kind of a setup.”


“He didn’t seem stupid,” said Farrell, “but most career bikers aren’t on the Mensa list.”


Annie giggled. “True.”


 


Rest Stop North of Yuma.


DOUGIE, Rice, Bentley and the six members of the B team riding with them pulled into the rest stop a mile north of Yuma. They used the facilities, bought drinks and smoked while they finalized their approach tactics.


“I don’t like it,” said Dougie, “It smells like a set up and I never should have agreed to it. We hand over the money and that’s the last time we see those amigos.”


“No,” said Rice, “I don’t see it that way, boss. They’re testing us to see if our word is good. After the Rule cost them so much in cash and merchandise, they ain’t gonna trust another club too soon. They’re being cautious. That’s all it is.”


“They’re bringing samples for us,” said Bentley, “showing good faith.”


“What’s half a dozen guns?” asked Dougie, “Tell me what good that’ll do us if they’re ripping us off half a mil.”


“When did you get so fuckin paranoid, boss?” asked Rice. “You’ve been different since you went all soft over the black-haired bitch.”


“Shut the fuck up, Rice.” Dougie gave the VP a shove when he desperately wanted to paste him in the goddam face, knock him flat and slit his throat. Dougie found himself breathing like a bull in the arena and now wasn’t the time to lose it. He forced himself to calm down. “Let’s go. Look for two black SUV’s parked close to the semis. Be careful they don’t try to squeeze us between the trucks.”


“This is a business deal, boss,” said Bentley. “Ain’t gonna happen.”


 


Lucky’s Truck Stop. Yuma.


DRENCHED IN SWEAT, Dougie eased off the gas to make the turn into the truck stop parking lot. Bentley was in the lead and Dougie in second spot as a precaution. Bentley spotted the SUV’s one behind the other between two semis and pointed. He circled wide the first time around and the B team followed.


On the second pass, two cartel guys were out of the trucks waving them closer, nice and friendly like.


“This is it,” Dougie mumbled to himself as he kicked the stand down and got off his ride. He was leaving his bike at the mouth of the alleyway formed by the trucks—just in case. He reached into the left saddlebag and pulled out the package of money he’d wrapped in a plastic grocery bag.


His men stood around him in a semi-circle with weapons at the ready as one of the cartel guys came closer.


The cartel rep stuck out a hand and said, “I am, Ruiz, Senor Caranza’s assistant.”


Dougie shook his hand. “When can we expect our first shipment?”


“Arrangements will be made as soon as your payment is verified.”


“I need a guarantee,” said Dougie. “I ain’t handing over my money without a guarantee that I’m gonna get the fuckin guns.”


 


FARRELL was parked behind the restaurant in a spot that offered a full view of most of the parking lot. Trucks pulled in and trucks pulled out, some gassing up, some making quick repairs and some sleeping for a long period of time. When the rigs crossed in front of him, it was more difficult to see the SUV’s, but he and Annie had clear sightlines to the cartel vehicles most of the time.


The rumble of the nine Harley’s put them on alert. Annie had taken a position in the back seat with all windows down, so she could shoot from either side of the truck while Farrell drove.


“Ready, Mom?” asked Farrell. He started the engine and let it idle as they watched the meeting unfold in front of them.


“Can you see what’s happening?” asked Annie. “Give me the play by play.”


“Looks like Dougie is arguing with one of the cartel guys. He’s pulling the package back and looks like he might put it back in his saddle bag.”


“Not a good sign,” said Annie, “there’s going to be trouble.”


“We’ve got to get closer,” said Farrell. He stepped on the gas and started to roll.


“We need the Dog,” said Annie.


Bang. Bang. Bang.


“Oh, fuck,” hollered Farrell. “That asshole just shot Dougie.”


“Floor it.”


Farrell stomped the gas and the truck careened around a semi towards the bikes and the SUV’s.


Annie peered through the scope and fired three shots. She took out three cartel guys with autos. Nobody was looking at her, they were concentrating on killing each other. As Farrell turned and circled, she shifted to the other side of the truck and popped Bentley and Rice—both head shots. Four of the B team who were still alive, mounted up and made a run for it, the cartel guys firing off a few last shots before they bailed.


The SUV’s backed up and squealed out of the parking lot headed back to the border crossing at San Luis.


“Get close enough to pick him up,” hollered Annie. “I hope he was wearing a vest.”


Farrell zoomed alongside the Dog where he lay on the asphalt near his bike. Farrell braked and rammed the truck into park.


“He’s breathing,” said Farrell. “Help me.”


He and Annie lifted him into the back seat and slammed the door. “Get the money,” said Annie. “It’s lying beside Bentley’s corpse.” Annie hopped in the front with Farrell and he tossed the package over the seat into the back.


They peeled away from the truck stop, the sound of sirens closing in. “Take eight to Phoenix. We’ll fly home from there.”


“He needs a hospital,” said Farrell, wiping off his hands. “He’s bleeding bad from somewhere.”


“Where’s he shot?”


“Didn’t have time to look, but blood got all over my hands when we picked him up.”


Annie climbed over the console into the back seat and examined Dougie. His right side was soaked in blood from his hip to his armpit. Annie tried to find where the blood was coming from. She pulled off his leather cut and lifted his shirt. “One of the bullets hit him below the heart. A big dent in the vest. His ribs are probably broken. No blood above the waist—must be lower.”


Dougie was unconscious and wasn’t making a sound.


Annie unzipped his black jeans and tugged them down a little way. She inhaled quickly.


“Find it?”


“Below his hip bone.”


“Press on it and try to get it stopped up,” said Farrell.


Annie reached into her overnight case and pulled out one of her own t-shirts. She folded it into a pad and pressed down hard on the hole in the Dog’s leg.


“Has it stopped?” asked Farrell a few minutes later.


“Not stopped but slowed.”


“Can’t believe we’re saving him,” said Farrell. “I thought… doesn’t matter what I thought. Your work is classified.”


“I’m not supposed to talk about what’s really going on,” said Annie. “Not even to my family.”


Dougie let out a long low groan and startled her. “Come on, Dougie. Open your eyes. You can do it.”


 


Trauma Center. Phoenix. Arizona.


ANNIE and Farrell sat in the Phoenix Hospital cafeteria drinking coffee at three a.m. The doctor in Emergency who first examined the Dog, made a fuss about it being a bullet wound and having to report it.


Farrell flashed his Ranger creds and told the doc to call the Chief of the Texas Rangers and get him out of bed, if he didn’t want to take Farrell’s word that it was okay to treat the patient. Farrell assured the doctor that Dougie was under arrest and was to be cuffed to the bed when he came out of surgery.






 




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Wednesday, February 4th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE left Misty in bed sleeping when he got up to let the dogs out. She hadn’t made much of a comeback from her vision experience in Dallas—not as much as Blaine had hoped for. She was pale, quiet and to him she seemed weakened by the whole thing.


Maybe I should take her to a doctor.


He put the dogs in the yard, poured himself a coffee in the kitchen, then shut himself in the office to delve into Barb Bromwell’s bank records. If the killers had forced her to write a check like Misty said, had they cashed it?


An hour later, he had the answer. The money was gone from her account and she hadn’t had time to invest it or move it before she’d gone missing. He checked the time and mumbled to himself, “The boys will be here in ten minutes. Barely time to shower and get dressed.”


When he came downstairs, the crew were all in the kitchen drinking coffee, munching on Carm’s muffins and waiting for orders. “I’m late because I was researching Barb Bromwell’s bank records. Someone went to her bank and cashed that check they made her write. What we need are the sur-cam pictures from the bank, and to get those we’ll need a subpoena. I’m going to headquarters now to get that started.”


Blaine pointed at Travis, Fletcher and Hammer, “You three follow me in a separate vehicle and as soon as I have the paperwork for y’all, go to Dallas to the bank.”


Lily looked at him expectantly and Blaine motioned her into the foyer. “Call Doctor Brian Quantrall and see if you can get Misty into his office at the Smithville Clinic for a complete physical. I want a full work up, and don’t let her talk you out of it. Drive her down there, go to the steakhouse for lunch or a drink and then bring her back.”


Lily frowned. “You worried about something in particular?”


“Bad feeling, Lil. She’s lost weight and she’s weak as a kitten.”


“Okay, I’ll call now and see what time we can get in.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


CHIEF CALHOUN had the subpoena sitting on his desk by the time the team arrived. He was keen to wrap up the three murders and close the books on them. Blaine sat down to catch the Chief up on all the details while the boys headed to Dallas with the subpoena.


“Think there will be anything on the tapes?” asked Calhoun.


“I’m hoping for something—we don’t have one tiny idea who these people are. The only clue we had so far was the fuckin limo.”


“But that being a rental business, anybody could have used the limo and we couldn’t tie them to the murders.”


Blaine nodded and took a sip of his coffee. “Leighton would never go for something that loose.”


“You said Misty told you where Mrs. Bromwell was?”


“She did, although I got her away from the scene before the Dallas PD showed. No use having her try to explain something that can’t be explained.”


The Chief nodded. “I don’t understand it, but how many times has she pinpointed something when we had nothing?”


“This time, she seemed drained and tired afterward. I’m having Lil take her for a checkup today.”


“Hope she’s not sick,” said the Chief.


“Me too,” said Blaine.


 


Trauma Center. Phoenix. Arizona.


DOUGIE opened his eyes, saw Annie’s face and thought he was dead. He closed his eyes and went back to sleep.


 


Capitol Building. Austin.


CAT WASN’T in her office when Blaine arrived to give her the update on the Bromwell fiasco. Mrs. Warburton wore a look on her face that Blaine didn’t recognize. He closed the door that led into the corridor that was always buzzing with people and stood close to her desk.


“What’s the matter. You look worried.”


“Catherine came in this morning and she was… a mess,” Mrs. Warburton whispered. “I think she was drunk.”


“She came to the Capitol that way?”


“I didn’t want anyone to see her like that, so I discreetly asked Special Agent Wyman to drive her back home.


“Good call,” said Blaine. “I’ll go over there now and see what’s up.”


“Thank you, Mr. Blackmore. You’re a good friend to her.”


 


Trauma Center. Phoenix. Arizona.


ANNIE hovered over the Dog in the surgical recovery area, and Farrell stayed close by. “He should wake up soon,” she whispered.


“When will he be able to fly?”


“The doctor didn’t say yet. I hope it’s later today, or tomorrow at the latest. We need to get home.”


“Yeah, we do. I don’t like being away from Blacky.” Farrell grinned, “But on the other hand, I like nothing better than spending alone time with the one I love most in the whole world.”


“I love you, baby,” Annie whispered.


 


DOUGIE moaned, opened his eyes, closed them, then opened them again and focused on Annie. “Where am I?”


“Hospital in Phoenix.” Annie picked up his hand and held it. “You had surgery on your leg where the cartel shot you and your ribs are cracked from the bullet they tried to put in your heart.”


“Fuck.” He turned his head and went back to sleep.


 


Governor’s Mansion. Austin.


BLAINE arrived at the Governor’s home unannounced. Emily, his favorite housekeeper out of the plethora of staff employed by the state, let him in and greeted him with a smile.


“The Governor isn’t feeling well today, Mr. Blackmore, I think she may be resting.”


“Is it all right if I go up? If she’s asleep, I won’t wake her.”


“She’s always pleased to see you. I’m sure it won’t hurt.”


“Thank you.” Blaine clanked upstairs to the Governor’s private quarters and tapped on the door. No response. He opened the door, tiptoed in and looked around for her. Emily was right, Cat was lying on her bed, but she wasn’t asleep.


Blaine sat down in a chair next to the bed and grinned at her. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


She reached out for his hand. “Feeling sorry for myself. I feel so goddam guilty about Reg and his poor wife being dead because of me. I think I drank too much wine last night.”


“So, says Mrs. Warburton. The wise woman got rid of you quickly and discreetly and doesn’t think anybody noticed.”


“Oh, God, I hope not.” She sat on the side of the bed and pushed the mop of red hair out of the way. “I’m such an idiot.”


Blaine held up a finger. “Maybe a little bit but everybody makes mistakes. That’s one. No more mistakes. You’ve got less than four years to go.”


“You are so fucking funny.” She said and followed with a giggle. “I’ll never make it, and we both know it.”


“Get dressed. I’ll take you out to lunch and we’ll let everybody see us.”


“Really? You’d do that for me?”


 


Medical Clinic. Smithville.


“I’M AFRAID, LILY,” said Misty. I haven’t been feeling well and I didn’t tell Blaine. I don’t want to find out if there’s something wrong with me in case its horrible.”


“The ‘head in the sand’ thing isn’t always the best way to go,” said Lily, “although I am guilty of it too. If you do find out something is wrong, and get the proper treatment, you might feel tons better in no time.”


“Think so?”


“I do.” Lily put an arm around Misty and walked her into the clinic.


 


Bank of America. Dallas.


TRAVIS arrived in Dallas with Fletcher and Hammer. Blaine had called ahead and made an appointment with the manager of the branch of Bank of America that Barb Bromwell patronized.


“Mr. Caswell, please,” said Travis. “Travis Bristol from the Blackmore Agency to see him.”


“One moment, please.” The receptionist called her boss and then nodded her head. “Go down that corridor to your left and Mr. Caswell will meet you. He’ll show you into his office.”


Caswell came up to Travis’ shoulder, but they probably weighed about the same. “Ranger Blackmore called and told me you’d be bringing a subpoena for yesterday’s footage and the day before.”


“I have it right here,” said Travis. He gave Caswell the envelope. “Here you go. Do you have the tapes ready for me?”


The manager read the subpoena carefully then nodded his bald head. “It looks to be in order.” He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out the dates in question.


“Do you have a computer where we could view them?” asked Travis. “It would save us a trip downtown to the police station.”


“I’m sure one of the girls wouldn’t mind if you interrupted her for a few minutes.”


Travis stood in front of one of the loan officers who was drinking coffee and playing a game on her phone. “Would you mind if I used your computer for five minutes, Miss?”


“Did Mr. Caswell say you could?”


“Yes, he did. It won’t take long.”


“Sure, I’ll go get a refill on my coffee.”


Travis watched her walk away and he was sure he’d never seen an ass that wide in Yoga pants. Maybe he was wrong, but he didn’t think so. He put the first disc in and cued it up. Hammer and Fletcher huddled in behind him. They’d been lurking in a lounge area near the windows waiting for Trav’s chat to the manager to conclude.


They watched the surveillance all the way through from opening until the bank closed for the day and saw nothing out of the ordinary. Travis changed discs and the time stamp said it was early in the day, just after the bank opened. There he was. He strode in quickly, walked right up to a teller and left with the money after the amount was verified by another woman, probably a supervisor or assistant manager. It wasn’t Caswell.


“Hey, isn’t that the tall guy from the rental place?” asked Fletcher.


“Sure, as hell is,” said Travis. “Let’s go bring him in.”


 They drove to North Dallas and returned to the limo rental storefront, taking a chance that the owner might be there.


“No, I’m sorry, Mr. Izzard isn’t here.”


“Could I have his home address, please?” asked Travis. He plopped his cred pack in front of her and held out his hand waiting for her to write it down.


“You guys are Rangers,” she said, and hurriedly scribbled Ron Izzard’s address on a Post-it. “Here you go. Hope I don’t get in trouble for giving that out.”


“You won’t, Miss,” said Travis with a grin, “Your boss won’t say a single word to you.”


 


Ron Izzard’s Residence. North Dallas.


RON IZZARD lived in an affluent area of North Dallas in a brick and stone two storey with a circular drive and stellar landscaping. The limo rentals must be going well for him.


Travis parked behind a silver Beemer and turned off the engine. “Hammer and Fletch take the back and shoot the fucker in the knee if he runs for it.”


“Don’t like leaving you alone at the front,” said Fletcher.


“I’ll be fine,” said Travis. “I’ll shoot the fucker dead if he draws out on me.”


Travis waited until Hammer and Fletch had time to get around back of the house and get into position before he rang the bell. A tall blonde lady wearing skin tight jeans and a pink blouse opened the door. “Yes, can I help you?”


Travis held up his creds. “I’d like to speak with Ron Izzard, please. Is he home?”


“Just a second.” She hollered over her shoulder, “Ronnie, the cops want to talk to you.”


Maybe it was pre-arranged, or maybe the wife hollering that the cops were there, the result was the same, Izzard ran for it. Travis heard shots and ran down the side of the house and through the gate. Fletcher was lying on the patio and Hammer was gone chasing down Izzard.


Another shot cut through the air as Travis whipped off his jacket and folded the sleeve into a pad. He dropped to his knees beside Fletch and tried to stop the bleeding in his shoulder. Two minutes later Hammer was back. “Got him, boss. Dead as a day-old fart on the pool deck next door.”


Mrs. Izzard, standing in the doorway began screaming when she overheard Hammer. She closed the door and locked it.


“Fuck, I wanted to question him,” said Travis to Hammer.


“Couldn’t be helped,” said Hammer. “He was aiming at my fuckin head.” The Hammer was worked up real good.


“All good, Hammer. All good,” said Travis.


Fletch groaned as Travis pressed hard on his shoulder. “Waiting on the ambulance for Fletch. Go around the front and fetch them, would you?”


“Sure thing.”


“Then go inside and keep an eye on Mrs. Izzard. We need to question her.”


 


Trauma Center. Phoenix. Arizona.


ANNIE spoke to the Dog’s doctor, Dr. Schell, at the nurses’ station and inquired about Dougie’s release.


“Tomorrow morning at the earliest, I’d estimate, if there are no complications from the surgery.”


“Thank you, Doctor. I’ll be here at nine with Deputy Donovan.”


“Why is Mr. Robertson under arrest, or is it none of my business?”


“It’s a classified issue,” said Annie.


“Good one.” The doctor grinned and Annie shook her head.


They think it’s a joke every time I say that.


Annie joined Farrell in the Dog’s room. Farrell stood up and stretched when she came in. “I’ll go get us some coffee after I step outside for a smoke. I need one bad.”


“We can leave in the morning,” said Annie. “I’ll get us on a noon flight home.”


“I’m so keen to get home,” said Farrell. “Tired of this gig.”


Annie sat in the visitor’s chair and stroked the back of Dougie’s hand. It was blue from the intravenous needle and looked sore.


He opened his brown eyes and stared at her. “Why did you bother saving me?”


“I need you alive.”


“I thought you wanted me dead,” he wasn’t projecting much sound.


“That’s what I wanted you to think.”


“Why?”


“We’ll talk about it when you’re well.”


“I won’t get well, baby. Cartel guys are dead because of me. They frown on that. They also frown on deals in the toilet. Once those fuckers are pissed off, they stay pissed off. Like forever. Their hitters will come for me and they won’t give up. I’ll be lucky to live five minutes on the street.”


Annie smiled. “You won’t be on the street. And you have a secret weapon. You have me.”


“That’s worth everything to me, and I mean that,” he whispered, “I love you, girl.”


 


Capitol Building. Austin.


BLAINE brought Cat back to the Capitol and dropped her off after their lunch date. He’d taken her to a popular downtown spot frequented by law makers, legal beagles and government personnel and encouraged her to be social.


She spoke to many she knew in her former capacity as a judge, smiled and chatted, and established herself as having a normal day.


“I feel a thousand times better, sweetie, thanks to you.”


“Hey, you have a job to do, and it’s hard. Work a little late tonight and you can catch up.”


She gave him a hug and he hurried back to his truck. Lil had left a message on his phone.


“Going for blood tests then we’ll be home.”


Blaine’s heart pounded when he read the message.


Blood tests. What does that mean?


“What time did she send the message?” He checked it. “Two thirteen. They’ll be home by now.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


IN AFTERNOON TRAFFIC it took Blaine forty minutes to get to the East Cesar Chavez area of Austin and home. Lil’s car wasn’t in the driveway. He rushed inside thinking something was terribly wrong with Misty.


“Did Lil call?” he asked Carm.


She shook her head.


“I need a beer.” He grabbed a Corona out of the Sub-Zero and his cell rang. “Travis. Tell me.”


“Izzard. He was on the tape at the bank. We went to his house. He rabbited, shot Fletcher and Hammer popped him.”


“He’s fuckin dead?” Blaine hollered into the phone.


“Not my idea of a good time. I wanted to pound some information out of the bastard.”


“Fuck. Now we’ve got Fletch shot and a fuckin dead end.”


“I secured Mrs. Izzard and sent her to police headquarters with Hammer.”


“She might not know anything,” said Blaine.


“Hammer said Izzard was aiming at his head. He was in the next yard over and I didn’t witness it. Claimed he had no choice.”


“Okay, okay.” Blaine paced back and forth across the kitchen. “Where’s Fletcher?”


“We’re at Dallas Emergency Room. As soon as they’re done with his shoulder, we’ll pick up Hammer and come back. Hammer’s giving his statement to Dallas PD and I told those guys we wanted Izzard. They said as long as they got a copy of the autopsy report they’d ship him to our morgue in Waco.”


“Damn right we want the big prick. Good call.”


Blaine took the top off his second Corona as the front door opened. Lexi barked, booked it out of the kitchen and ran to see who it was. Relief surged through Blaine as he charged into the foyer behind the dog and almost crashed into Lily. He hugged Misty. “How did it go? Did you like Doctor Quantrall?”


Misty nodded. “Not as bad as I thought it would be, but I’m not a fan of needles.”


“She did fine,” said Lil. “I’ve got some work to clean up before I leave.” She headed down the hall to her office.


“I’ll get you a glass of wine, sweetheart.” Blaine crossed the kitchen to the wine cooler, selected a bottle and held it up to Carm for approval. She nodded. “Sit down over here and tell me all about your checkup.”


Misty giggled. “It wasn’t anything to talk about. Doctor Quantrall asked me about a thousand questions, then wrote out requisitions for the lab and I moved on. I have to go back next week and discuss the results when they come in.”


“Fuck, I wanted to know you were right as rain today, not a week from today.”


Misty laughed again. “I am right as rain.” She sipped her wine and winked at him.


“I’ll go with you to hear the results, and as soon as that’s out of the way, I’m planning our trip to New Orleans.”


“Ooh,” Misty squealed, “I can’t believe we’re going.”






 




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Thursday, February 5th.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


BLAINE, TRAVIS and Hammer started the day in Chief Calhoun’s office with strong coffee from Starbucks and a container of pecan tarts that Carm had baked.


The Chief needed to hear about the Izzard shooting right from the horse’s mouth. Hammer gave his version, almost word for word what he’d written up in his report, then Travis told pretty much the same story. Fletch was MIA, but he’d given a statement that matched the other two team members. Neither Travis nor Fletch had seen Izzard aiming for Hammer’s head, but they took the Hammer’s word. He was on the team and they trusted him.


“What about Mrs. Izzard?” asked the Chief. “Anything from her?”


“All she did was scream about cops killing her husband and how she’d sue the ass off the city of Dallas.”


The Chief chuckled. “The city cops didn’t shoot him.”


“She refused to answer anything,” said Hammer. “Asked for her lawyer.”


“The mob has good attorneys,” said the Chief. “They pay them well.”


“Waco morgue is backed up bad,” said Travis. “We won’t have anything on Izzard for a few days.”


“He’s not going to tell us who his down and dirty friends are anyway,” said the Chief. “This case has reeked of connections from the get-go.”


“The techs might get something from Izzard’s residence,” said Blaine. “I guess I’m just hoping they will.”


“Those guys are pros,” said the Chief. “They know how to be careful.”


“If LVPD turns up anything on Harry Bromwell it will be a gift to us,” said Blaine. “Otherwise, we’ve got nowhere to go from here.”


“Fuck that,” said the Chief and helped himself to a tart.


 


Trauma Center. Phoenix. Arizona.


DOUGIE was snarly and as vicious as a junkyard dog as Annie struggled getting him dressed for the flight to Texas. His lip curled in a sneer, a day’s growth bristled on his face and his dark eyes narrowed to slits as he fumed, cursed, and protested. Annie kept her cool. She stroked his tangled hair and smiled at him.


Farrell paced, becoming more and more pissed off with the Dog. He held his tongue and finally left the room and closed the door behind him.


“Take it easy, sugar.” Annie leaned down, held the big Dog in her arms and kissed him on the mouth. “You’re mine now. You behave, hear me?”


“I hear you, baby, but I’m all messed up. My life is over—that’s a fact I’m trying to deal with. My ribs are broke, and I can barely draw a fuckin breath, can’t smoke, and my leg is sending pain to my brain bad enough to kill me.”


“One thing at a time.” Annie pulled a pair of track pants she’d bought out of the bag. She eased them up over the bandaged area of Dougie’s leg and in passing, rubbed his groin area and stroked the velvet hammer a couple of times.


Dougie nodded and let go some of the tension. “Okay, I could get used to that.” He held up his left hand with the cuff still hanging off. “How long do I have to wear these?”


“Until I get you home, sugar. Once you get to Coulter-Ross, you’ll be safe.”


“Tell me what you want with me,” said the Dog. “I need to know.”


“I’ll say this once, Dougie, because it’s classified. If you want to live you have to change sides. Somebody has decided you can be useful. If you don’t switch from the B team to the A team, you’ll be terminated or permanently incarcerated.”


“Terminated? By who?”


“That’s all I can tell you right now. If you stick with me and take what’s being offered, you can have a new life. If not, you won’t last long on your own.”


“Ain’t that the truth.”


 


Austin-Bergstrom Airport. Austin.


THE AUSTIN AIRPORT wasn’t crowded at noon when Blaine arrived to pick up Annie and Farrell. Farrell had called Blaine with a ‘heads-up’ about Dougie the Dog being with them, so Blaine wouldn’t be caught short and lose his cool. Farrell was well aware of the short fuse. He lived with it every day.


Blaine sat in the arrival’s lounge, drank bad coffee from a cardboard cup and waited. He hated it when Annie was away on a job and he’d made no secret of his wish for her to quit and stay home with Jackson. She’d paid her dues and had no need to put herself in danger—not for anyone.


Annie came through the double doors ahead of the rest of the passengers, pushing Dougie in a wheel chair, Farrell walking close behind carrying their baggage.


Blaine smiled, hugged her and kissed her neck. “I’m so glad you’re home, Mom.”


Dougie stared and said nothing.


Blaine leaned down and shook the Dog’s hand. “Glad to see you made it here in one piece, Dougie. Welcome to Texas.”


The Dog didn’t smile. “You would actually welcome me after all the shit I’ve done and all the lies I told all of you.”


Blaine shrugged. “Nobody’s perfect.”


Dougie laughed out loud.


 


FARRELL helped his brother get Dougie into the back of Blaine’s lifted Ram. The huge truck was parked at the curb in the pickup loop, strobes flashing. No siren. The sidesteps were high and it took both of them to accomplish the task. Even though they were careful with the Dog’s bandaged leg, he groaned and cursed a little. When Annie climbed in beside him, he quieted and settled.


Less than half an hour later, Blaine pulled up to the gate at Coulter-Ross. Jose gave a wave and opened the gate wide with a big smile on his face.


“We’re home,” said Annie and squeezed Dougie’s hand.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


DOUGIE stared at the ten-foot wrought iron gate at the end of the long lane into Annie’s ranch.


This place looks like a fuckin fortress. Maybe I will be safe here.


Blaine parked as close to the porch as he could manage with a truck the size of his and at the same time avoiding Annie’s myriad of flower beds with his oversize tires.


Farrell hopped out, pulled the folded wheelchair out of the load bed and opened it up. It was a little easier getting Dougie out of the truck than getting him in. He slid down into the chair and let out the breath he was holding.


I hate people helping me. Especially fuckin cops.


The front door opened, and a kid came running out.


That must be Race’s kid. Looks just like him.


The boy ran straight to Annie and hugged her. “I missed you, Mommy. Why were you gone so long?”


“I was trying to help Dougie.”


“Are you shot, Dougie?” Jackson stood in front of the wheelchair, staring at the bandages. “My Daddy had a best friend named Dougie the Dog. Are you him?”


Dougie felt his heart pick up speed. Race had talked about him to his kid. Dougie nodded. “I’m the Dog. Nice to meet you, Jackson.”


“I take care of my Daddy’s cat now that he’s in heaven. I’ll show her to you in the house.”


Race had a cat? Fuckin impossible.


Annie pushed Dougie into the foyer and Declan was there to take over. “This is Declan, my medical man,” said Annie. “He’ll be taking care of you.”


“I can take care of myself,” growled the Dog.


Declan laughed. “That’s what they all say until they have to take a piss.”


Dougie smiled at the Irishman and liked him right off.


 


BLAINE and Farrell sat down at the harvest table and Annie fetched them each a beer from the Sub-Zero. “What’s the next step with Dougie?” asked Blaine.


“As soon as he’s had a little recovery time, someone will come and speak to him here. If he has the information that they’re convinced he has, they’ll depose him I think.”


“What kind of info does he have?” asked Farrell.


“Don’t know, sugar. Not my pay grade.”


“Do you think he’ll cooperate?” asked Blaine.


“I don’t know. That’s not my worry either. All I had to do was bring him in.”


Blaine grinned. “That was the hardest part, Mom, and you did a good job. Damned good.”


The boys had one more beer with Annie, then headed home to Austin.


 


ANNIE tapped on the guest room door, then opened it and peeked in. Dougie was sitting in a wing chair in the corner of the room with his leg propped up on an ottoman. The guitar case Annie had brought from the Bellagio leaned up against the wall. The TV was on, but he wasn’t watching it.


Annie sat on the side of the bed. “Can I get you a beer?”


“I don’t know if I can do this, girl. I’m used to being on my own. I’m talking completely on my own—all my fuckin life.”


Annie smiled. “It will be hard at first. Tomorrow I’ll take you to the safe-house and you can talk to my boys. They’ve all been here a long while, but it wasn’t easy for them in the beginning either.”


“You run a safe-house?”


“For juveniles I rescue from bike gangs, just like yours.”


“How many kids you got?”


“Twenty in house at one time. Lots have left after their paroles were over and we help them get jobs. It breaks my heart every time one of them leaves the ranch.”


Dougie stared and said nothing.


The door opened, and Jackson pushed his way in carrying a huge black ball of fur. “Here she is, Dougie. This is Pyewacket, my Daddy’s cat. Wanna pat her?”


My heart almost gives out whenever I look at the kid.


“Sure, bring her on over here.”


 


Fletcher Bowden’s Apartment. Austin.


BLAINE and Farrell stopped off to see Fletcher on the way home. He was watching a game, his right arm in a sling, and stuffing his face left-handed with chips and salsa.


“You doing okay, partner?” asked Farrell. “Sorry I wasn’t there to back you up. Might not have happened.”


“I think it would have happened all the same,” said Fletch. “The gigantor asshole flew out the door just laying down fire to clear a path. Somebody would have been hit. Hammer chased him down and got him.”


Farrell nodded. “Yeah, I heard.”


“I was kind of sorry the guy was dead,” said Fletch. “He was our lead and we could have squeezed him.”


Blaine nodded.


Damn right we could have. Maybe Hammer isn’t a good fit for us.


“Take as long as you need, Fletch,” said Blaine, “all your medical is covered by the Agency. Do what the doc tells you. We’re clear for a few days anyway.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE and Farrell arrived home at the Blackmore Agency in the middle of a cooking frenzy. Carm, Misty and Lily were all busy in the gourmet kitchen making dishes for a Mexican fiesta.


“Smells so good in here,” said Farrell, “I’ll have to stay in the kitchen and just camp here until I get to try what y’all are making.”


Blaine got two beers from the fridge and sat with Farrell. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I smelled the food.”


“You can start on these for an appetizer,” said Misty. She placed a platter of fish tacos on the table in front of the boys.


Blaine grabbed her hand before she rushed off and asked her how she’d been feeling.


“I’m fine. I rested this afternoon for a bit. Don’t worry.”


All I do is worry. I’m a worry machine.


He was half way through a fish taco when Cat called.


“You doing better today, Governor?”


“Yes, thanks to you. I pulled it together. Went early to the Capitol, and I’m working well with Stokes. I feel hopeful.”


“Excellent.”


I’m not telling her about Izzard.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


DOUGIE’s chin was on his chest and his eyes were closed. He had dozed off in the chair, the meds making him dopey and drowsy. He opened his eyes and Annie was holding his hand and talking to him.


“Want to join me and the boys for dinner in the kitchen or do you want me to bring you a tray?”


“I want to get up. I’m not much good at sitting around.”


Declan came in behind Annie and helped the Dog into the wheelchair. He wheeled Dougie into the kitchen and moved a chair out of the way at the end of the harvest table and snugged Dougie up. He was set.


Annie and Rosalie loaded the table with more food than enough and Dougie wondered how many boys she was talking about. He didn’t have long to wonder. The door opened, and all the cowboys came in for dinner, talking and laughing and making a helluva noise.


 Jackson sat next to Dougie and announced to all the hands, “This is my Daddy’s bff, Dougie the Dog.”


That announcement caused a few raised eyebrows. Any friend of Race Ogilvie’s was not necessarily a friend of theirs.






 




CHAPTER NINETEEN


Friday, February 6th.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


DOUGIE laid on his back groaning as Declan rubbed ointment on the big purple sore spot under his heart.


“I’m going to tape those ribs for ye lad. Give a bit of support to the damaged area and might help get you up and walking on crutches.”


“Fuck,” said the Dog. “What about my leg? When will I be able to step on that motherfucker?”


Declan grinned. “Not for a good long while. The bullet lodged in the bone, and you had major surgery. Give your body some time to heal.”


Dougie blew out a breath. “I might as well relax and take it easy. I’m a fuckin prisoner. It’s not like I can go anywhere.”


“You’re confined to the ranch for your own safety,” said Declan. “Once I get you up and running, I’ll take you for a drive around the ranch and you can get the whole picture.”


“I want to see the safe-house where the kids live,” said Dougie.


“Why?” asked Declan. “Do you have an interest in the boss’s work?”


“I guess I don’t understand why she does what she does. It must cost her a lot of money.”


“Miss Annie has chosen to do something meaningful with her money. Maybe you will get a better understanding when you talk to the young residents.”


“Yeah, maybe.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE was typing reports into his computer when Doctor Quantrall’s name came up on his cell. His heart skipped a beat thinking there was something terribly wrong with Misty.


“Brian, good morning.”


“Morning, Blaine. Misty said you sent her for a checkup because you were worried.”


“I thought she seemed weak and she hasn’t been eating much.”


“Sounds like you keep a sharp eye on the young lady.”


“I guess I do.” Blaine managed a chuckle.


“When her results come back from the tests I requested, of course, I can only discuss them with her—unless you were in the room at the same time—but I wanted to reassure you, that overall she seems healthy.”


I will be in the room when you talk to her.


Blaine let go the breath he was holding. “Thanks for calling. I can’t tell you how I’ve been imagining what could be wrong with her.”


“Stop worrying, until we get the tests back and for heaven’s sake, don’t look anything up on the internet.”


“Okay, Brian. I promise, I won’t.”


Blaine ended the call feeling somewhat relieved. “As soon as I finish these reports, I’m going to Google things to do in New Orleans.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE bundled Charity into her car seat in the back of the Land Rover and handed her the baby elephant that she took everywhere with her. “Want to go see the kids at Ace’s house?”


“Kids.” She repeated. She said a few words, but not too many yet. Hollering for Ty by name was the word she used most.


“You can play with Jacks and Lucy while I catch up with Ace.”


And do another job I’m not keen on doing.


He did up the buckle and closed the back door.


Fifteen minutes later, Jesse knocked on Annie’s door with the baby in his arms and Rosalie let him in. “Mr. Jesse, nice to see you. Can I take this little girl?”


“Sure, she came to play with the kids.”


Rosalie called Sarah—her daughter was the children’s nanny—and Sarah took Charity to the kid’s room where the toys were.


Annie rushed down the hall and gave Jesse a hug. “So happy to see you, cowboy. I didn’t know you were coming over.”


“Charity likes to play with the kids, and I was missing you while you were away.” Jesse raised an eyebrow. “Doing whatever it was you were doing.”


“I was working.”


Jesse took her hand. “You’ve been lucky so far, Ace, but do me a favor. Don’t press it. I want you to stop.”


“Blaine does too. I’m considering it.”


“Good,” said Jesse. “Please think about Jacks not having a parent. He only has one and that’s you.”


“Good argument.”


Jesse sat down at the harvest table and Annie took coffee mugs out of the cabinet. She placed a cream carton on the table at the same time Declan came down the hall pushing a wheelchair.


“Jesse, this is Dougie Robertson.”


“Hey, Dougie, you’re just the man I want to see.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE turned off his computer and tried to tidy up his desk before dinner. He picked up a few scribbled messages, read them and tossed them into the trash, then he picked up one he hadn’t thought about since Cat’s inauguration. “US Marshall, Davis Raney. He might be the key to finding out what happened to my parents.”


Blaine shoved the note into his pocket.


“I’ll call him tomorrow.”


 


Governor’s Mansion. Austin.


AFTER a long day of nothing but meetings at the Capitol, the limo flying the Lone Star flag brought Cat home to the Governor’s mansion on Colorado Street.


Feeling like she was a hundred years old, Cat climbed the stairs to her private quarters, went in and locked the door behind her.


She selected a bottle of wine from the rack, found the corkscrew and poured herself a glass. Sitting alone in the dark, she took a sip and let out a big sigh.


“It’s going to be a long four years.”
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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,” growled the Dog.


“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 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, let’s.”


 


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 here 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.


“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 of the room.


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 it 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 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 sense. Why would you ruin a jacket painting two big ‘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 that 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 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. 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.”


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



To continue reading, Dog, click to go to Amazon.
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