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You can’t go back and change the beginning, but you can start where you are and change the ending.


 


―C. S. Lewis.


 


 






 




CHAPTER ONE


September 3rd.


Labor Day.


 


Medical Building. Downtown Austin.


SILENCE, total silence was what his mind craved. The ultimate escape from the noise and chaos of family life. All he needed was alone time to shake off the increasing number of demands Renee placed upon him, to relax and pursue his hobby and he’d be able to pull it together.


The office of Maxwell Endicott, Dental Surgeon was closed for the long weekend. Closed and locked up tight until Tuesday morning.


Max had made sure none of the cleaning staff had seen him cross the glassed-in lobby of the medical building on his way to the elevator. When he reached the fourth floor, he was equally as cautious, glancing to the left and then to the right before making a beeline to his suite.


As he locked the door behind him, a low whistle escaped his lips. What a fun day this would be. He strode through the spotless waiting area, the magazines neatly stacked on the table the way he liked to see them—the dates checked weekly to insure no publication in his office was more than six months old. The reception desk vacant and clutter free—Hannah enjoying the weekend with her new husband. The phones turned off.


Not bothering to start the coffee, Max hurried straight into his private office and turned on his computer. He entered his password—something no one would ever crack—maxillofacial. A grin spread across his face as he typed it in. Brilliant.


His breathing picked up speed as he clicked on the dating site and sat back in his leather chair while the messages came up.


“Let’s see how many pretty girls are lying to me today.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


THE AGENCY, his agency, was headquartered in an old renovated Victorian in Austin, in a not-too-desirable area of the city. The ancient house had a few quirks of its own, unidentified noises with no definable source, that he’d chosen to ignore, but overall the place was beginning to feel like home. Fate had landed Blaine here at this point in his life and he wasn’t moving. At least not today. Much too busy.


Seven a.m. with Lexi, his big Newfoundlander running loose in the yard, Farrell still sleeping, Carm making comforting sounds in the kitchen, and a mug of Panama blend at his elbow, he was at long last getting a chance to examine the contents of the two boxes he’d discovered in the attic of the house where he’d been raised.


The police report said he’d been in the car with his parents when they’d been killed, but he had no memory of the accident, or of anything before the accident. It was as if he woke up under the bleachers at the Odessa fairgrounds when he was fourteen and that was the day he was born.


All the years growing up at Coulter-Ross, his adopted home, he’d never questioned the death of his biological parents—his mother, Emeline, a beautiful brunette, and his father, Ricardo, a slim Latino with black hair and the same black eyes Blaine recognized in himself—he’d blindly accepted their deaths as an accident until a few months before when an old friend of his father’s, Arlo Maznik, came forward and raised questions Blaine couldn’t answer.


Sitting on the Persian carpet in his study, Blaine opened the lid of the first box. In fact, it was the second box of the three. The first box had been sorted through weeks before, filled with photographs of him and his family, and Lily, his personal assistant, had taken box number one to a woman who turned mind-boggling piles of old pictures into keepsake albums. He hoped to hell and back when Lil picked up the finished product it wasn’t strewn with ribbons or hearts or some damn thing.


He lifted the flaps and started. Box number two was filled from bottom to top with paper. Pieces of musty smelling, dusty paper: his old report cards, pictures he’d drawn in kindergarten and elementary school, a growth chart that had been featured in several of the photographs, and all manner of paperwork his mother had felt compelled to squirrel away for her son. He stacked everything neatly back in the box and moved on.


Box number three held different contents. A collection of business items that possibly had been selected by his father. After a quick sift through deeds, tax returns and expired warranties for appliances that no longer existed, nothing seemed more important than the phone number on a piece of stationery that had come from the U.S. Marshall’s Service.


Why did my parents move to Abilene? Were we in witness protection? Mister Maznik wondered about that very thing. Was it possible?


Before Blaine could put more thought into it, his cell rang and using the corner of his desk for support, he hauled himself up off the carpet. “Hey, Annie, all ready for the picnic?”


“Almost, but Jesse is tired this morning. Would you mind helping me a bit before everybody gets here, sweetheart?”


“Course not, Mom. I’ll get dressed and bring Carm over. We’ll both help you.”


“Are you bringing Misty?”


“Didn’t ask her. Thought I’d just have more of a relaxing drinking day with Jesse and the boys.”


“Things not that good between you two?”


“Stressful. She’s… umm… too much work, Mom. I need somebody that ain’t so much goddam work.”


“I’ll find you somebody.”


“Jesus in a handcart, Mom, please don’t do that.”


Annie giggled and hung up.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch.


BY the time Carmelita finished making the enchiladas for the picnic, and then giving the newly renovated kitchen—her personal queendom—a thorough cleaning afterwards, it was almost noon by the time Blaine got her out of the house.


Carm was the mother of his deceased ex-girlfriend, and Blaine had stayed with the woman, who had no other family, for a while after Fabiana’s death. He couldn’t bear to leave her alone and they became attached to each other. Circumstances changed, and he ended up buying Carm’s old Victorian relic, renovating it and turning a number of rooms into office space for the agency.


Carmelita Flores was close to fifty and carried a few more pounds than she wanted to, but still a lovely dark-haired Hispanic beauty. She only spoke Spanish, but that had fueled Blaine’s resolve to master his father’s language. He had never figured out why he wasn’t taught Spanish as a child. One more mystery from his past.


Blaine walked into Annie’s massive ranch kitchen carrying two pans of enchiladas while Carm carried a third. “Where do you want these, Mom?”


“On the island is fine, sugar.” She turned to Carm with a smile, “Gracias.”


Carm smiled back and gave Annie a hug, then she turned to Jesse and asked what was really on her mind, “Donde esta el bebe?”


Jesse grinned. “She’s in the nursery in her playpen. I’ll show you.” Jesse led the way down the hallway to the bedroom wing and Carm followed.


Jesse Quantrall, a tall, dark-complexioned cowboy was Blaine’s partner in the agency, as well as in life. He lived with Annie, Blaine’s adopted mother and although only a few years older, he was the only father figure Blaine had.


“Where’s Farrell?” asked Blaine as he opened cases of beer and packed the cans into coolers of ice. “He should be here by now. He left the house early this morning.”


“Maybe he went to pick Mary up for the picnic,” said Annie.


Blaine twisted his arm and glanced at the Cartier on his tattooed wrist. “Been hours. Wouldn’t take that long.”


“Don’t know, honey, he hasn’t called. I’m sure he’ll be here soon.”


Jesse returned to the kitchen wearing a big grin—his baby daughter always had that effect on him—and helped himself to a Lone Star. “Gonna have a cold one and a smoke on the porch.” He gave Blaine the eye. “Any takers?”


“I’m there, boss. Let me grab a Corona.” He winked at Annie. “That’s if my Mom thought to buy any for me.”


“As if I’d forget.”


Jesse relaxed into one of the wicker chairs on the long wooden porch that ran the length of the stone and timber edifice. “I want to talk about taking a bigger role in the agency than I have been doing.”


“You feeling up to it?” asked Blaine.


“I think so. My stress level is way down since I’m back with Annie and things are going smoothly for us.”


“I can’t tell you how happy I am that you and Mom put your marriage back together. Nothing I wished for more.”


“Thanks, Blacky. The kids seem happy too. Charity is loving it here with Jacks and Lucy, and with Sarah looking after all three of them, it lightens my load a lot.”


“Are all your brothers coming to the picnic?”


“Uh huh. They should be here soon.” Jesse’s eyes narrowed. “There could be one slight problem for you.” 


“And what would that be?”


“I think I heard it mentioned that Bobby was bringing your ex as his date.”


“Carson? Holy fucking hell. Wonder if I can deal?”


“I thought you might have brought Misty with you, and that would have made things a little easier. Are you two back together?”


Blaine shook his head. “Nope. Can’t seem to put it together with her. Too many differences—huge ones.”


Jesse chuckled. “You need somebody, kid. You’re a young, good-looking guy living in a pressure cooker. You should have a girlfriend—somebody to relax with and take the edge off.”


“Can’t seem to find anybody interesting enough. They start out pretty, and I think I’ll like them, and then I either doze off listening to them, or they turn out like Misty—a little bit crazy—and take a lot of work to maintain.”


“Yeah, I hear ya. High maintenance ain’t that much fun.”


Annie came through the door with a beer in her hand. “And what would you know about high maintenance, Mister?”


Jesse patted his knee and Annie sat down. “Not a damn thing, Ace. You gotta be about the lowest maintenance woman on the planet.”


“Hey, Farrell’s here now.” Annie pointed to the red Silverado stopped at the gate. He parked in front of the six-bay garage and loped towards the porch.


“Hey, family, where’s my beer?”


“In the cooler.” Blaine pointed at the red chest next to his right hand. “Where in hell have you been all morning? You left the house right after breakfast. And where is Miss Mary?”


“Wait until I get a beer. It’s a long story.”


“Oh oh,” said Annie.


 


AROUND THREE, guests began arriving. Blaine and Farrell had solidified their positions on the porch, and with a three-hour head start on beer consumption, they were in party mode… and then some.


“Here comes Bobby Quantrall with Miss Carson,” said Farrell. “Would ya look at those cut-offs. Kill me now. Jesus, is she ever a fuckin babe.”


“Tell me about it,” said Blaine. “I was so hot for her, the junkers turned the hose on me.”


Farrell snorted. “I can look now that I’m unattached. Maybe I’ll make a try for her when Bobby ain’t looking. I’m way higher on the stud scale than him.”


Blaine laughed. “You wish. Too bad about Mary, man. I thought you two were good for the long haul.”


“She wanted that, but she’s a lot older than me. She’s ready to settle down, buy a house and all the rest of it. I was happy with her, my first steady girlfriend, but I ain’t ready for the house and family stuff. Uh uh.” Farrell shook his straw locks. “Nope. Not ready.”


“Is that the reason you broke up?” asked Blaine.


“Guess so. Can’t remember.”


“Why can’t you remember? It was only this morning.”


Farrell chugged another Lone Star. “Don’t want to.”


Bobby crossed the compound with his arm around Carson’s slim waist and smiled at Blaine and Farrell. “Happy Labor Day, boys. Looks like you got a good start on your drinking.”


“Damn good,” said Blaine. “Good afternoon, Miss Carson. Lovely to see you again.”


Unsmiling, Carson nodded and hurried into the house.


Farrell got to his feet, stumbled, grabbed one of the porch supports and straightened up. “Got a fantastic idea, bro. Just came into my head. Come on. We’re doing it.”


“What are we doing?” Blaine could barely stand.


“Going into Mom’s office and signing up for on-line dating.”






 




CHAPTER TWO


Tuesday, September 4th.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


LEXI woke Blaine with her whining. “What girl? What’s the matter?”


Jeeze, have I ever had a worse headache?


He squinted his eyes and tried to think. What was wrong with his dog. Did she have to go out? Nope, she wasn’t at the door of his room, she was lying on her bed right beside him. Then he heard it.


Ping. Ping. Ping.


His laptop on the dresser was receiving emails, and Lexi hated the sound the computer made. This early? It was barely morning. Shit, maybe it was something important from the Chief, or some clusterfuck happening at Powell Corp in San Antonio.


He hauled his far-from-sober ass out of bed, grabbed the laptop off the dresser and headed downstairs to make coffee. The gods were with him and Jack had already brewed a pot. It sat half full on the warmer. Blaine filled a mug, added a splash of cream and settled in at the little table in the window alcove. No sun yet, but there might be soon. He opened the laptop, let it boot up and signed in. “Fuck,” he hollered out loud. “Farrell, what have you done to me?”


 


FARRELL staggered downstairs an hour later wearing nothing but a pair of Harley boxer shorts, his long blond mop hanging in his face. He hugged Carm, filled a mug with coffee, brought the cream carton and the sugar bowl to the table and sat down opposite Blaine. He groaned as his tender shoulder touched the back of the chair. “Why are you working? It’s barely morning.”


“Not exactly work. Do you know how many fuckin emails I got from the dating site?”


Farrell shrugged. “Ten?”


“Fuck ten,” hollered Blaine. “A hundred and sixty when I woke up and another two dozen since.”


A big grin spread across Farrell’s face. “Can’t wait to look at mine.”


“What the hell are we gonna do with all these girls?”


“Take them out, buy them drinks and party till we puke.”


“Shit.” Blaine went for more coffee and his cell rang.  He leaned on the granite island and took the call from Chief Calhoun. “Yes, sir. Something?”


“Yeah, something, son. I just sent Mort downtown. There’s a Jane Doe behind one of the clubs and I want you to take it.”


“Yep, can do. I’ll get dressed. Is Mort waiting for me?”


“He is. He knows you like to run the scene before he moves the body.”


“I’ll hurry.”


“Why are we hurrying?” asked Farrell. “We ain’t even had breakfast.” Farrell took a big gulp of coffee. “Fuck it. My body don’t feel like hurrying.”


 


Club District. Downtown Austin.


THE MEDIA was on the job when Blaine and Farrell arrived. Vans with colorful call letters and antler antennas lined both sides of the block, reporters and cameramen paced back and forth outside the yellow tape trying to get something substantial for the news at noon or six o’clock.


Blaine parked his truck behind the Medical Examiner’s van and as soon as he set foot on the street, the news gang zeroed in and started shouting questions at him.


He hated being recognized and put on the spot, but he was head of Violent Crime and lately he’d been trying a little harder to keep his cool and say a few words to them now and then to keep the media maniacs out of his face. Maybe maturity was snapping at his twenty-two-year-old heels, but he doubted it.


Blaine held up a hand and gave it a shot. “Morning, people. Trust you had a restful Labor Day. If you give me twenty minutes, I’ll know more than I know now.”


He and Farrell ducked under the tape and walked the length of the alley between the buildings. This area of downtown Austin was known for its dance clubs and night life. A tourist mecca that drew a young crowd looking for a good time. And throngs of young adults with cash to spend attracted hordes of drug peddlers and assorted predators.


Blaine knelt down beside the girl’s body. “What have we got, doc?”


“Young,” said Doctor Mort Simon, the ME, “wouldn’t be surprised if her ID was fake. She doesn’t look twenty-two to me.”


“But she had ID?” asked Farrell.


Mort pointed to his assistant. “Tim bagged it for the techs. Are they here yet?”


“Haven’t seen them.” Standing behind Blaine, Farrell turned and shot a glance down the alley.


“Has she been here all night?” asked Blaine.


“Cleaners found her this morning when they were dumping bags of garbage,” said the doctor. “She’s been dead about six or seven hours, so that puts her death around closing time or slightly earlier.”


“Sexual connotations?” asked Blaine.


“I’m guessing yes, by the position of the body, but we’ll find out on the table.”


“No blood,” said Farrell.


“Strangulation would be my first guess. Her eyes tell me that’s what it was.”


“Manual?” asked Blaine.


The doctor nodded. “I’d say so, and there was not a thing here to indicate otherwise, but I’ll know more when we do the autopsy.”


“Farrell, get the ID from Tim. We’ll do the notification and talk to her parents.”


 


Engels Residence. East Austin.


BLAINE and Farrell stood on the concrete front step of the Engels’ ranch house in East Austin. Tan brick on the lower half and cedar stripping on the top half between all the windows. A double attached garage on the end.


Farrell rang the bell and they waited for someone to answer. “Hate this part, bro,” said Farrell. “Feel so bad for the parents.”


“Maybe this ain’t a good one for you, Farrell, so soon after you and Neil losing your momma n’all. Why don’t you wait in the truck?”


Farrell shook his head. “No, I’m okay. Honest.”


Blaine raised a black brow, not sure whether he believed Farrell or not. “If you’re sure.”


During their last case, Farrell and Neil’s biological mother who’d abandoned them years before came back into their lives briefly. Long enough for her two sons to watch her die a violent death.


The door opened and the woman standing in front of them lost all color. “Something has happened to JoAnne,” she said, “We were frantic when she didn’t come home last night.”


“Who is it?” called a man from inside.


Blaine held up his credentials. “I’m Blaine Blackmore, and this is Deputy Donovan.”


“It’s the police,” said the woman. She waved them inside and pointed to a cozy room off the small front hall. “Have a seat, please.”


“Thank you,” said Blaine. He waited until both husband and wife were settled before he gave them the news. “I’m afraid there is no easy way to tell you this.”


Mrs. Engels jumped up and ran from the room before hearing any more.


Mr. Engels nodded. “When JoAnne didn’t come home last night, we thought perhaps she’d had too much to drink and stayed with one of her friends. We were waiting to hear from her this morning, and now y’all are here.” He ran his fingers through his brown hair. “Go ahead with your story. I’ll look after Bev after you leave.”


Blaine started over. “Sir, your daughter was found a couple of hours ago downtown in the dance club district. If possible, we’d like you to come to the morgue and identify her body.”


Mr. Engels dropped his head into his hands and sobbed. “Who would want to kill JoAnne? She doesn’t have an enemy in the world.” Engels paced, and he seemed short of breath. “Tell me how she died? Was she shot by one of those downtown gangs?”


“The Medical Examiner thinks she was strangled, sir, but there will be an autopsy, possibly tomorrow.”


“Strangled?” He shook his head. “I can’t tell Bev that. Do I have to come to the morgue right now?”


“No, sir, you can take your time.” Blaine waited until the man pulled himself together a little before he went ahead. “I realize this isn’t a good time, but we need to ask a few questions to get us started in our investigation.”


“Uh huh.” Engels looked up with a watery stare. “What do you want to know.”


“Who was your daughter with last night?”


He shook his head. “She didn’t tell us. Meeting friends was all she said.”


“And how old was she?” asked Farrell who was taking notes.


“Nineteen.”


“Did she have a regular boyfriend?” asked Blaine.


“She did in high school, but they broke up a long time ago—after graduation. Lately she’s been seeing a couple of boys she met online. I wasn’t happy about it. You hear a lot of stories about online dating, but she assured me she was being super careful who she talked to.”


Blaine nodded. “Would you know the names of the boys she was dating?”


“No, I wanted them to come to the house and pick her up properly, but she said that was old-fashioned, and the cool thing to do was to meet your friends downtown.” He shrugged. “I should have insisted.”


“Would you be upset if I had a look at her room, sir?”


“My wife will be. She’s probably in there right now.”


“There will be forensic technicians coming by,” said Blaine, “maybe later today. It might be best if neither of you touched anything in her room.”


“Okay, we’ll keep the door closed, and I can prepare my wife for that.”


“Did your daughter have her own computer?”


He nodded. “It’s in her room on her desk.”


“I’m going to take her computer with me,” said Blaine, “if you wouldn’t mind getting it for me. I’ll give you a receipt.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL set a large Starbuck’s container in front of Chief Calhoun, a big man in his fifties going a little gray at the temples. He’d talked about retirement a couple of times but hadn’t done anything about it yet. The boys hoped he’d never retire. Nobody could replace Randy Calhoun.


The Chief popped the tab on his coffee. “Get the notification done?”


“Yeah,” said Farrell, “hate that part, Chief.”


“Worst part of the job. Were the parents up to answering any questions?”


“A couple,” said Blaine. “I’ve got her computer in my truck. Seems she was doing some online dating.”


“Oh, shit. Not that,” said the Chief. “Makes the suspect pool run into the thousands.”


Farrell grinned. “Me and Blacky got wasted yesterday and signed ourselves up for that gig too.”


“Jeeze,” said the Chief. “I thought you and Mary Polito were… never mind. I’ll mind my own.”


“Me and Miss Mary had a falling out,” said Farrell. “The online dating was a rebounder. Maybe not too bright, but we done it anyway.”


Blaine shook his head. “I already have about two hundred emails from women I don’t even know. I’m resigning before I even start.”


“Too many Lone Stars on a holiday weekend,” said the Chief with a smirk. “Did yo momma have her big picnic?”


Farrell nodded. “Yep. Good times. Her and Jesse are doing great too. That’s the best part.”


“That is good news,” said the Chief. “Jesse coming back to work anytime soon?”


“He said he’s ready to do more,” said Blaine. “You’ll be looking at him soon enough.”


“I want to be looking at him, and the sooner the better. One of my best men, and a skilled interrogator.”


“We’ve been short without him,” said Farrell.


The Chief finished his coffee and set it down. “Are the parents coming in to ID the body?”


“The father is,” said Blaine. “Soon as he’s up for it.”


“Okay, see what you can find on her laptop,” said the Chief. “Should be full of friends and every detail of her life will be on her Facebook page—nothing is private anymore.” He tapped the end of his Sharpie on the desk. “That’s what my girls are like. Just say’n.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


LILY was busy in her office when Blaine and Farrell returned, and Travis was not so busy, sitting in Lily’s guest chair drinking coffee and distracting her.


“Hey, where did you guys go?” asked Travis. “I didn’t know what I was supposed to start on.”


“We got a new case this morning we can all start busting our butts on,” said Blaine. His voice had an edge to it every time he spoke to Travis. Didn’t intend it, but it was there all the same. Travis had some redeeming to do.


Blaine perched a cheek on the corner of Lily’s desk, brought them up to speed, and assigned tasks. “Travis, take the dance club. Get a list of everybody on shift when the girl was there and see how many of the staff you can talk to today.”


“Which club was it, boss?”


Blaine looked to Farrell and Farrell checked his notebook. “Liquid.”


“Were there any security cams?” asked Lily.


Blaine nodded. “Sue has the footage and you can check with her—see if she has anything useful. The lab won’t be finished with a site that large for days.”


“What else can I do?” asked Lil.


“Check with Lopez in homicide—I heard he made Lieutenant—and see if he’s got any opens on his desk with similarities to this one.”


Lily made a couple of notes.


“And send him something for congratulations,” said Blaine, “like… you think of something, Lil.”


Lily smiled. “I’ll take care of it, boss.”


Blaine pointed, “I’ll see if I can get into the victim’s laptop and as soon as I pinpoint some of the friends, Farrell can start on those. In the meantime, he can get us some fresh coffee.”


Farrell gave his foster brother a hand signal and headed for the kitchen.


Blaine strode down the hall, opened the door of his office and the smell of lemony furniture polish hit him in the face. He settled into his leather high back behind his desk thinking he’d never noticed it before. Maybe Carm was on a cleaning binge. She wasn’t supposed to clean. They had a service for that.


Gardening and cooking are the two things she enjoys. That’s all I want her to do.


He moved his laptop out of the way and set up the girl’s computer. What was her name again? He checked his phone where he kept most of his data. Oh, yeah, JoAnne Engels. Date of birth—he had that too. Terrible password choices, but most young people weren’t too careful.


The password screen came up and he tried a couple of combinations. Bingo. “Let’s see what her most popular sites were.”


“Shit, that’s the same dating site Farrell signed us up on.” He gave a holler for Farrell.


“What? I’m getting the fuckin coffee. I had to make a fresh pot. Hold up.”


“Not coffee. Look at this. The victim was on the same dating site as us.”


Farrell screwed up his face. “Yeah, and so are a million other people.”


 


Club District. Downtown Austin.


TRAVIS called ahead and made an appointment with the manager of the club ‘Liquid’ and as many of the staff as the manager could round up who’d been working the previous evening. Statements had been taken by uniformed officers, but sometimes first time around things were missed. Blacky insisted on the second time around for witnesses, and it had paid off several times over. The smallest detail remembered later could get the team off and running.


Yellow tape barred the double front doors and a uniformed officer stood close by to make sure the tape did its job. “Hey, Deputy Bristol. Long time.”


Travis gave the uni a fist bump, ducked under the tape and went inside. The interior was dim and cavernous although most of the lights were on for the techs. Travis nodded to Sue, head of the forensic team, as he strode by to scout out the manager.


A bartender was busy stocking shelves and polishing glasses as Travis approached, “Can you tell me how to find Mr. Hawthorne?”


“Stairs at the end of the hall. Go up and you’ll see his door.”


Travis nodded his thanks, found the stairs and the office labelled as ‘manager’. He tapped twice before somebody hollered for him to come in. “Mr. Hawthorne, Travis Bristol from Violent Crime.”


Hawthorne, a short, bulky man in a rumpled blue suit, scowled at him and didn’t take the hand Travis offered. “Know how bad this is for business, Detective?”


“I can see where it would slow you down for a week or so,” said Travis, “Uh huh.”


“A week or so? This could ruin us. The kids will start calling us the ‘murder club’ or some freaking thing and it will be all over Facebook in minutes.” He held up a pudgy hand, “No, make that seconds.”


“Could happen, I guess,” said Travis, “So the faster we catch the murderer, the better it will be for y’all.”


“Ask your questions,” said Hawthorne, “I’ve got work to do.”


“Were you on the premises at closing time, sir?” Travis pulled out the new notebook Blacky had given him. He lost his notebook and a lot of Blacky’s respect between the time he quit the Agency and the time he begged for his job back.


“No, I wasn’t here. I left about midnight and let the assistant manager close up.”


“And did you bring the assistant in for me to talk to?”


“Everybody is waiting in the meeting room next door to talk to you, Detective.”


“I’m not a Detective, sir. “I’m a Deputy with the Texas Rangers.”


“I don’t care what the fuck your title is, buddy. Every minute you’re here is costing me money.”


Travis ignored the insult and kept going. “Did you know the victim? Was she a regular?”


The man glared at him. “No, and I don’t know. Do you know how many kids in their early twenties come here in a given week? It’s mind boggling.” Hawthorne’s face was red, and Travis wondered if he had blood pressure issues.


Travis stood up, “Let’s talk to the others.”


“You go ahead. Have at it. I’ve got calls to make.”


Travis spent the next two hours in the room next door with the assistant manager, a woman named Amanda Woller, and the wait staff from the night before—all tired, irritable and less than helpful. He gave up on the lot of them and headed down to talk to the bartender.


Travis plunked down on a stool with his notebook in front of him and waited while the barkeep unloaded another case of Lone Star into the glass-doored fridge unit.


The bartender turned with a beer in his hand and held it up. Travis nodded, and the guy reached for a glass and a coaster. “Finished the inquisition upstairs?”


Travis nodded and reached for his pen. “Didn’t amount to much. I don’t think I got your name.”


“Gordie Gold. Most call me ‘Goldie.’ Mr. Gold was older than the crowd upstairs—maybe early forties—with a mop of blond hair and a fit body.


“Thanks for the brew,” said Travis, “I’m bone dry after all that talking.”


“Figured you wouldn’t get much. Not too many Mensa candidates in that bunch.” He grinned.


“Had you seen the victim in here before?” asked Travis.


“I didn’t see her face outside, and that’s the only way I would recognize her. If the kids are regulars, I get to know the faces. Her name didn’t ring any bells. Sorry.”


Travis laid an eight by ten on the bar and Gordie stared. He shook his head. “Might be two or three hundred blonde twenty-somethings in here every night. Sorry, I can’t help you.”


“Let’s concentrate on any males that you might have noticed—not because they looked like a killer—but for any other reason that you can think of.”


Gordie shook his blond head. “I make drinks so fast on a weekend or a holiday like last night that most of the time I don’t even have time to glance at the purchaser. I shove the drinks towards them, grab the money, make change and go on to the next.”


“A lot of guys buying drinks for girls?”


“Mostly, yep. Sometimes there will be groups of girls together and they’ll buy their own—at least for the first couple of rounds.”


Travis slid a card across the bar. “Thanks for your time and for the beer. If you think of anything, call my cell. I always answer it.”


Gordie picked up the card and stared at it. “Are we gonna see the Super cop in here?”


Travis smiled. “Problem with him?”


“Always wondered about the stories you hear. Like that fuckin gang war. Jesus. He got shot, didn’t he?”


“Just got the tape off his ribs. He had an apron on, but the bullet in his chest busted him up all the same.”


Gordie winced. “Bet that hurt.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


AFTER spending a half hour on JoAnne Engel’s computer, Blaine gave Farrell a list of her ‘besties’ and sent him on his way, while he continued probing the dating site and reading the latest messages the girl had responded to.


Lily brought fresh coffee and looked over his shoulder. “Wow, boss, look how many guys she talked to just the past week.”


“You’re not cheering me up, Lil. Too goddam many suspects. Like the black hole of maybes. Holy fuck, I hate this.”


“Print off all their screen names, and I’ll work on a warrant to get their real identities from the company.”


“Let’s see who she talked to yesterday before we do that. Might narrow it down.”


Lil pulled a chair up beside Blaine, so she could see the screen. “Start just before she went out for the evening and work backwards.”


 “Uh huh. The last asshole was called Superman. Let’s look at his profile.” Blaine clicked on it. “Look at this fuckin bullshit, Lil. He listed his income at five hundred K. What kid in his twenties is making that kind of money?”


Lil raised a perfectly drawn eyebrow at Blaine and said nothing.


“Besides me, I mean.”


Lily smiled. “Keep going. What was the last message Superman sent her?”


“Friday at Zilker. The race is on.”


“Maybe she was a cyclist,” said Lily. “Zilker Park has all those bike paths. Let me go call her father and check that out.”


Blaine nodded. “I’ll move on to the next one.”


The one she talked to before Superman was Dance Idol. “Okay, Dance Idol, what are you all about?” Blaine scanned the profile and it seemed like it could be true. College kid majoring in biology. Good looking if that was his real picture. He wrote: “Best music is at Asylum. Meet me there.”


“Maybe later. Going to Liquid first.”


“Yep. We know you went to Liquid, JoAnne, and that was as far as you got. Who did you meet there?”


Next: Red Ferrari.


Lil came back and confirmed that JoAnne was an avid cyclist and she trained for local races. “So, rule out the Zilker Park guy. Who was that?”


“Superman.”


“One down.” Lil’s phone rang, and she retreated down the hallway.


Red Ferrari says he’s a pre-med student, and his picture looks decent, although I’d put him older than pre-med. What was his last message?


“Dying to meet you, JoJo, but I have a family thing this weekend. Maybe next week?”


“Okay, not him. Next.”


 


University of Texas. Austin Campus.


FARRELL was lost on campus most of the morning trying to find his way to the buildings where the victim’s best friends were supposed to be. With the semester just starting, students were running everywhere, and most of the freshmen were lost themselves. “This is bullshit,” he mumbled to himself. “I’ll never find the right goddam dorm.”


He was on his second pass through the common when a uniformed security guard grabbed his elbow. “What are you doing here? Watched you casing a lot of the buildings. You better come into the office and explain yourself.”


Already pissed off, Farrell was not at his diplomatic best. “Think so, buddy? That ain’t happening.” Farrell pulled up his list and pointed. “Tell me where in hell this building is.”


The guard pulled his Taser out. “Let’s go inside.”


“Nope.” Farrell reached for his ID and the guard saw his SW in his waistband.


“Hold it right there, mister. Hands on your head.”


“Bullshit,” said Farrell. “I’m a cop, if you’d let me get my ID out of my pocket.”


“You don’t look like a cop.”


Farrell pulled out his cred pack.


“Violent Crime?”


Farrell nodded.


The guard put his Taser back in his utility belt. “You one of Blackmore’s boys?”


“That’s right, sir, and I’d appreciate it if you could give me a bit of help finding my way around this maze.”


“Was there a crime committed on campus?”


“No sir, but a lot of the victim’s friends are here getting ready for school.”


The guard took the list. “I can help you out. Let’s see what you’ve got.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


TRAVIS and Farrell arrived back at the office at almost the same time, around four-thirty, with nothing to show for their efforts but bad attitudes.


Blaine corralled them into the office after they each had a beer in their hand. “Tell me about the leads.”


“Ain’t any leads,” said Farrell. “Those college girls were so wrapped up in the first day of fuckin college, they were ditzy. Didn’t give a sweet goddam that their so called ‘bestie’ was lying in the fuckin morgue.”


“What about the bar, Trav?” asked Blaine, “What did you get?”


Travis shrugged. “Not much. Place was so busy nobody saw anything. If they did, they’re covering it up pretty damn good.”


“What about the manager? Did he remember seeing her there before last night?”


Travis shook his head. “Guy’s an asshole. Wouldn’t remember his mother if she was naked on the dancefloor.”


“Okay, then,” said Blaine. “Let’s call it.”


 


Hyde Park Area. Austin.


MAX flicked off the news and glanced across the room at his wife. No figure, Renee was skinny as a stick since the birth of the triplets. Pale face, and he hadn’t noticed all the gray creeping into her hair. She must have been pretty at one point. Why else would he have married her? Sure wasn’t for her brain.


“Ready for bed?”


“Uh huh. Just let me clear these glasses and then I’ll check on the girls.” Renee looked up with her hands full of wine glasses and gave him her crooked-toothed smile.


Jeeze, I should fix her teeth when I have a minute.


“You don’t need to check on them when they’re sound asleep.” Max’s voice took on an edge. “You might disturb them and then it will be the same old story. One of them wakes up the other two and we’re up half the night trying to get them back to sleep.”


“You’re a father now, Max, and that’s what fatherhood is all about. Giving your attention, your time and energy to your children.”


“Bullshit, Renee, as if that’s what you do. I’ve seen the way you pawn them off on your mother every chance you get. Face it. We weren’t cut out to be parents.”


“If it wasn’t for the girls, I would have left you long ago, Max. You’re a rotten husband and a selfish jerk.”


“I’m a selfish jerk?” He waved an arm around the kitchen. “Look at the mess you’re leaving here. Toys all over the house. You never pick them up. Food stuck to the tile under the highchairs. Trays not wiped off after dinner. Milk spilt on the floor and going sour. It stinks in here, Renee. This kitchen is disgusting. Unclean is what it is. I’m a dental surgeon. I specialize in hygiene.” He raised his voice and shouted at her. “Hygiene, Renee, and I live in a fucking pigpen.”


“Oink,” said Renee and turned her back on him.


As they approached the stairs one of the babies began to wail.






 




CHAPTER THREE


Wednesday, September 5th.


 


Morgue. Ranger Headquarters.


DEPRESSING and bone-chilling, that’s what hanging out in the morgue at nine a.m. was. Blaine hated autopsies and sometimes sent Travis in his stead. Farrell wasn’t a cadaver guy, and not much of a crime scene guy either, but he had the tenacity of a bulldog and made one hell of an investigator.


The Chief had opted to pop downstairs and get the skinny on JoAnne Engels, one of the rare times number one attended an autopsy, and he and Blaine sat on chrome stools, sipped their coffee and listed to Mort as he spoke into his mic.


When the pathologist finished, he removed his mask and gave a shrug. “Not much y’all didn’t know. Manual strangulation as suspected. The killer would be close to six feet tall. Big strong hands. He might even work in a profession or a job where he uses his hands. The victim was definitely raped. And from the considerable tearing and bruising, I’d say she was short on sexual experience—might have been her first time.”


The Chief pulled a face. “Hate that,” he mumbled. “Think the kit will produce any DNA?”


“I doubt it, Randy. The killer probably used a condom if he had half a brain, but you can hope he didn’t.”


“I’ll do that,” said the Chief. “Thanks for moving her to the head of the line, Mort. It’s a wonder the Mayor hasn’t called me this morning to start my day off on a sour note, but I bet the media have put together a little party for me out front.”


“Want me to shield you, sir?” asked Blaine as they walked to the stairs.


“It’s a little early for me to have my TV face on, son, but you always make good viewing. I’d consider it a personal favor.”


“The TV people love my long hair and tats,” mumbled Blaine. “Sometimes I count the eyerolls I get in one interview. They can fuck themselves up the ass.”


The Chief grinned as he closed his office door behind him.


Blaine strolled through the lobby and peeked through the glass doors to see if he had any customers interested in the autopsy of JoAnne Engels. There was one interested party, Mary Polito, who waited in the lobby for him. And yep, three vans with call letters were parked at the curb.


“Back in a sec, Mary.”


Shit, she looks tired and sad. Wonder if she’s crying over my asshole brother?


As soon as Blaine set foot on the steps of the DPS the questions started. “Any suspects yet, Ranger Blackmore?”


“I’m following a couple of leads, but it’s early.”


“Did the autopsy reveal anything new?”


“Nothing newsworthy. I’m sure y’all will obtain a copy as soon as its public record, then you can decide for yourselves.”


“Why is Deputy Donovan at the U?” A female reporter took a step closer and shoved a mic in his face. “Do you suspect a student did the killing?”


“Are y’all following my team?”


The reporter shrugged. “Your team is news in this city.”


“Deputy Donovan is on campus speaking to friends and acquaintances of the victim. I haven’t been in contact with him, so there’s nothing more I can tell y’all at this time.”


Blaine went back inside and sat next to Mary in the waiting area. “You okay, Mary?”


Mary Polito, Farrell’s ex was a small brunette, about twenty-eight or nine to Farrell’s twenty-three. Very pretty, and she was the crime reporter for the Austin paper.


“Trying to work, but I don’t feel like it.”


“I’m sorry about you and Farrell, Mary. Anything I can do?”


“Don’t think so, Blaine. He’s dug in like the mule he is, and nothing can help.”


“He didn’t give me any details, but if you want me to talk to him, I will.”


“I made a mistake and said something I shouldn’t have. I can’t unsay it.”


This is about Annie.


“I understand.”


Mary stared at him with watery eyes. “No, I don’t think you do.”


Oh, I do. It’s the same thing that messes up all my relationships.


“I’ll give you what I have for your column, Mary, but it’s next to nothing.”


 


Dental Office. Downtown Austin.


BETWEEN patients, Max cloistered himself in his office for a sneak peek at the dating site. He hadn’t had a chance today to answer any of the emails. He put in his password, clicked on the toolbar and waited for the site to come up.


Thirteen new ones.


A smile spread across his face, but before he got to the first one, his cell rang.


Renee. What the hell does she want?


He used his best ‘husband’ voice. “Good morning, sweetheart. How can I help you?”


“Max, you sound so formal. Is something going on?”


“Of course not. My next patient is waiting, and I was just leaving my office, that’s all it is.”


“I just called to tell you I made an appointment with a marriage counsellor. Remember we talked about it?”


“You did what?” He didn’t mean to yell, but it happened. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Cancel it, Renee. I’m not going.”


“You are going, Max. We’ve been fighting and sleeping in separate beds for months. We’re fixing this before another day goes by. No arguments. End of discussion.”


Max pressed end and felt the heat rising in his neck. He’d take care of Renee when he got home. A couple of deep breaths and he clicked on the first email.


“Hey, there, Sexy Smile…”


A tap on the door and Angela, the hygienist interrupted him. “Judy Trimble is ready for you Doctor.”


He flicked off the site before Angela saw it and turned off his computer.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE closed his office door and took the brief moment of privacy he had to call the number he’d found for the U.S. Marshall’s Service. He let it ring and ring, and finally got a message that the number was no longer in service.


What did you expect? It’s been years.


Next, he took a chance and did what he was encouraged not to do—called the man who believed he called the shots in Blaine’s life.


Blaine explained the reason for his call and the man did not sound pleased. “Remember when I told you, ‘all in good time’, son?”


“Yes, sir, I do.”


“I’m trying to find a discreet individual to make inquiries for you. I don’t want you making random calls and snooping around on your own. It will raise too much suspicion.”


“Suspicion of what?”


“Suffice to say, your mother had clearance at an extremely high level. Leave it with me.” He clicked off.


Why did I think my parents were killed because of my father? Who did my mother work for? Why was she killed?


A tap on the door interrupted his thoughts.


Farrell came in with two mugs of coffee and sat in front of Blaine’s desk. “See Mary this morning?”


“Uh huh. She was waiting for me at DPS.”


“Thought she might be,” said Farrell, “How did she seem?”


“Tired and sad,” said Blaine. “She looked like she hadn’t slept much.”


“My fault. I don’t want her to be hurting, but no point in leading her on, is there?”


“I guess not, if she wants a commitment right now,” said Blaine, “and you ain’t ready.”


“Not just that,” Farrell mumbled.


Don’t I know it.


“I’m taking one of the online babes out for dinner tonight.”


“Shit,” said Blaine, “I took my face off there before anybody recognized me. Signing up was a huge mistake. Shouldn’t do stuff like that when you’re drunk.”


“For sure. Bad mistake and I’m taking the blame for it. You can’t be on there,” said Farrell, “but here’s what we’re gonna do. I’m gonna get the emails, screen them and pick out somebody super good for you.”


Blaine chuckled. “Nice of you to share, bro.”


“That’s what brothers are for.”


 


JESSE arrived at the agency a half hour later and he settled in Blaine’s office with a coffee. “Been thinking about what we talked about at the picnic, and I’m ready to come back to work…” he smiled and held up one finger, “in a limited way.”


Blaine studied his partner, mentor and step-father and wondered if it was a sensible idea. Jesse’s heart was not strong, and stress was a killer. It had almost done him in more than once. “Did you run it by Brian?”


“Not yet, and I might as well tell you up front that Ace is against it. She thinks it’s too soon.”


“I might have to agree with Mom,” said Blaine. “Depends on how much you’re planning to tackle.”


“Not much. I just want to keep my hand in and have input on the cases.”


“You’ve always had that,” said Blaine. “I’ve copied you on everything and so has the Chief.”


Jesse shrugged. “I guess I want a bit more. I’ve always worked long days in the barn and in the arena with the horses, and now all this goddam sitting around makes me feel so fuckin useless.”


“I hear ya. Let’s decide how much you can do in a day and Lil can get you started. We both know you can’t do anything physical.”


“What kind of a shit life is that. I’m a horseman for chrissake, and even my training schedule is on hold for a few more weeks. Tyler needs help and by the time I go back to the barn, Corky won’t even know me.”


“Okay, let me bring you up to speed.” Blaine went over the case, what they had so far and everything they didn’t have. “Lil has been talking to Lopez to see if he’s got anything open mirroring our girl. If he does, go to homicide and get them to transfer the cases to you—those guys are always happy to dump any unsolved—and while you’re there, pick up the murder books.”


Jesse grinned. “Didn’t realize I could jump back in so quick, but I’m happy for it, partner. Let me talk to Lil.”


 


FEELING panic in his throat, Blaine grabbed for his cell as soon as Jesse left the office. “Mom, you know Jesse is here and he’s bent on going back to work?”


“He knows better than to tell me that.” Annie sighed. “Damn it, sugar pop, he’s not even supposed to be driving yet.”


“That’s what I thought too, but he just showed up alone, out of the blue. He’s heading downtown to Austin PD.”


“Can you have Farrell drive him and keep an eye?”


“Sure, Mom.”


Blaine strode to the kitchen to find Farrell and noticed the front door was open. Carm was on the porch steps waving her arms and hollering in Spanish. The fence guys had opened the gate wide and Lexi was barreling down the street.


“Oh, shit.” Blaine ran across the lawn, grunting with the effort because his ribs were still sore, chains clunking on his Harley boots. He got as far as the house half a block away and a dark-haired girl on the sidewalk had Lexi by the collar.


 A little out of breath, Blaine wheezed out the words. “Thanks, so much, Miss.” He took hold of the dog. “I’m sorry I don’t know my neighbors. I’m Blaine Blackmore.”


The girl smiled, and Blaine realized how beautiful she was. “I know who you are, Mr. Blackmore. Everybody on the street knows who lives in the big house with the iron fence.”


“Not to keep my neighbors out,” he said. “Just for security. Things happen.”


She gave a little giggle. “Things never happened on this street before you moved here. Just say’n. You brought excitement with you.”


“Not the kind I wanted, believe me. Thank you for catching Lexi. I didn’t catch your name.”


“That’s because I didn’t toss it out there. I’m Dakota O’Neill.”


“Can I offer you a coffee or anything?” asked Blaine. He didn’t want to walk away without making some kind of connection.


“No, thanks, I was just going to work, but it was nice to meet you at last. You’re a lot better looking in person than you are on TV.”


Blaine flashed her a grin. “Nice of you to say.”


He jogged back home with Lexi in tow and Farrell met him on the driveway. “Who’s the babe?”


“Neighbor who caught Lexi. She’s gorgeous.”


Farrell pointed a finger. “Do something about it, bro.”


 


BLAINE sent Farrell and Jesse to homicide, then dealt with the security guys wiring the fence and installing the cameras. Once they were up and running and Lil had her eye on them and on Lexi, he drove Carmelita to the closest garden center to pick out the new trees and bushes for the yard.


The first kid that caught up with them as they strolled through the rows of choices, offered to help but seemed to know nothing about the plants. He had to read the tags to get any information.


“I need somebody to help me make a plan,” said Blaine. “Do you have anybody on staff like that?”


The kid grinned. “Sure, give me a sec and I’ll get her for you.”


Carm was on her knees examining a rose bush when the young lady in question came up behind them and spoke.


“You wanted help with a plan for y’all’s yard?”


Blaine turned to see who was talking to him, and his breath caught in his throat. Second time today he’d been blown away by an amazing looking woman. “Yes, please, if you could help with that.”


A tall, tanned girl with rainbow-colored hair stood in front of him. She wore hacked off denim shorts, a snug white tank that said ‘GREEN’ in big capital letters, and a pair of unlaced Kodiak’s. She jerked off an orange gardening glove and offered her hand to Blaine. “I’m Olivia Green and this is my nursery. My best suggestion is always an on-site plan. I’ll come over, take some measurements, discuss your preferences and take it from there. Far easier than guessing what will fit where.”


Blaine stared, trying to take in what he was seeing and barely listening to her. “Yeah, I guess it would be.” He explained it to Carm in Spanish and she seemed agreeable.


Olivia smiled, and Blaine felt warm and clammy. He glanced up at the September sun, wished he wasn’t wearing a black Harley shirt and tried to remember if he’d put deodorant on after his shower.


Olivia pointed to a long, low frame building that faced the street. “Come on inside to my office and we’ll set up a time.”


“Yep,” mumbled Blaine, “I need a time. That’s for damn sure.”


Inside, the building was much cooler but crowded with displays, the air laden with mixed scents from all the blooms. The space was loaded with indoor plants in pots, garden ornaments of every description—a lot of gnomes with fake smiles that gave him the creeps, fountains, bird houses and feeders, and a vast array of solar lights.


“Wow, you have a lot of stock,” said Blaine. He was following close behind Olivia enjoying the view and for a moment didn’t notice he’d lost Carm. “Hang on,” he said to Olivia, then went back to where Carm was mesmerized by water cascading down seven levels of rock into a Zen pool.


Blaine touched Carm’s elbow and she pointed. “It’s beautiful. Uh huh. Do you want a fountain in the yard?” he asked in Spanish, “We have tons of room. How about some fish?”


“Si, peces. Koi.”


“Bueno.”


Now we’re getting somewhere.


Olivia smiled as they walked into her office and sat in the customer chairs. “I thought you got lost.”


“Carm decided she wanted a couple of water features, in passing,” Blaine chuckled.


“And you’re okay adding them in?”


“Sure, I want her to enjoy her garden.”


Olivia opened a leather appointment book and said, “I can come at nine in the morning, or I can send Kenny, my assistant, later today.”


Is Kenny the guy who doesn’t know much?


Blaine ran the time past Carm and she nodded. “Nine in the morning will be fine for us.”


“I’ll need your name, address and a contact number,” said Olivia.


“Blaine Blackmore, and this is the address. I’ll jot my cell number down for you.”


Olivia raised an eyebrow when Blaine said his name but didn’t comment. “I’ll provide you with a plan to scale, and an alternate plan, even a third if you don’t like the first two. If you hire me to do the work and provide everything you need for your project, the plan is free. If you hire someone else, or decide not to go ahead, the plan will be five hundred dollars.”


“Got it,” said Blaine, “sounds fair.”


 


JESSE and Farrell sat in the well-worn guest chairs in front of Lieutenant Lopez’s desk in Austin homicide. “Got your own office now,” said Jesse. “Guess congratulations are in order.”


“Shit,” said Lopez, “took me years to get this far, and all I got was more work. Not sure if I like all the desk time I’m getting.”


“Your wife might like having you home for dinner now and then,” said Jesse.


Lopez shrugged. “I had Nielsen dig up a couple of opens that could jibe with your new girl.


“How old are they?” asked Farrell.


Lopez pushed the blue binders towards them. “One in April and one in July.”


“About three months apart,” said Jesse. “Could fit.”


“Both young girls, raped and strangled. Bad enough that they’re dead, but nothing kinky,” said Lopez.


“It’s too damn bad murders have to be different or freaky to be noteworthy,” said Jesse. “Sign of the times.”


“Yeah, I guess,” said Lopez. “You boys want to have a stab at them?”


“Your guys came up empty?” asked Farrell.


“It’s all in there,” said Lopez, “I read through both files and they’re well documented. Hope you solve them. We’ve got enough to keep us busy.”


Farrell picked up the binders and tucked them under his arm, so Jesse would have nothing to carry. “Might help both of us, Loot. Two less for y’all, and we solve ours.”


“Hope it works like that.”


 


Hyde Park Area. Austin.


MAX parked his Beemer in the garage like he always did. There wasn’t room for both vehicles with all the crap Renee had stored there, so she could park her truck on the driveway and like it.


Max patted the hood as he passed by his baby, inhaled a couple of deep breaths and walked in through the kitchen door. “Hi, Renee. I’m home.”


She sprinted down the hall from the family room where the noise level from the three kids and the TV was chaotic.


Max would go insane if he had to live like this one more day. He was sure of it. “Turn down the TV,” he hollered.


His wife had lost more weight on one of her string of cleanses and resembled a half-dead flamingo as she stood on one toothpick leg in front of him, dressed in pink Capri pants and poised to peck his eyes out. “Leave them alone, Max,” she shrieked. “The second you come in the door, you’re on their little backs. They can’t do a thing to please you.”


“Have they ever tried?” Max pushed past the flamingo and bullied his way to the liquor cabinet. He broke the seal on a fresh bottle of Texas Bourbon and poured himself a glass. “Don’t we have any ice?” He slammed the lid down on the empty ice bucket.


“What? I should fill the ice bucket just in case Max wants a drink? Why do you have to drink the minute you get home? What’s with you, Max? You never used to do that.”


“Things change, Renee.” He gulped down half the glass of bourbon and pointed at her. “You’ve changed most of all.”


Renee made that sneery face at him—the one he hated the most and she knew it— “I had to develop coping skills, Max. Coping skills, ever heard of those?”


“Must be what I need more of.” He refilled his glass.


“You’ll learn about coping and a lot more when we have our first session tomorrow morning.”


Max hurried away from her, down the hall towards his study.


What’s that fucking smell? Did she get new perfume?


“I have patients in the morning. The timing doesn’t work for me.”


She followed behind, harping on him. “You, Doctor Maxwell Endicott, will take the morning off to save your marriage.”


He sat down in his desk chair and glared at her. “And if I don’t?”


Renee leaned on the doorframe and a little smirk played around her thin red lips. “If you don’t, I’ll be taking a little trip to the police department to tell them what I know.”


Max felt his chest tighten.


What does she know? I’ve been careful.


“Know about what, Renee? What do you think you know?”


She giggled. “I’m not that stupid, Sexy Smile, and that’s all I’m saying.”


How in hell could she know about the dating site?


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


WELL after midnight when Farrell returned from his first foray into online dating and Blaine was waiting up for him with coffee or beer, depending on the outcome.


Lexi barked once, and Blaine shushed her. “Don’t wake Carm up. He reset the alarm in the front foyer and followed his foster brother into the kitchen. “Well?”


“Well, what? Let’s have a beer.”


“Didn’t turn out so good?”


“She lied a little on her profile and put her friend’s picture on,” said Farrell, “So I’d have to say, not so good. I bought a pricy dinner for a skinny, ugly chick who corrected all my grammar mistakes.”


“Fuck,” said Blaine.


“Wouldn’t want to go there,” said Farrell. “Even with the lights out.”


Blaine chuckled and headed for the Sub-Zero.


After several beers with his brother, Blaine climbed into bed reflecting on the events of the day. He’d met two beautiful girls by chance. If he let both of them get away there had to be something seriously wrong with him.


Tomorrow was a new day, and he’d make a definite effort to get a date.


He closed his eyes and his cell rang on the nightstand. Who calls at one in the morning? He had to check because it might be important.


Misty.


He let it go to message.


 





 




CHAPTER FOUR


Thursday, September 6th.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


SHOWERED and dressed by seven, Blaine sat at the window alcove in the kitchen staring into the yard thinking hard about Olivia Green. She could have a husband or a boyfriend. With looks like hers, she probably had both.


Will I ever find somebody I can love—like really love in my soul—like I love Annie? I know that’s what’s wrong with Farrell too. He can’t help it any more than I can. Mary noticed and called him on it.


Blaine looked away from the window when he realized Carm was asking him about breakfast. He nodded, and she went to the fridge for a carton of eggs.


Farrell dragged into the kitchen looking sleepy-eyed and tired. He filled a mug with coffee and sat down opposite Blaine. “What are we working on today, boss?”


“Carm and I have the landscaper at nine. You and Jesse can tear apart the two older cases with Lil, and I hope to hell y’all get something, then Travis and I will go to the funeral at eleven. We’ll meet here at one for lunch and see what we’ve got.”


 


FIVE after nine, and Blaine had checked his watch for the tenth time. He wanted to wait for her on the front porch but reconsidered thinking a move like that would look a little too obvious. He’d play it cool. As if. He didn’t have a cool bone in his Latino body.


I’m no fuckin good with women. Let’s face it. I haven’t got one goddam clue how to talk to them. Piss on Mars, I’m way out near Pluto—which I still consider to be a planet no matter what the assholes say.


Lexi barked, and Blaine jumped off his chair, totally pissed off thinking of the downgrading of Pluto. Funny how weird things made him so fuckin mad.


The new gate system was kicking up a few problems, and now was not the time for the damn thing not open properly. Fuck, he was sweating, and he hadn’t even gone out the door.


When he heard her voice over the intercom, his mouth went dry and he couldn’t answer.


Get it together.


He pressed the button and the gate opened smooth as silk. He bolted outside with Lexi to meet Olivia Green.


Olivia parked her green pickup, the load bed crowded with bushes and plants, and hopped out wearing ripped jeans and another GREEN t-shirt. Her rainbow hair was half-hidden under a matching GREEN NURSERY ballcap.


Blaine walked towards her with a half-finished coffee in his hand. “Would you like a coffee before you start?”


“No, I’m okay, thanks. I always have bottled water in the truck. It’s been a hot summer.”


“Where do you want to start?”


“Let’s go once around to get a feel of the size and shape, then we’ll get into details.” She flipped up a clean page on her graph pad. “This is a huge property. Was there another house over there? It looks freshly bulldozed.”


“Uh huh. I had it torn down.”


If she had a reaction, her reflector shades hid it.


“Must be about an acre here now, maybe a little more. Okay, let’s walk. Does your mother want to join us?”


“Umm… Carm isn’t my mother, but she’s busy right now making breakfast for my men. She’ll join us later.”


Olivia finished her walk-about at the front and they headed down the driveway towards the back. The doors of the carriage house were open, and she paused to peek at Jack and the Junkers renovating the interior. “You have a lot of projects going on.”


Blaine nodded. He could barely speak in her presence. The scent of her perfume mixed with that earthy smell she gave off made him antsy. “An old place needs a lot of help.”


Olivia smiled. Her first one since arriving, and he melted. “The fencing is magnificent,” she said, “nothing like wrought iron for stability and longevity. Once the proper plantings are in place, the property will soar in value.”


“I’m not too concerned with soaring values,” said Blaine, “although I guess that’s a plus.”


“I take it y’all are planning to stay here long term?”


Blaine shrugged. “Never know what life might hand you.”


“True.”


“One thing Carm does want is a vegetable garden or space allotted for one. I forgot to mention that.”


“I’ll make a note of it.” She glanced around. “Lots of room for one. Raised beds are nice too. Not so much bending.”


Olivia whipped her orange Lufkin off her belt and handed one end to Blaine. By the time they finished taking all the measurements she wanted, they were both drenched in sweat.


“How about a beer before you leave?” asked Blaine. “You need to cool down some.”


She smiled. “Y’all drink beer in the morning?”


“Anytime is a good time.”


“Okay, I’m always up for a new experience.” She checked her phone for messages. “I’ve got time for one.”


Blaine led the way through the back door, past the offices and into the kitchen. He pointed at the table in the alcove. “Have a seat.”


“This is a gorgeous kitchen.”


“Thank you.” Blaine took two Lone Stars from the Sub-Zero and a glass from the cabinet. He set his beer on the table and poured the other can slowly down the side of the glass.


“You’re a gentleman.”


“In a small way.”


“I know who you are,” she said as she took the glass from him. Their fingers touched, and Blaine felt the connection.


“I’m nobody special. Just me.”


“I have a Harley.” She slugged down half her beer and Blaine got the distinct feeling it wasn’t her first morning beer experience.


Is she playing me?


“Get much chance to ride?” He watched her across the table and tried to get a read on her expression.


“No one to ride with, and that’s why I mentioned it. Maybe we could take the bikes out sometime.”


Blaine gave her a half smile. “And you know I have a bike?”


“Everybody knows you have a bike, Mr. Blackmore, just like everybody knows you’re a sharpshooter, a supreme hard-ass crime fighter and the sexiest guy in Texas.”


Blaine chuckled. “I better have another beer.”


 


Denton and Lynley, Marriage Counsellors. Austin.


STANDING at the coffee station in the corner of the waiting area, Max filled a Styrofoam cup with a dark liquid that was supposed to pass for coffee. He added two packets of the powdered creamer he detested and stirred until the color lightened.


I have to get this nightmare over with and then decide what to do about Renee.


He returned to the chair next to his wife and surveyed the other two couples waiting their turn to be analyzed and shredded. One pair looked too old to care anymore whether they got along or not, and the other couple looked about the same age as he and Renee—late thirties—maybe that was peak trouble time.


“Didn’t you pour me a coffee?” asked Renee, loud enough for everyone to hear.


“Here, take mine,” said Max. “Sewer water, that’s all it is.”


Before Renee had time to take the coffee, the receptionist stood in front of the gallery desk with a folder in her hand and said, “Doctor and Mrs. Endicott, this way please.”


Max set the cup on the table and happily abandoned it.


The chunky assistant with an owl tattoo on the back of her calf showed them into a long, thickly carpeted room with a dark wood desk at one end, a seating area in front of a triple window and at the opposite end, a circle of eight or ten chairs. Max eyed the circle and felt the heat rise in his neck.


Fucking group session. No way in hell.


A tall woman in a beige linen suit entered from another doorway and beamed a smile at them. “I’m Liz Mitchell. You can just call me ‘Liz.” She pointed to a couple of club chairs in front of her desk. “Have a seat, make yourselves comfortable and we’ll get started.”


Wonder how much this is costing me?


Max sat frozen in his chair for the next hour. Renee jabbered on, highlighting all his faults, how he worked too much, ignored her and the children, and every other way imaginable Max had failed in the marriage.


Liz nodded her head like a bobblehead doll and wrote notes at the same time.


A couple of times when Renee ran out of wind, Liz pointed the end of her pen at him and asked if he would care to comment, and of course, he didn’t.


Finally, the hour was up, and they exited the building. Renee fumed as they walked to their separate cars in the parking lot. “Thanks for nothing, Max. You didn’t participate. You didn’t even try. If you don’t do a lot better at our next session, you know what will happen.”


Max grinned as he turned the key in the Beemer.


Sure do.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


JESSE and Farrell took the murder books into the dining room and set themselves up at opposite ends of the table with notepads and coffee.


Jesse took Nicole Savoie, a dark-haired girl, twenty years old working as a veterinarian’s assistant. She was raped and strangled behind a bar and her body was found near the river. He spread the crime scene photos across the table and stared at them.


Farrell had Barbie Radford, a blonde kindergarten teacher. She was twenty-four when she died in the same manner. Raped and strangled in the east end of the city behind a boarded-up diner.


“Read through all the statements,” said Jesse, “and then we’ll talk it though—see if anything or anybody hits on both of them.”


“Right,” said Farrell. “Hope something does.”


 


BLAINE had the ‘handles’—the dating names of all the people JoAnne Engels talked to in the month before her murder. Before he left for the funeral, he gave the list to Lily. “Call the head office of the dating site in California and push them. See if you can get the real names and addresses of everybody on the list.”


“Sure, boss. I can do that.”


“And if you have time, set up a white board in the dining room for the boys. They might need a comparison chart or something like that to work with.”


Lily nodded. “I’m on it.”


“Tell Carm lunch meeting at one. If she doesn’t have time to make anything, just order in.”


 


Dental Office. Downtown Austin.  


TENSE and stressed, Doctor Endicott, stormed into his dental practice at twenty after ten expecting chaos and it was anything but. The girls had everything in hand.


Hannah smiled as he zoomed past on his way to his office. “Morning, Doctor. How did your wife’s appointment go?”


He nodded and kept walking. He’d made up a lie about Renee, but it was good practice for the future when he’d have to lie a lot more frequently.


“Fine, fine,” he mumbled and kept on going. Once inside his private sanctuary with the door closed, he collapsed into his leather chair and let out a breath.


What the hell am I going to do?


Once he’d calmed down, he checked the patient schedule on the computer and realized he had ten minutes to spare. In the lunchroom, he filled his own personal mug—the one with the smiling molar on it—with fresh coffee and added a shot of cream. He was about to go back to his office when Angela came in on her break and asked him what he knew about renting a cabin in hill country.


“I’ve got one week left of vacation and thought it might be restful to read and relax and do some hiking out there away from it all,” she said.


“Uh huh, an intelligent choice to recharge, Ange. I have no suggestions but I’m sure there are a lot of rentals on line.”


Fantastic idea. I need to look for one myself. 


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE and Travis returned from JoAnne Engels funeral. A small gathering of family only. No outsiders had shown up. No one unaccounted for. Blaine had expressed his sympathy and left after the interment at the cemetery.


“Nobody showed,” said Travis.


“Yeah, that was a waste of time,” said Blaine, “but I had to be sure.”


“Maybe Jesse and Farrell will have something for us.”


“Hope so. I called a meeting for one o’clock. We need something to work with.”


Carm had lunch ready when they returned and after everybody had their fill of salad and chicken fried steak, they got down to business.


“Jesse, you go first,” said Blaine.


“Farrell and I compared all the statements in the two cases, and both girls were reportedly with a male the night they were killed, but there were no good descriptions. The best we got was an average looking guy. No one noticed a specific vehicle or anything out of the ordinary.


“Austin PD had nothing to work with,” said Farrell. “They chased down every lead they had and came up empty.”


“Was there any mention of online dating in the reports?” asked Blaine.


Jesse shook his head. “Nope. Not once.”


Blaine turned to Lily, “Did you get the names from the dating head office?”


“Nope, and I put pressure on them. They were adamant in sticking to their privacy policy. They won’t divulge any information without a subpoena.”


“We asked nicely,” said Blaine. “I’ll deal with it.”


 


Dental Office. Downtown Austin.


AFTER the last patient left for the day and the girls went home, Max locked the door, hibernated in his office and did research on his computer. He found several cabins available in hill country that would be perfect for his purposes. He made appointments to see two on Saturday.


With that chore out of the way, he flipped over to the dating site and sent emails to one of the girls he’d had several conversations with in the past week.


A few minutes later he got a reply.


“Sure, a drink would be nice. Where?”


“How about Cactus Bar and Grill?”


“Okay, I know where that is. What time?”


“Seven?”


“See you there.”


Max inhaled a breath and pushed back in his chair. “Hope you didn’t lie to me, girl.”


He called Renee and told her he had an emergency extraction, then locked himself in the bathroom and got ready for his date.






 




CHAPTER FIVE


Friday, September 7th.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


CARM was busy in the kitchen when Blaine dragged his tired ass downstairs at seven thirty with Lexi running full speed ahead of him. He’d spent half the night on his desktop working on recovering the names he needed from the dating site. There was no time to waste.


Another young girl might die before the subpoena was issued, the company served by someone in their locale, the paper sent to their legal department for a decision. And then they either complied or had their battery of lawyers stall and refuse to comply.


He knew how these legal things worked. The youngest guy to pass the bar in Texas and with a record score.


He let the dog out and one glance at the back yard reminded him of Olivia. Would she have a plan ready sometime today or was that wishful thinking? What about her offer to go riding? Could he make that happen on the weekend? Would he have time?


Lil arrived at eight and he followed her to her office. “I got the names of all the guys JoAnne Engels talked to in the last few weeks.” He handed her the list. “These are the ones she arranged to meet. Seven of them. Have squads pick all of them up and dump them at DPS for Jesse and me this morning.”


Lil gave him a look. “How late did you stay up getting the names, boss? You look wiped.”


“Too late, but it had to be done. We’ve got no place to start and waiting for the next body to drop is not the way I want to go.”


Lil tossed her purse onto a chair and picked up her mug. “As soon as I grab a coffee, I’m all over it. What about the two unsolved? Did you happen to see those girls on the dating site when you… went deeper?”


Blaine grinned. “I did, and I need you to find out where their computers are and have them picked up and delivered to Sue.”


She winked at him. “I’m busy today.”


Blaine nodded. “We all will be.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


JESSE and Annie were at the harvest table eating breakfast with the kids when Blaine called. Jesse answered his cell on the first ring. “Morning, Blacky, did you get something?”


“I was able to get the names from the site and I’m having the men the Engels girl dated brought in this morning. Are you up to interrogating a couple of them?”


“Sure, how many altogether?”


“As far as I could tell from the emails—seven.”


“Hope he’s one of the seven,” said Jesse.


“Yeah, me too.”


“I’ll drive to the city after breakfast.”


Annie was shaking her head and giving him hand signals. “Let me rephrase that, Ace will drive me after breakfast.”


“Okay, good. Travis can drop you when he goes home for the day. I thought of having him pick you up, but he’d already left his apartment.”


“I’ll be glad when I can drive myself,” said Jesse. “I hate depending on other people.”


“I’m not ‘other people,” said Annie, “I’m your wife and we’re supposed to help each other.”


Jesse smiled. “I guess that part’s true.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE ended his call to Jesse and his cell rang. He checked the screen and it said Green. His heart did a little thump and he couldn’t help but smile. “Good Morning, Miss Green.”


“Morning, Mr. Blackmore. I worked on your proposal last night and if you have some time today I could drop by and show you what I’ve come up with.”


“Umm… I won’t have time until much later. I’ll be at headquarters most of the day. Could we do dinner and talk about it then?”


“Dinner? Not the way I usually do business.” She sounded very professional. “Do you want to wait until tomorrow?”


“Honestly, I don’t want to wait. Carm is anxious to get started and I want to see you.”


“Oh.” She paused, and her voice softened. “Maybe I gave the wrong impression when I suggested the bike ride.”


“Nope, I don’t think I got the wrong impression. You indicated you were interested in doing something together. You thought of it and you said it. I like a straightforward person.”


“Are you a straightforward person, Mr. Blackmore?”


“Not a bit.”


“That’s what I thought. First impression and all that.”


“Are we on the same page? If not, I’d rather you say so up front.”


“I’m attracted to you, yes, and I’d like to know you on a personal level.”


How attracted?


“What time do you close?”


“Friday night I’m open until nine, but it’s Kenny’s turn to close. I’ll be finished at six.”


“Can I pick you up?”


“Or I can meet you.”


“Whatever you’re comfortable with.”


“Sure, pick me up at seven. I don’t live far from the nursery.” She gave him the address and he put it into his phone.


He felt like shouting, but said in his calmest voice, “Looking forward to seeing you.”


 


Dental Office. Downtown Austin.


MAX leaned over Mrs. Phillips with the drill in his hand and was about to start on her cavity when Hannah burst through the door without knocking.


“Doctor, the police are here, right out there in our waiting room and they want to speak to you.”


“They’ll have to wait, Hannah. I’m with a patient.”


An officer in a Texas Ranger uniform appeared behind Hannah and pushed by the receptionist into the treatment room. “I have to ask you to come with us downtown, sir. You’re wanted for questioning in an ongoing investigation.”


“Ridiculous. What would the Texas Rangers want with me? I haven’t done anything. Think again, Ranger. I’m treating a patient and I’m not leaving.”


The Ranger gripped Max firmly by the elbow. “We’re leaving now, sir. Don’t make this hard on yourself.”


Max let go of the drill and turned to Hannah. “Get Angela to finish up with the patient, then reschedule my appointments. I’ll be back.”


“Yes, sir.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


BLAINE arrived with Farrell and Travis and found Jesse in Chief Calhoun’s office drinking coffee. “Here you are,” said Blaine. “I’m happy you’re up for some interrogations. You’re better at it than most.”


Jesse grinned. “Just one more thing I can do sitting on my ass. It’s been added to my list of medically approved activities.”


The Chief grinned. “We’re happy to have you back anyway we can get you.”


“Thanks, Chief.”


“Have all our guests arrived?” asked Travis.


“Heard the boys bringing some of them in,” said the Chief. “I was surprised you got the dating site to cough up the names without a lot of legal wrangling. Those sites are sticklers for protecting clients’ privacy.”


“Lil is pretty persuasive,” said Blaine and Farrell rolled his eyes. “Let’s get started.”


 


FARRELL opened the door to room number three and sat down opposite a tall, black dude with short hair. He put the recorder on the table alongside his yellow pad and pen. “Hey, Leon. How’s it going?”


“How do y’all think it’s going? Me jerked out of my class and sitting on my ass locked in a fuckin little room.  What the fuck is happening? Why do the Rangers want to talk to me? I ain’t done nothing illegal.”


Farrell smiled. “You probably haven’t, Leon, and that’s what we have to confirm. We’re clearing a list of guys who dated a girl named JoAnne Engels.” Farrell tapped the end of his pen on his pad. “Name ring a bell?”


Leon’s eye narrowed. “That’s the chick that got murdered at the club, right?”


Farrell nodded. “You talked to her online and then got together?”


“That shit is supposed to be private, man. I don’t feel comfortable that y’all could find that out.”


Farrell stood up and paced. “See, Leon, when somebody gets murdered, we find out all kinds of shit that people don’t want us to know. Private and not so private. Hear what I’m saying?”


“I hear ya. Doesn’t mean I like it.”


“Where were you on Labor Day? Did you go out and party Monday night?”


“Sure, I did. Me and my boys took some hot items we met downtown to the food trucks, then we took the babes to the lake.”


Farrell shoved a sheet of paper across to Leon. “Give me names and numbers of your boys and you’re done here.”


Leon raised an eyebrow. “You believe me?”


“Course I do, Leon. I’m a cop. People lie to me from morning to night. After a while, and thousands of lies later, I can tell the difference. Know what I’m saying?”


 Leon wrote the names and numbers down, then he grinned. “Thanks, man. Didn’t catch your name.”


“Donovan.”


Leon’s dark eyes narrowed, and he pointed. “Heard of you, man. Few weeks ago, in the fuckin gang war, one of the assholes stabbed you in the back.”


Farrell rolled his left shoulder. “Still sore, and worse than that—wrecked one of my tats.”


 


BLAINE wrapped up his interview with Wayne Nadler, an average looking guy with longish brown hair. He had a solid alibi for Labor Day. He was in Vegas and didn’t return until Tuesday night. He provided all his flight and hotel information, and Blaine sent him on his way.


Breaking for a coffee, Blaine asked one of the Rangers in the corridor if anybody they brought in seemed anxious.


“Yeah, the guy in room one has been pounding on the door and screaming for his lawyer. Says he’s a dentist and has to get back to his patients.”


Blaine smiled. “I better save him until last, Rocky.”


Rocky grinned. “You know it, Mr. B.”


 


TRAVIS strode into room two and had an immediate sense of the guy sitting at the table. Everything about him spelled military, and Travis had an inside track after spending years in the Marines.


Jamey Boyd had a buzzed off haircut. He was tanned and tall, looked super fit, lean and wiry.


Travis sat down opposite him. “Want a coffee? You been waiting a while.”


“Could use a drink, thanks.”


“No problem, Jamey. Be right back.”


Travis returned with two coffees and set Jamey’s in front of him. He turned on the recorder and asked. “Army?”


Jamey nodded and didn’t make eye contact.


That’s when Travis noticed the scar down the right side of his face, barely healed. “Out long?”


He shook his head.


“How did the online dating go?”


“Not worth a flying fuck. All liars on there.”


“Heard that.”


“Can I ask why I’m here?”


“Course you can. A girl named JoAnne Engels was killed Monday night and you were one of the people she talked to online.”


“Okay, she was the only one from that gig I actually met in person, pretty enough, but she lied about her age. I’m twenty-six and didn’t want to date a nineteen-year-old student. She had fake ID and wanted to go to the dance clubs in the district. I don’t dance, so when we met for that get acquainted drink, we sorted it out.”


“And that was it?”


“I took my picture off after that. Too much hassle. If I don’t meet somebody, then I’ll stay single.”


“All I need from you, Jamey, is an alibi for Monday night and you’re good to go.”


 “The holiday night?”


“Uh huh.”


“I was home. My Mom had a barbeque for my sister and her kids.” He shrugged. “Nothing special. You can ask her.”


Travis stood up and offered his hand across the table. “That’s it, Jamey. You can go. I’ll have one of the squads take you home.”


Jamey shook his hand. “Marine? Am I right?”


Travis smiled and nodded.


 


JESSE closed the door on room four for the second time. His first interview with Murray Infusio, a short Asian exchange student had amounted to nothing. He had a solid alibi and Jesse let him go back to the U.


His second candidate was Sean Rebecca. Twenty-five years old, six feet tall, dark hair and eyes.


Jesse sat down and flipped up a clean page on his note pad. “I’m Jesse Quantrall. Sorry to make you wait, Sean. Did anybody offer you a drink?”


“No, but I could use a Coke.”


Jesse stood up. “What kind?”


“Doctor Pepper is good.”


Jesse returned with the drinks and took a long drink of his soda. “Okay, let’s get this done, and you can go back to what you were doing.”


“I was sleeping. I work nights.”


“Right. Sorry about that.”


“This is about JoAnne, the girl that got murdered, right?” asked Sean.


“Why would you ask that?”


“I’ve never talked to cops before in my whole life, so it’s the only thing I could think of.”


“Well, you are correct,” said Jesse. “We have to talk to every person JoAnne Engels talked to on the dating site.”


“That’s what I figured and why I wasn’t worried. Makes sense if you’re doing a thorough investigation.”


Jesse smiled. “You’re a logical thinker, Sean. Any thoughts about applying to the police academy?”


“Uh huh. Already did. Waiting to get a call.”


“Good for you.” Jesse reached across the table and shook the boy’s hand. “Do you have someone who can verify where you were Monday night between eleven and three?”


“Yep, I was at work. I can give you the name and number of my supervisor.”


“That’s all I need, Sean. Write that down for me, and I’ll have a squad take you home.”


“Thanks, Ranger Quantrall. Do you think I should apply to the Rangers too?”


“Definitely. We can always use good people with a brain in their head.”


Jesse walked Sean out to the waiting area and on his way back he met Blaine. “Nothing so far.”


“Why don’t you and I do the last two and I’ll send the boys to pick up lunch,” said Blaine.


“Sure,” said Jesse, “where do you want me?”


“Dave Hewlett is in room three. I’ll take Doctor Endicott.” Blaine smiled. “Love the ones with no patience.”


Blaine tapped twice and entered room four. “Doctor Endicott, Blaine Blackmore. Did anyone offer you coffee?”


“Nobody offered me a fucking thing, Ranger Blackmore, and I don’t want anything except to get out of here and get back to my patients. You better have a damn good explanation of why I was picked up like a common criminal and brought here against my will. Do you know how easy it is to sue for false arrest?”


“I do know a little about the law. I’m an attorney.”


Endicott stared in disbelief. “I’m not buying it.”


Blaine turned on the recorder. “You’re not under arrest, Doctor, and the reason you were brought here is simple. We’re questioning every person who had contact with JoAnne Engels through the dating site that y’all were on.”


“I’m not on any dating site. Why would I be? I’m happily married with three children.”


“You are a verified client of ‘EZDate’, Doctor Endicott. Lying about it won’t make it go away. I have copies of all your emails to Miss Engels.”


“I want my lawyer.”


“You just said the magic words, Doctor. You can have your lawyer present, but why would you need one if you have an alibi for Monday night?”


“Of course, I have an alibi, but I know how you cops twist things around to make innocent people look guilty. I watch TV—well not much, but sometimes.”


“Where were you Monday night, Doctor, if you weren’t with JoAnne?”


“I don’t remember right now, but I wasn’t with anyone from an online dating site. I don’t cheat on my wife.”


Blaine smiled. “I’ll be right back.” Blaine stepped out of the interrogation room and looked for Farrell. He found him in the Chief’s office with Travis eating Whataburger’s. “Get me and Jesse any food?”


“Yep.” Travis pointed. “In the bag. Might have to nuke it a little.”


“I’m not quite finished,” said Blaine, “when y’all are done, Farrell, go to Endicott’s home address and question his wife about Monday night. Push her hard.”


“Do you think he’s a possibility?” asked the Chief.


“He’s asking for his lawyer and he’s antsy about something. He can barely sit still on the fuckin chair. I’m going to release him.” Blaine nodded to Travis. “You’re on the doc.”


“Got it.”


“The dentist is way too old for the crowd he’s talking to online and that puts him at the top of my list,” said Blaine. “If he’s not our killer, he’s into young girls and possibly way too young—under-age girls.”


“At least we have a list,” said the Chief as he finished his last onion ring. “More than we had this morning.”


 


TRAVIS sat in his silver Ford F-450, smoking with the windows down and sweating from the noonday heat, while he waited for the squad to pull around to the front door to pick up Doctor Endicott.


The cruiser came around about five minutes later, Endicott came out of the building, shaking his head and refusing to get in. He pulled out his phone and the squad car drove away. Ten minutes later a cab picked him up.


Doesn’t want to be seen getting out of the squad at the dental building.


Travis chuckled as he put the truck into gear and followed the cab. Endicott’s dental office was downtown in a medical building, not ten minutes away from headquarters. The cab stopped in front and Endicott paid the driver and hustled inside.


In the parking lot behind the building, Travis used his cell to check with DMV, verified that the Beemer parked in Endicott’s spot belonged to the doc and tagged it.


 


Hyde Park Area. Austin.


FARRELL followed the nav system to Endicott’s home address and parked his red Silverado in the drive behind a dark blue Buick SUV with car seats in the back.


“Big house,” Farrell mumbled to himself as he followed the brick pavers to the front door. “Must be big bucks in teeth.” He rang the bell and waited.


No one answered, so he pushed the button again. He heard a woman yelling inside and then a skinny lady with skunky-looking black and blonde hair—a dye job gone wrong—opened the door a crack and peered out.


Farrell held up his creds. “Police, ma’am. Are you Mrs. Endicott?”


“Yes, I am. Why are you here?”


“I have a few questions about your husband, ma’am. Won’t take long.”


She smiled, and her teeth were crooked.


Why didn’t he fix his wife’s teeth?


 When Farrell was afforded a clear look, he realized she was butt-ugly, and even straight teeth might not help her out much.


“Come in, I can’t imagine what you want to ask me about Max.”


Farrell stepped into the foyer and narrowly avoided stepping on a blue rubber dolphin. Toys were everywhere, and the air reeked of something. He tried to place the smell and realized he had no marker for what dirty diapers smelled like, but that could be it.


“Doctor Endicott was interviewed at headquarters this morning, ma’am and gave you as his alibi for Labor Day evening.”


“Why on earth would Max be interviewed by the police? And why would he need an alibi? What do the police think he did?” She pointed to the sofa in the front room and Farrell took a seat next to a stack of wooden puzzles. He turned the recorder on and set it on the corner of the glass coffee table, smudged and encrusted with what looked like half-eaten Oreos.


“There’s no easy was to tell you this,” said Farrell, “so I’m just going to lay it out there. A young girl was murdered at one of the clubs downtown on Monday night, and your husband had been seeing her on occasion.”


The wife stared at him, then she laughed. “That’s not possible. I know where Max is every minute of the day and night.”


Farrell watched her closely as she tried to keep it together. A quiver of her lower lip gave her away. She was angry.


“I think y’all are mistaken about Max, but I’ll think about it. Hmm… Labor Day.”


“That was Monday night, ma’am.”


“It was, and I’m trying to remember what we did on the holiday.” A scream came from the other room and she ran off to deal with a kid crisis. When she returned, her story was ready, as Farrell thought it might be.


“Max and I put the children to bed and then we barbequed outside. We opened a bottle of wine, and then a second one. One thing led to another and we ended up skinny dipping in our own pool.” She giggled. “How did I forget about that?”


Because it never happened?


“And Max was here all night after the swim?”


“He sure was. All nice and cozy in our king-size bed.”


 Farrell turned off the recorder, slipped it into his pocket and stood up to leave. He was a few steps from making it out alive when three identical little people with blond curls rushed towards him yelling out words in a secret language. “Triplets.”


Mrs. Endicott smiled her crooked smile. “Aren’t they adorable?”


“Sure are.” Farrell retreated as rapidly as possible and sought the safety of his truck.


“She’s not a good liar. Why would she lie for him?”


He backed out the drive and called Travis. “Wife’s lying. He wasn’t here Monday night. I’d bet my left nut on it.”


“I’ll stick tight.”


“Roger that.”


 


Dental Office. Downtown Austin.


TRAVIS parked down the street from the medical building where Endicott had his office and waited. He hadn’t done surveillance in a while and wasn’t used to it. Almost asleep, he jerked awake when his cell rang. Blacky.


“Hey, boss, Farrell says the dentist’s alibi is iffy.”


“Yeah, he told me. The wife might be lying for her husband, but the reason is unclear after Farrell told her the guy was cheating on her. Stick on him. I’ll send a couple of Junkers to spell you off later.”


“Thanks, boss.”


“Uh huh.”


Boss is still pissed at me.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE went home to get ready for his date with Olivia. Tired from the day at headquarters and not much sleep the night before, he didn’t have an ounce of energy in his body. He grabbed a Corona from the Sub-Zero and waved Carm over to sit with him.


“I’m having dinner with the garden lady,” he said in Spanish. “She’s going to give me the plan for the property and another if we don’t like the first one. You don’t have to like anything she says. I want you to pick what you want.”


Carm nodded. “Si.”


He chugged his beer, felt worse instead of better and ran upstairs to shower. He was toweling off his long hair when he thought of it. “Shit, I didn’t make a reservation anywhere. Too fuckin busy today.” He stood naked in the middle of his room and called The Capital Grille.


“Sure, we can fit you in Mr. Blackmore.”


“Could I have a private dining room? It’s a business meeting.”


“Sure thing. For seven-thirty?”


“Thanks so much.”


He was late leaving the house and by the time he found Olivia’s bungalow, it was ten after seven. He pulled into her narrow drive, left the truck running and hopped out. He was on the bottom step when she opened the door looking amazing in a pale blue dress and white boots. Over her arm, was draped a white sweater and her purse. Her other hand held a leather briefcase.


He reached up and took her hand. “You look gorgeous.”


She smiled and followed him to the truck.


“Sorry I’m late.” He opened the door on the passenger side and gave her a hand up to the sidestep.


“Cool truck.”


He slid behind the wheel and noticed she had lowered her window all the way down. “Yeah, I know it’s smoky in here. You smoke?”


“Only a joint now and then. It’s healthier.”


He grinned. The girl continued to surprise him. “Okay.” He backed out of the drive and headed downtown. “I should have asked you where you wanted to eat, but I’m not thinking clearly where you’re concerned. Dating isn’t one of my strong points.”


She turned her head and the colors in her hair shimmered. “What are your strong points? I want to hear them.”


Blaine let out and exhausted sigh, “Let’s save that for another day. I’m… in the middle of something and it’s taking all my energy. Sorry.”


“You’re on the murder of the young girl killed at the dance club. I read it in the paper.”


He nodded. “We spent all day interviewing.”


“I guess you can’t talk about the case. They always say that on TV.”


He parked in the lot behind the Grille and opened Olivia’s door for her. She left her sweater on the seat when she climbed down, and Blaine reached in and grabbed it. “Better bring it. The air might be turned up high in there. It is sometimes.”


“Thanks. I’m not used to someone caring about me.”


“No?” He shut the truck door and pressed the lock. “You should be.”


“I’ve been on my own for a long time, building my business and not much time for anything else.”


“Your business appears to be thriving. I was impressed.”


“Must take a lot to impress you.” She winked at him and his heart thumped.


Blaine held the front door open and they paused at the hostess station. “Good evening, Mr. Blackmore, your table is ready for you.”


“Thanks, Kit.” He placed his hand lightly on Olivia’s elbow as they followed the hostess. She showed them into the private dining room. “Your waiter will be with you shortly.” Kit left and closed the door.


“We’re the only ones in here,” said Olivia looking over her shoulder.


“I don’t want to be disturbed while we’re talking.”


“Oh, that was thoughtful.”


“More selfish than thoughtful.” He smiled. “What would you like to drink?”


“A beer is good. I’m not a wine person.”


“Your hair is amazing. I’ve never seen rainbow hair before.”


“Thanks. Your hair is also a turn-on, at least it is for me. I love a guy with long hair.”


The waiter took their drink order and left.


“Can I show you the drawings I made, or do you want to wait until after we eat?”


“No, go ahead,” said Blaine, “I’m no good at small talk and I don’t want you to think I’m boring.”


Olivia giggled. “How could anybody think that?


Blaine shrugged.


Olivia opened her briefcase and spread out renderings she’d done of his property from several views.


Blaine’s eyes widened. “You’re an artist.”


“In a way.”


“In a big way. Wait until Carm sees these pictures.”


Olivia gave him a look. “You said Carm wasn’t your mother, so she’s…?”


“She’s like my mother—but I have a mother—I’m adopted.” Blaine let out a breath. “Carm was my girlfriend’s mother.”


“Was?”


“Fabiana was a DEA agent. She was killed in Columbia by a cartel.” His heart picked up speed, “I was there… I… couldn’t…” Blaine became lightheaded and pictures of the jungle shot through his brain. He thought he might be sick. He stood up and headed for the men’s room.


I can’t talk about Fab.


When he returned the waiter was serving their drinks and waiting for the dinner order. Olivia was staring hard at the menu to avoid making eye contact.


Blaine sat down and picked up his menu. “Let’s order.”


The waiter left, and Olivia apologized. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”


“It’s okay. I should be better than that by now, but I’m not. I can’t talk about Fab, Carm, my dead parents and even Annie. I have a helluva time explaining my relationship with my mother.” He shook his head. “I probably should be in fuckin therapy. Believe me, this isn’t the way I wanted our date to go.”


“You have issues that you can’t share with a stranger. You need to know me a lot better. I can understand, and I respect your privacy.”


“Thanks.” He picked up his beer and chugged half of it down.


After an almost silent dinner, Blaine drove Olivia home. He parked in her drive and turned the engine off. “I’ll bring Carm over to the nursery tomorrow after she sees the drawings and I’ll let her pick some things out.”


Olivia put her hand on the handle. “I feel like I messed things up before we even got off the ground.”


“It wasn’t you. Just goes to show what a mess I am. Let me walk you to the door.”


“You don’t need to. I’m a big girl.”


Blaine ran around and opened her door. She slid down from the sidestep into his arms and he kissed her, a long passionate kiss.


 


Hyde Park Area. Austin.


TRAVIS tailed the dentist to his residence and found a suitable place to park down the block. He squeezed his large truck tight to the curb behind two other vehicles and used them to screen him from view. From his vantage point, he had an unobstructed sightline to the front of Endicott’s house and the vehicles in their driveway.


 


MAX tore inside the house hollering at the top of his lungs for his wife. “Renee, where the hell are you?”


She came running down the stairs with a finger to her lips. “For God’s sake, Maxwell, be quiet. Do you know how long it took me to get them to sleep? You keep it down.”


Max strode past her to the bar in the corner of the living room and poured himself a tumbler of bourbon. “Did the police come here today?”


“Sure did. They wanted to know where you were on Monday night. And that’s the same question I want answered. Where were you on Monday night, Max? And your answer better be good.”


“I went out for drinks with a couple of doctors from my building.”


Renee laughed. “Try again. That lie sucked. I know most of the doctors in your building, and I know their wives too. I can check that story out and I’ll be doing just that. Let me get my phone.”


Max clutched his drink in his right hand and swung his left fist at Renee’s head. He connected with her right temple and knocked her to the floor. “Don’t mess with me, Renee. I’ve had a helluva day. You’ll be sorry you were ever born.”


She scrambled up on her stick legs and hissed at him. “You were with that JoAnne girl, weren’t you? Did you kill her?”


Max smiled. “Of course, I didn’t kill her, Renee. You know me better than that.”


“I do? It seems like I don’t know you at all, you fucking cheater.”


“Make me some dinner, Renee. I’m tired of your bullshit.”


Renee screamed so loud, the veins stood out in her neck. “Make your own dinner, you lying creep.”


Babies began wailing on the upper level.


Max grabbed Renee by the hair, dragged her to the kitchen and banged her forehead twice onto the granite counter top. “I’m done with your crap, Renee. You bossing me around like you own me and dragging me to marriage counsellors. From now on, I call the shots around here.”


Renee sobbed and struggled to get away from him, but Max held fast to her skunky hair. He backhanded her across the face and with a tasseled loafer, kicked a Fisher-Price garage half way across the kitchen. Little people rolled out of their cars and flew under the table.


Max dragged her by the hair to the stove and dropped her on the floor. “Start cooking.”


 


TRAVIS slouched down in the driver’s seat, smoked half a pack of Marlborough red and listened to Annie sing. Blaine had made a CD of her singing with her band, but it was private. He had made it for himself, and it had taken months before he shared a copy with Farrell. That’s when Travis had heard it—in Farrell’s truck—and he badgered Blacky for a copy until he got one. Hearing her voice close to him, kept him sane.


Several hours later after nothing happened that was even remotely interesting, Jack parked the cube van behind him and took over the surveillance. Travis headed home to get some sleep.






 




CHAPTER SIX


Saturday, September 8th.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE was up at six drinking coffee on the back porch, watching Lexi run around the barren yard and thinking about his botched-up date with Olivia.


He’d been emotionally on the brink of something, since bringing the boxes home from Abilene and seeing the pictures of his childhood. None of those feelings would be resolved until he found out the truth about what had happened, but the man said to wait, and he’d have to wait. There was no way around it. Some things you didn’t, or couldn’t, mess with.


Then Olivia bringing up Fab brought back all the guilt he had over his failure to rescue her and bring her home safe to Carm. Overload. That’s what it was.


What’s happening? Am I gonna have a breakdown or some fuckin thing? I don’t have time. Maybe I need to talk to Annie.


 


Hyde Park Area. Austin.


TRAVIS relieved Jack and Greg at seven a.m. down the block from the Endicott home. He hadn’t been in place more than fifteen minutes when the dentist came out and jumped into his Beemer.


Travis set his coffee container in the cupholder and started his truck. He followed a long way behind, not worrying too much because he had the tracker in place on the Beemer. When Endicott took the ramp for route two ninety west, Travis reached for his cell.


“Hey, boss, seems like we’re taking a trip out of town this morning. Heading west. I’ll keep you posted.”


“Good. Don’t lose him.”


“Not possible.”


 


Hill Country. West of Austin.


MAX had made appointments to see two cabin rentals offered by a Johnson City realtor. He was approaching the turn off for the first one when he noticed the big silver Ford pickup—the same pickup he’d seen parked down the block from his house—following him two vehicles back.


The cops are following me. Shit.


Then he smiled. “They think they can outsmart me? That’s a joke.”


Just like Renee this morning, being all sweet to me and offering to make my breakfast. I’ve got her where I want her. Should have put her in her place a long time ago.


 


Green Garden Center. Austin.


BLAINE and Carm arrived at Olivia’s nursery at half past nine, and the place was bustling with customers. Olivia was nowhere in sight. The girl on cash had a big lineup of people pulling flat trolleys of plants behind them waiting to check out.


“She could use more help,” Blaine said to Carm in Spanish.


“Si, concurrido.”


“Today we’ll pick the pavers for the paths, the fountain and the things that come before the plants,” he said in Spanish. “But if you see trees or plants that you love, we’ll write the names down from the tags. I don’t know much about foliage.”


Carm pulled a little notebook out of her pocket and Blaine grabbed an empty trolley. They left the crowded building and headed outside.


Olivia was with an older couple in a section marked ‘fruit trees’ and it looked like the two couldn’t decide between peach and pear.


“What about fruit trees?” asked Blaine. “It would be nice to pick a peach in the yard.”


“Si, bueno.”


“We’ll ask Olivia to add some in.”


Olivia finished with her customers and jogged towards them wearing shorts and a tank. Her skin was tanned from working outdoors and she had an athletic glow about her. “Hey, glad y’all could make it. Anything I can help with?”


“We’re checking out the first list you gave us and writing in our choices,” said Blaine. “Don’t waste time on us, you’re busy today.”


“Saturdays are like a zoo here.” She smiled. “Make a note of all your favorites and we’ll talk later.”


“I’ll call you tonight?”


She nodded and hurried off to help a customer.


 


Dental Office. Downtown Austin.


MAX drove straight to his office when he got back to the city and placed a call to his lawyer. “Listen to this crap, Simon, the cops hauled me in for questioning for no good reason, made me sit in a little room for hours. They let me go because they had to and now they have a tail on me.”


“They must have given you a reason they wanted to talk to you, Max. What was it?”


“They said I’d been emailing JoAnne Engels. The girl that was killed downtown.”


“And were you?”


“I was on a dating site, Simon, but I was discreet.”


“Max, I can hardly believe it. Doesn’t sound like you at all.”


“It was a mistake, and I know that now. Can you make the cops stop following me?”


“I know Chief Calhoun, I’ll talk to him.”


“Thanks, I appreciate it.”


My trip this morning was for nothing. I couldn’t rent either one of those cabins with the cops watching me. I’ll have to find something else.


He scrolled through his contacts until he found Ed Ryerson, his insurance man. “Hey, Ed, Max Endicott, we haven’t talked for a while.”


“I believe I called to see if you wanted a review of your policies after the children were born, but you were busy.” Ed sounded a bit testy.


“Business is better now, and I have to think about the future. Raising triplets isn’t going to be cheap.”


“Protecting your family is important, and your children’s education is a consideration as well.”


“My practice has expanded, and I can afford heftier premiums. I want to double up on my policies.”


“For both yourself, and for Renee?”


Especially for Renee.


“Yes, can you take care of it?”


“Sure.”


“When will those new numbers take effect.”


“As soon as I make the changes. I’ll do it first thing Monday morning when I get to the office, and fax you the revised policies for a signature. Is that okay?”


“Sure, it’s just something I’ve been meaning to do, and now it’s done.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE took a tray into the master suite and laid out lunch for her and Jesse on the old oak table in front of the windows. She walked over to the bed where Jesse lay on top of the duvet with his boots off. “Hey, cowboy, you’re holed up good in here, but you’re not fooling me.”


“What good am I, Ace? I work for two days and then I can’t get off the bed all weekend.”


Annie sat down on the side of the bed and held him in her arms. “You’re everything to me, sugar, and I want you around for a long time. You weren’t ready to go into the city for a full day of work, let alone two in a row. You thought you were, but your body is saying you made a mistake.”


“I was good for one day, but not two in a row.”


“See,” she leaned closer and kissed him on the mouth. “You learned something. We can work it out. Next week, you can work on Monday and… Thursday. We’ll test it out with a two-day rest in between. I’ll have Travis pick you up.”


Jesse managed a smile. “I love you, Ace.”


Annie held out her hand. “Let’s have lunch.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE pulled through the gate and his cell rang. “Afternoon Chief. You working on a Saturday?”


“I had a not-so-friendly call from Doctor Endicott’s lawyer accusing me of having eyes on his client for no reason.”


“Oh, we have a reason, but he must have spotted Travis.”


“What do you want me to do?”


“Call Endicott personally and assure him the tail has been removed and he’s in the clear.”


The Chief chuckled. “My pleasure. Have you got something else you can use?”


“I’ll use the junk truck.”


The Chief was laughing when the call ended.


Blaine backed his Ram down the drive and Jack and the boys helped him unload everything Carm had taken a fancy to. She was glowing as she watched them place everything in a row next to the carriage house. She hadn’t been this happy in months.


When they finished Blaine spoke to Jack. “Endicott made Travis. We have to use the Junk truck.”


Jack grinned. “No problem.”


Carm stayed in the yard showing all her purchases to Rick and Andy while Blaine went inside to grab a beer. He’d been outside all morning and the day was heating up. Annie called the minute he walked towards the Sub-Zero. “Hey, sweetheart.”


“You sound tired, Mom. Is Jesse okay?”


“Not so much. He wouldn’t want y’all to know this, but he was wiped from yesterday. We had a little talk and we decided—mostly me—that he would come to the office on Mondays and Thursdays for the next while and see how that pans out.”


“Sure, Mom, that’s fine. He doesn’t have to come at all. You know that, right?”


“Course I do, but he’s antsy without long days of manual labor in the barn.”


“I’m thinking of taking my bike out tomorrow and I might ride out to the ranch.”


“Sure, come for dinner. Bringing anybody?”


“I hope so.”


“Okay, good. Come anytime and plan on staying for dinner. Jesse will be pleased.”


“Thanks, Mom. Love you.”


 


Hyde Park Area. Austin.


MAX drove home from the office with his plan all worked out. He stopped at a market and picked up a bouquet of roses and a bottle of wine.


This is going to be so perfect.


“Hey, Renee, I’m home. I brought you something, sweetheart.”


Renee limped down the staircase into the front hall, a lump the size of an egg on her forehead, her right eye swollen and ringed in black and blue bruising. “Sweetheart? You’re calling me sweetheart now? I can’t believe you, Max. You are some piece of work.”


Max enfolded her in his arms and kissed her. “Everybody needs a second chance. I called a sitter and I’m taking you out to dinner.” He shoved the flowers at her. “Here, put these in some water.”


“I don’t want to go out, Max. Look at my goddam face.”


“Put some makeup on and nobody will notice.”


“You’ve got to be kidding. I’m not going out.”


Max could feel the heat tingling at the back of his neck.


I’m not going to blow this.


“Okay, you’re right. You’d be more comfortable staying in. I’m going to order from the Greek place on the corner. They deliver.”


Renee sighed. “Okay.” She shuffled to the kitchen with the flowers and looked through the cabinets for a vase. “Where were you all day?”


“That’s what I want to talk to you about.” Max flashed her his best perfect smile. I was thinking that we needed some time away together to put our marriage back on solid ground. We don’t need a counsellor like that Liz woman, we can do it ourselves if we try hard enough.”


Renee studied his face. “I’m dying to hear what you came up with, Max.” 


“I rented a cabin for a week out in hill country and we’re taking a vacation. You arrange for your mother to take the kids, and I’ll have Hannah reschedule everybody for next week.”


“When are we going on this magic trip?”


“Tomorrow night.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BEFORE he crashed for the night, Blaine called Olivia to firm up the bike ride for the following day. He liked her, but he’d been responsible for a shaky start and wallowing in his usual sinkhole of pessimism, he was unsure he could turn things around.


She sounded sleepy when she answered. “Did I wake you?”


“I dozed off watching the news. Busy day out in the heat. How did you and Carm make out choosing things?”


“Great, she hasn’t been this happy for a long while.”


“I’m glad for her.”


“I hope we’re still on for our ride tomorrow.”


“Sure. I haven’t checked my bike, but it should be running okay. What time?”


“I’ll let you sleep in. How about one?”


“One is fine. I’ll have time to do some laundry in the morning.”


“Umm… I called Annie and told her we’d ride out to the ranch. Would you mind that?”


“No, of course not. Is that your mother? You call her Annie?”


“Uh huh. Annie Powell.”


He heard Olivia gasp a little. “Annie Powell, like the Powell Corp. Annie Powell?”


Blaine chuckled. “That’s my Mom.”


“Jeeze Louise, I should have connected that, but you just said Blackmore without the Powell and I didn’t trig into it.”


“Now that I have my own agency, it’s easier to just use Blackmore.”


“It would be.”


“So, we’re okay for a one o’clock start?”


“Yep, I’ll be ready to rock. Anything else you want to spring on me?” She giggled.


“One other thing. I told her we were staying for dinner.”






 




CHAPTER SEVEN


Sunday, September 9th.


 


Hyde Park Area. Austin.


MAX had pulled out all the stops the night before, treating Renee like a queen and making love to her like he meant it. He woke feeling alive and couldn’t wait to start the day.


He’d regained control and was back in the power seat where he belonged. Max strutted downstairs like a reborn rooster and started the Keurig. It was all falling into place. By tomorrow, he’d have a new life.


“Good morning,” said Renee as she poured herself a cup of coffee. “I gave the kids bowls of dry cereal, so they’re okay in their cribs for a while.”


Max gave her the million-dollar smile. “I want to thank you for the wonderful night, Renee. It’s been a long time since we’ve experienced that kind of intimacy between us.”


“It has been a long time.” She sat down across from him and he could barely stand to look at her bashed-in face.


Thank God it was dark when I had to touch her.


“Why don’t you drive the kids to your parents’ place and while you’re gone, I’ll pick up the supplies we’ll need for the cabin and get in touch with Hannah about rescheduling the patients.”


He’d never helped with any domestic chores before and certainly never picked up groceries, so he wasn’t surprised when Renee eyed him suspiciously. He qualified it. “I’m trying, Renee. This is the new me.”


Renee nodded her head. “Sure, okay.”


 


RENEE spent most of the morning doing laundry and packing for the triplets. Diapers, food, clothes and toys times three for toddlers not yet two years old. Luckily when the multiple birth had been imminent, her mother had purchased folding cribs to keep at her house.


When Renee was packed and ready to go, Max helped her buckle the kids into their car seats and he loaded all their stuff into the back of the SUV. Max kissed each of the girls goodbye, and Renee shivered. Since the day they were born he’d never give them any affection.


As she drove out the driveway, he waved. He’d never stopped smiling since he woke in the morning and the constant display of happiness coming from her husband made her more nervous than anything else.


 


Maple Street. Round Rock.


RENEE backed into her parents’ driveway in Round Rock a half hour after leaving home and parked as close as she could to the house. So much stuff to unload to last the week, although her mother was thrilled that the adored threesome was coming for an extended stay.


The door opened, and her father jogged down the walk to help her. He held her tight in a hug and peered at her face. “What happened, Renee? Did you have an accident?”


Her mother was right behind her dad and didn’t have time to give her a glance. She zeroed in on the kids and began unbuckling the jabbering crowd from their car seats.


“I slipped on one of the toys in the kitchen and hit my head on the counter. My face is a mess and it hurts.”


Her father pursed his lips and digested her answer before circling the truck and opening the hatch.


Her mother’s focus was on her granddaughters. “Look how much you’ve grown. Such adorable little girls. Grandma wishes she could tell you apart. Are you Karen, Kathrine or Kaitlin?” No reply. She lifted them out one at a time and set them down on the front lawn.


Once everything was in the house, Renee took time for a cup of coffee with her mom and dad. They caught up on family things for a while and once the small talk had run out, Renee came out with it. “Can I borrow your hunting rifle, Daddy? Max is planning on doing some hunting while we’re at the cabin.”


“What’s he hunting for out there? I heard there were wild boars roaming around hill country as well as deer and wild turkeys.”


Renee shrugged. “He didn’t say.”


Her father gave her a look. “It matters what he’s hunting for, girl. I want to send the right gun and the right ammunition.”


 “Just pick one, Daddy. It will be fine.”


“Call him, Renee. You can’t guess.”


“Okay, Daddy, you’re right. Give me a minute.” She strolled down the hall with her cell, then returned and said, “Deer rifle.”


Renee hugged the little girls, then hugged both of her parents. “Thanks so much for watching them. Max and I badly need a break.”


She trotted out to the SUV and stowed the gun and the box of ammo under the back seat.


 


Dental Office. Downtown Austin.


MAX headed downtown to his office minutes after Renee left for Round Rock. He locked himself in the treatment room and prepared what he’d need for later. He’d gone over it in his head several times and was sure it would work smoothly. After they arrived at the cabin and celebrated their vacation with a bottle of wine, he’d inject Renee with anesthetic. While she was out cold, he’d finish the job with a pillow over her face, then drag her skinny body into the woods and bury her.


He didn’t need to talk to Hannah about shuffling the patients around because he’d drive back home from the cabin as soon as the job was done and show up for work at the regular time on Monday.


Later in the day tomorrow, when I come home from the cabin and Renee is gone, I’ll dump her car somewhere and report her missing. Perfect.


 


Olivia Green’s House. Austin.


BLAINE stopped on Olivia’s driveway, lowered the kickstand and hopped off his Super Glide. The detached garage was built at the very back of her lot next to the fence. The overhead door was up and dressed in her leathers, Olivia was on her knees beside her Sportster with a wrench in her hand making some kind of an adjustment.


“I should have started it last night and worked on it,” she said, “instead of waiting until I was ready to go. Sorry. She won’t start.”


Blaine took off his shades and shoved them into the pocket of his leather jacket. “Let me take a look.”


After twenty minutes of fiddling and not finding the problem, he said, “I’ll have Nevada come get it and give it a tune-up at my dealership.”


“You have a Harley store?”


“My Mom and I do. Ross Harley out on route seventy-one.”


“That’s where I go when I need something,” she said. “Didn’t have a clue.”


Blaine grinned. “Lock up the garage and ride with me.”


“Are you sure?”


“Uh huh.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


BLAINE stopped at the gate and gave Jose a wave. He enjoyed riding with Olivia behind him, her arms wrapped around his waist. There was something comforting about it. He’d never ridden with a woman on his bike before, and there was something to be said for it. Uh huh.


Annie rushed out to greet them as Blaine parked the bike. She hugged her son and kissed him, then turned and waited to be introduced to Olivia.


“Mom, this is Olivia Green.”


 Annie gave her a big smile and took her hand. “Come on in where it’s cooler and I’ll get y’all a beer.”


Olivia stopped, mesmerized by the huge stone and timber edifice in front of her. “Gorgeous home,” she said.


“Thank you,” said Annie, “It’s comfortable and it suits us. We’re a large family.”


Jacks ran straight to Blaine and hugged him. “Hey, bro, I been missing you.”


Blaine chuckled. “I been missing you too. When are you coming to sleep over at my house?”


Jacks frowned and made a funny face. “Don’t know if I can get away any time soon. I’m kinda busy watching out for my baby sister. Charity don’t listen too good.”


That’s Neil talking.


Jesse laughed as he entered the kitchen carrying the baby. “You are so right, Jacks. She’s got a mind of her own.”


“She listens to me,” said Lucy. “Jacks is too bossy.”


Olivia smiled. “I didn’t know you had so many brothers and sisters.”


“There are more,” said Blaine, “Can’t unleash all of them on you at once. “Olivia, this is Jesse Quantrall, my partner in the agency, my mentor and my step-dad, all rolled into one.”


“Nice to meet you, sir,” said Olivia.


“Sit down and we’ll have a beer,” said Annie. “So nice to have you home.”


Olivia sipped her beer, glanced around the massive kitchen and didn’t say much as Blaine caught up with Jesse and Annie.


Maybe she’s bored.


“Do you want to take a couple of horses out and see the ranch?”


Olivia brightened. “I’d love that. I haven’t ridden in months.”


“Come on,” said Blaine, “I’ll show you our prize Appaloosas.”


“Saddle Target for Olivia, sugar pop. She’s gentle and I haven’t had her out for a few days.”


Blaine nodded and walked Olivia through the compound to the barn. He saddled his own horse, Ranger—a gorgeous leopard gelding he had inherited from the ranch foreman when he died—and Annie’s Paint for Olivia.


“I love the smell of the barn,” she said. “I was raised on a ranch north of San Antone.”


Blaine led the way and they galloped down the back lane, through a couple of cattle guards and past big herds of black Angus, then along the banks of the Colorado where it cut through the ranch and ran through a corner of the pine bush.


They circled through the bush following one of the many trails and came out at a small clearing. Blaine stopped, jumped off Ranger and tied the reins to a tree branch. He held his arms up and Olivia slid into them. He pulled her close and kissed her.


“Want to sit here for a minute?” asked Blaine, “This is one of my favorite spots.”


“Peaceful here in the woods. I can hear a lot of birds over our heads.”


“I couldn’t guess how many chipmunks are in here. Maybe a billion.”


Olivia laughed and sat down on the log beside him. “Your mother is so beautiful, I couldn’t help staring at her, I’m afraid.”


“I stare at her too, in wonder. I was so lucky she came into my life and saved me from the O-Zone gang. She gave me a new life, educated me, loved me unconditionally. Annie is everything to me.”


Olivia squeezed his hand. “I can tell how much you love her.”


 


Hyde Park Area. Austin.


FARRELL had followed Doctor Endicott to his dental office, then to the Piggly Wiggly, then back home to his residence. Nothing out of the ordinary seemed to be happening.


He parked his red Silverado down the street and waited. At four o’clock, the junk truck pulled in behind him and Jack took over.


 


MAX packed all the grocery bags, coolers of drinks, wine and liquor, and two suitcases into the back of the SUV after Renee came back from Round Rock.


He’d checked the street several times and glanced often in his rearview on his trip downtown, and the tail was gone. Good. He didn’t need anybody spying on him.


His plan was perfect, and nothing was going to mess it up. While he waited for Renee to grab a couple of last minute items, he went over it again in his head. Nothing could go wrong. It was so simple.


Max beamed a smile at her as she came out of the house and locked the door behind her.


 


IT was almost dark when the SUV pulled out of the dentist’s driveway. Jack started the junk truck and prepared to follow. He knew the locations of both cabins Endicott had looked at and had both programmed into the nav system of the truck. He hung back but kept them in sight all the way out of the city. There was no tag on the wife’s SUV, so he had to do a visual. The first half hour went well, but darkness came down quickly and when Jack hit a stoplight in Johnson City and Endicott caught the caution and drove straight on through, he lost them. They could have gone four different ways. He circled around trying to pick them up and there was no sign of them.


Shit.


He called Blaine.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


BLAINE sat at the end of the long harvest table next to Jesse on one side and Olivia on the other. Annie put on her usual huge Sunday spread with roast beef, mushroom gravy and hot biscuits straight from the oven.


Olivia’s eyes were wide when Annie’s cowboys came in from the barn for their dinner. They burst through the door, talking and laughing, then they all hugged Blaine and welcomed him home like a long-lost brother. Blaine introduced her all around but didn’t expect her to remember all of their names.


After pie and coffee, the cowboys went back to the bunkhouse and the family adjourned to the great room. Blaine took a sip of his second coffee and his cell rang. He set his cup down and stepped into the hallway. “Jack, what’s up?”


“Lost the dentist in Johnson City. He and the wife were going somewhere loaded up with food and luggage—no kids. They took the SUV and it wasn’t tagged.”


“If his wife was with him, I wouldn’t worry about it. We’ll pick him up when he gets back to the city and switches back to his Beemer.”


 


Olivia’s Bungalow. Austin.


THE warm September night was perfect for a ride. Blaine cruised along just over the speed limit with Olivia hanging on to him. They’d had a fantastic relaxing day and he hoped she’d enjoyed it as much as he had. He needed to make a point of going home every Sunday for dinner. Annie deserved it.


He parked close to Olivia’s front steps and turned the bike off.


“Are you coming in?”


“Okay, sure.”


She reached for his hand as they walked to the side door. “I had a wonderful time. Your ranch is spectacular with the river running through it and the pine woods. I loved it all.”


“Thanks, it’s a special place.”


“I don’t understand how you can live in the city when you have a place like that to call home.”


“Things happened to make me leave, but I’ll explain it to you some other time.”


She opened the door and turned the light on. “I’m asking too many questions again. I’m sorry.”


“No problem.” He walked up three steps into a compact kitchen painted bright yellow and spotlessly clean. Your house is nice. It smells fresh.”


“Just a rental. All my money is tied up in my business for the next couple of years.”


“You’ve achieved a lot on your own, Olivia. Your parents must be proud of you.”


“I think they are. Initially, my Daddy helped me some, but I’ve paid him back already.” She opened the fridge, “Would you like a beer?”


Blaine leaned against the counter. “Just one, then I should go. I have to walk Lexi.”


Olivia paused with her hand on the fridge handle. “What if I asked you to stay the night?”


Blaine smiled. “Then I’d have to seriously consider the offer.”


“You’d better do that.” She placed the beer on the counter, wrapped her arms around him and kissed him. Her body pressed him hard against the cabinets as she held onto his long hair and shoved her tongue into his mouth.


Blaine moaned and pulled her tighter against him, his erection pushing into her crotch. “Save the beer for later,” he whispered.


Olivia took his hand and led him a few feet down a short hallway to her bedroom. She whipped her jacket off, then her leather pants.


Blaine had his jacket off and was pulling his t-shirt over his head when his cell rang. “Not now,” he said out loud. He glanced at the screen and saw it was Misty. He let it go to message.


Olivia dashed into the bathroom for something and Blaine grabbed for his cell. He listened to the message as he sat naked on the side of the bed.


“Brad’s out. He found out my new address and he’s coming for me. I’m scared.”


Blaine called her right back. “Take Hoodoo and go to my place. Go now. I’ll be there in five minutes.” He pressed end, called Greg and woke him up. “Misty is on her way over. Let her in and lock the gate behind her. Make sure you’re armed. Put her in the house and don’t leave her until I get there.”


“Got it, boss.”


Blaine was zipping up his jeans when Olivia came out of the bathroom smelling all tantalizing and sexy. “I can’t explain to you what’s happening, but I have to go. Somebody’s life is in danger.” He ran for the door pulling his t-shirt over his head and dragging his jacket behind him.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE gunned the Harley between Misty’s house and his own, adrenaline pumping through his veins, urging him to go faster. Greg opened the gate when he saw him coming and stood inside the gate. “Is she here yet?”


“No.”


“Jesus Christ, come on.” Blaine parked the bike, ran for the truck and motioned for Greg to get in. “Call it in,” he hollered, “this is the address.” He burned rubber as he careened into the roadway and took off down the street. Tires screeched as he barely made the corner and flew the six blocks to Misty’s new house. “Her ex is a fuckin maniac. He’s right out of his fuckin tree. He’ll kill her in a second if we don’t get there first.”


Greg pulled out his sidearm and cocked it.


Brad’s car was in the drive parked behind Misty’s when they arrived. Blaine jumped out of the truck and ran for the door.


Hoodoo was barking inside the house and Misty was screaming. Blaine turned the handle and couldn’t get the door open. Locked. Greg caught up on the run and put a size twelve boot to the lock. The door splintered and flew open.


They ran through the foyer and turned right into the kitchen where Misty was screaming, and Hoodoo was running in circles barking and snarling. Brad had Misty pinned down backwards over the island with a butcher knife to her throat and was yelling all kinds of stuff in her face.


Blaine drew his Beretta. “Drop it, Brad,” he shouted, “You’re under arrest.”


Brad turned and fired the knife at Blaine. He ran for it through the patio door with Hoodoo following him. The knife caught Blaine just above his left elbow, gouged out a huge chunk of skin, tissue and meat and clattered to the floor. Blood gushed everywhere, and Misty screamed. She ran and grabbed tea towels that were hanging on the oven door, wrapped them around Blaine’s arm and tried to stop the bleeding.


Greg had taken off at top speed after Brad and the dog.


Sirens sounded outside, and Greg came into the kitchen breathing hard with two uniforms and two paramedics.


“We need an all points out on Brad Mulligan,” said Blaine, as the medics worked on his arm. “Pull up his mug and put it on the wire. The guy is on foot, crazy as a loon and dangerous as hell. Put out a ‘do not approach’ on him.”


“Right Mr. B.,” said one of the officers. “I’ll do it in the squad right now and get all in the vicinity to search the streets.” He headed for the door and Blaine called after him, “And have his car towed, Freddie.”


“Yep. Will do.”


One of the medics removed the towel and peeked at the wound. “We’ve got to get you to the hospital, sir. You need stiches in a huge way.”


“Yeah, I feel it,” said Blaine. “Let’s go.” To Greg: “Find the dog, pack a bag for Misty and lock up the house. You may have to board up the side door. Take Hoodoo home with you. Wake up Farrell and send him to the hospital.”


“Roger that, boss.”


Misty followed the gurney out to the ambulance with tears streaming down her cheeks. Looking like she might faint, she stood next to the door while the paramedic’s loaded Blaine inside. Brad had punched her several times before Blaine and Greg had arrived and the results were beginning to show up in color.


Blaine held his hand out. “Get in, sweetheart. Stay with me.”


“I love you, Blaine.”


 


Rented Cabin. Hill Country.


MAX left the headlights on while he tried the combination for the lockbox the rental agent had given him online. The light was poor, and the lock was low, hanging below the doorknob. Bending over, he was in his own light and it didn’t open on the first try. He tried again, cursing under his breath, finally he heard the click and opened the box. He grabbed the key, then dropped it and had to feel around in a pile of leaves to find it again. As he inserted the key into the lock he realized his hands were shaking.


Settle down. This will go perfectly.


Renee followed him inside and glanced around the small interior when he turned on the light.


“Look how nice this is, Renee. Paneled walls, rustic furniture and hand-hooked rugs. Do you like it?”


“It’s nice, Max. Very cozy. I’ll help you bring everything in.”


Once the SUV was unloaded, Max uncorked a bottle of Merlot—Renee’s favorite—and poured them both a glass. They sat on the sofa and toasted the fresh start to their marriage.


“Have another glass, honey,” he said, “We’re just getting started.”


“Okay, one more then I think I’ll get ready for bed. It’s been a long day.”


With the bottle almost gone, Max set his glass on the coffee table and stood up. “I’ve got to use the bathroom.”


I’ve got to get ready.


He pulled his shaving kit out of his suitcase, went into the small bathroom and locked the door behind him. He sat on the toilet lid and spread out his supplies on the side of the tub. He prepared the needle and set it down.


 


AS SOON as Max went into the bathroom, Renee ran out to the SUV and pulled the loaded gun out from under the seat. She marched back into the cabin, crossed the main room and tapped on the bathroom door. “Almost ready, Max?”


“I’m ready, sweetheart.” Maxed opened the door, saw the gun pointed at his chest and took a step backward.


Renee pulled the trigger, and the noise was deafening in the small space.


Max shot backwards from the impact and fell into the bathtub. Blood shot up the tiles and all over the plastic shower curtain. He groaned once, and blood gurgled out the side of his mouth.


“Not dead, Max?” Renee shot him twice more. Once in the face at close range and the second time in the crotch. “See how Monster Max likes that one.”


Renee stared at him for a few seconds to see if he moved. “Are you dead now?”


Max didn’t answer. Couldn’t really. His head was pulp.


Renee picked up her unopened suitcase and carried it and the gun back to the truck. She gathered up leaves and sticks and some bigger pieces of wood while she was outside. She only ventured into the area illuminated by the outside light, but she thought she had plenty of wood to get things started.


Back in the bathroom she built a nice little fire on the bathmat. When it was snapping and crackling, she took the barbeque lighter she’d found in one of the kitchen drawers into the bedroom and set the bed covers on fire, then in the main room she started the curtains.


The whole place was blazing merrily as she closed the door and strolled to her SUV. She turned her truck around and left Max to enjoy the cabin.


 


Saint Michael’s Hospital. Austin.


FARRELL found Blacky in treatment room three. The doctor had finished sewing him up and a nurse was wrapping a substantial bandage around his upper arm.


“I should have been there.”


“I should have shot him,” said Blaine.


Farrell smiled and turned to Misty who was slumped on the only chair, her head in her hands, her long blonde curls covering her face. “You okay, Mist?”


She nodded but didn’t speak.


The nurse finished up, taped the bandage securely in place and slipped Blaine’s arm into a sling.


“You’re good to go, sir. Follow the directions on the pain meds and don’t miss any doses of the antibiotics. You don’t want an infection.”


Blaine nodded and slid off the stretcher. He reached out and took Misty’s hand. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s go home.”






 




CHAPTER EIGHT


Monday, September 10th.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE woke next to Misty and her sad blue eyes were wide open and staring at him. He reached out with his right arm and pulled her warm body close to him. He kissed her black and blue face and cuddled her. “Don’t worry. We’ll find Brad and put him back where he belongs. Hoodoo is here with Lexi. It’s all good.”


Shit, I’m such a fucking liar. Brad is slippery, and he’ll be hard to find.


The pain in his left arm lasered through him as he struggled with the sheets. “Stay in bed until I get the coffee made. I’ll take the dogs out back and have a smoke.”


He sat on the porch steps at the back of the house and let the dogs run while he checked his messages. Olivia.


Shit, I should have called her last night. I left in such a hurry.


“Hi, sorry I didn’t get a chance to call you last night. And I want to apologize again for leaving at such a bad moment.”


“Is everything all right? I was worried when you didn’t call back.”


“Okay now, but I had a little mishap and had to go to Emergency for a while.”


“What happened?”


“A guy stabbed me.”


He heard Olivia suck in a breath. “Oh, no. How bad is it?”


“Painful, but I’ll manage.”


“You didn’t have time to tell me who was in danger. Are they okay?”


“Misty, my…sometimes girlfriend. She’s been divorced for a long time, but her ex-husband keeps coming after her. He attacked her last night in her own house, then he stabbed me when I tried to arrest him. We haven’t caught him yet and until we do, Misty will be staying here with me. I can’t let her out of my sight because I know this guy, and he will kill her. I’m sure this is probably ticking you off, but it is what it is, and I can’t change it.”


“Why are you responsible for her?”


“Umm… because she’s my friend, and I care about her.” 


“I see.”


“No, you don’t see.” He pressed end knowing he had in all likelihood blown that relationship out of the water when it was barely off the ground. He felt like shit. He hated hurting people.


The pain in his arm increased and he realized he hadn’t taken the meds on time. In the kitchen, he filled a mug with coffee and sat down at the table. Carm fussed over him, tears trickling because he’d been hurt… again. He explained in Spanish what had happened, and that Misty was upstairs in bed.


“Do not let Brad through the gate if he shows up.”


Carm shook her head. “Bad hombre.”


His next call was to Travis. Blaine wanted to catch him before he left his apartment. “Hey, Trav, do me a favor. You’re picking Jesse up for work, am I right?”


“Yep, Annie called me.”


“Good. Bring the dogs from the ranch. We have a situation. Brad Mulligan is out on parole and he tried for Misty again.”


“That guy is a lunatic.”


“True enough.”


“I’m leaving in five.”


 


TRAVIS and Jesse arrived for the breakfast meeting at Blaine’s around eight fifteen, and Jesse put Red and Bluebelle in the yard with Lexi and Hoodoo. Farrell, Misty and Lily were gathered around the table, Misty still mute and staring teary-eyed into her tea.


Carm served up breakfast tacos as they were the hands-down favorite when the boys had an early meeting. Misty hadn’t eaten a bite. She stared at the bandage on Blaine’s arm and the tears cascaded without end.


  “Farrell, you and Travis take the dogs and start at Misty’s bungalow. See which direction Brad went and track him as far as you can. He might have hopped a bus or called a cab. I’ve got a squad parked at his residence, so he can’t go there.” He glanced at Misty and decided not to ask her anything.


“Jesse, you and Jack drop the boys off and follow along in the truck. When the dogs are stuck we’ll take a grid shot and figure out where he might have gone. I’ve got a bulletin out on him, but he might be holed up in a hotel or motel... or with a friend.”


“Lily, find out who Mulligan’s parole officer is and have him email the terms of his release to us. I want him back inside for good.”


“Yep. Who is going to watch Endicott?”


“I’ll have Rick and Andy do it. Gregg is beat from last night.”


Blaine turned to Misty. “Misty, you go into the front room and rest. Carm will make you more tea.”


Carm nodded her head and reached for the kettle.


The men were dispersing when Chief Calhoun called. “Hey, Chief, haven’t reported in this morning, but I have something to tell you.” He went over the details from the night before.


“Jeeze, you got hurt again? I don’t like the way things have been going for you, son. You’re way too vulnerable. I’ve got to think on it.”


“I’m okay, Chief. One-handed, but I can shoot straight with my right. Don’t give it a thought.”


“Shit. I’ve got to give a few thoughts to the safety of my best goddam team.”


Blaine moved on. “I’ve got a couple of men on Endicott, but I don’t know for sure he’s back from his weekend away with his wife. I’ll update you when I know.”


Blaine pressed end and he’d missed a call from Austin Homicide. “Lieutenant Lopez, sorry I was talking to Calhoun.”


“No problem. Got another similar on Sixth street. You might want to take a look.”


“Shit, no. I’ve got my best suspect covered off.”


“Hey, just saying. Got a body and I’m betting it’s your guy. No getting away from it.”


“Fuck,” hollered Blaine, and Lily rushed in from the office to see what was going on.


“All the men are out, Lil. You’ve got to drive me to a scene.”


“Sure, boss. Let me get my purse.” Lil ran to her office at the back of the house, grabbed her purse and met Blaine in the foyer giving instructions to Carm.


He was pointing at the green truck at the gate. “Olivia is here to start work. You and Greg are in charge. If you need Greg for anything, wake him up,” Blaine said in Spanish. He pushed the button on the new security panel and the gate opened for Olivia’s truck.


Misty shuffled out of the front room dressed in shorts and a filmy peasant top, her mass of blonde curls hanging in disarray over her face and red-rimmed eyes. Blaine nodded to her.


“Take Misty and start the truck Lil. I’m gonna speak to Olivia and I’ll be right with y’all.”


Blaine stopped beside Olivia’s pickup as she drove along the driveway and spoke to her through the window. “Listen, I’ve got a crime scene, and I’m sorry for what happened. I just can’t do one fuckin thing about it right now.”


Stone-faced, Olivia pointed at Misty getting into his truck. “Is that her? She looks pretty.”


Blaine felt anger pump up his neck and flood his brain. “Doesn’t matter one goddam what she looks like. Gorgeous or ugly or in the ditch in between. She’s my friend and I’m not gonna let her be dead while I’m still breathing. Understand me?”


“Sure do. Loud and clear. Is Carm around?”


“In the house. She knows y’all are here and she’ll get you anything you need.”


Olivia eyed the sling. “I’m sorry you got hurt. Honestly.”


“Uh huh.”


 


Alleyway. Downtown Austin.


BLAINE grunted as he forced himself out of the back seat of his truck. “Lil, take Misty to Starbucks on the corner and bring me back a coffee when y’all are done.”


“Right, boss. You want me to take notes for you?”


He nodded and touched the sling. “Uh huh, sure.” He pointed at the alleyway that was marked off with yellow tape. “I wasn’t thinking. I can’t think my brain is so fuckin messed up by pain and pills. Let’s do that first, then we’ll get coffee.”


Blaine stood on the sidewalk and took stock of the clubs. ‘Hop’ on one side and ‘JimmyJoe’s’ on the other, a narrow alley in between. Not wide enough for a car. The blue dumpster halfway down between the two brick walls barely left room to squeeze by.


Lopez greeted Blaine and scoped out the latest injury. “Who got you?”


Blaine smiled and said nothing, not wanting another torrent of tears from Misty.


“Howdy, Miss Mulligan,” said Lopez. “We haven’t seen you at the station for a while.”


Misty spoke her first words in the last twelve. “Maybe I can help with this one, Lieutenant. If you happen to need me.”


“Appreciate the offer. You’ve solved more than one, young lady.”


Blaine bent over to speak to Mort Simon who was examining the girl’s body. “Any identification?”


“Yes, Tim has it.”


“Lopez said on the phone this was similar to the one down the street?”


“Uh huh. Almost identical. Strangulation. Big strong hands again. See what we get tomorrow when we get her on the table.”


“Was the time of death close to the others?”


“I’d have to say yes. After closing time.”


Blaine took a step back to where Lil had her notebook ready. “Get the ID from Tim, would you, Lil? Then call Mary and tell her to meet us at headquarters.”


Lopez was listening in and asked, “Does that mean you’re taking this one, kid?”


“Have to, Loot. That’s four if she ticks all the boxes. I’ll go to DPS and clear it with Calhoun.”


“Where was your number one suspect last night?” asked Lopez. “Any idea?”


“I’ve got an idea all right, and it’s putting me on the brink.” 


“Shit,” said Lopez. “Better you than me.”


 


Misty’s Bungalow. Austin.


JESSE and Jack dropped off Farrell, Travis and the two bloodhounds at Misty’s house. Jesse sat in the shotgun seat looking longingly out the window at his dogs.


Farrell noticed and felt so bad for his boss. Jesse loved to work the dogs and he couldn’t anymore.


“He ran through the yard,” said Farrell hooking a thumb over his shoulder, “that’s for sure. Blacky said the cops were out front so he didn’t go that way. The dogs are going to stop at the fence. We’ve got to circle the block and pick up the scent on her neighbor’s side.”


“Let them get the scent first,” said Travis. “Wish we had some of his clothes.”


Red and Bluebelle sniffed around on the patio then ran straight to the back fence. Red pawed at the corner and whined.


“He climbed over at the corner,” said Travis. “Could have gone through that yard or this one.”


“Either one,” said Farrell, “Let’s see where he came out on the other side of the block.”


The boys jogged around the block and Farrell knocked on the door of the neighbor directly behind Misty’s house.


A man answered dressed in a suit, a briefcase in one hand and car keys in the other. “Can I help you? I’m leaving for work, so I’ve only got a minute.”


“Police, sir.” Farrell held up his ID. “Last night there was an incident at the house behind yours and I wondered if you saw or heard anything?”


The man nodded and gave it some thought. “I did hear some yelling. It was late, maybe around midnight. Is Miss Mulligan all right? I don’t know her well, but she seems nice. She’s only lived there for a short time.”


“She was hurt slightly, but her attacker ran from the police and I was wondering if we could let the dogs pick up his scent from your back fence?”


The man looked down at Red sitting solemnly beside Farrell. “Bloodhounds. Right. I get it now. Is the guy dangerous?”


“Absolutely. His picture will be in the paper today. If you see him come around your area, call it in but do not approach him.”


The man frowned. “I don’t like the sounds of this.”


“We should have him by end of day,” said Farrell.


“I hope you do, Officer.”


“Deputy Donovan. I’m a Ranger.”


“Excellent.”


The guy went off to work and Farrell led Red through the gate to the fence between Misty’s property and this one. In the corner of the yard Red alerted. His sensitive nose had picked up the scent.


“We’ve got him,” Farrell hollered to Travis. “We’re running.” Farrell jogged behind Red who led the way down the block, across the street and into a neighborhood park. They passed the playground area and ran straight north until there was no more park. They exited on the next street and Red sat down on the sidewalk.


Travis caught up. “Red lost him?”


“I’m guessing he got into a vehicle here. Flagged a cab or somebody picked him up.”


Farrell called Jack in the truck. “Y’all can pick us up.” He told Jack where they were.


Jack stopped, and they loaded the dogs into the back and gave them both biscuits.


“How did the dogs work?” asked Jesse. He’d rescued both of them from the pound and they’d never let him down.


“Perfect,” said Farrell, “but they can’t go any further when the trail is cold.”


“Let’s cruise Mulligan’s house,” said Jesse. “Just to be sure.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


BLAINE set a large coffee container on the desk in front of Chief Calhoun.


“Tell me about the scene. Are we taking it?”


Blaine winced, his arm brushing the edge of the desk as he sat down. “Almost identical to JoAnne Engels. We have to take it.”


“Okay,” said the Chief, “and where’s Endicott?”


“The boys tracked him out of town for the weekend. Had his wife with him and a lot of luggage. I have to rethink him as the killer.”


“Fuck that,” said the Chief.


Blaine gave him a half smile. “We can fuck it all we want, but if it ain’t the dentist we have to start over at square one.”


The Chief scowled as he sipped his coffee.


Blaine picked up his cell and checked on the boys. “Any luck with Mulligan?”


Farrell gave him the update.


“Okay, take the dogs back to the house. You and Jesse go to the dental office and get a feel for what’s going on. See if you can get a locate on the tooth doctor. Send Travis and Jack to the residence. If there’s no one home, tell them to talk to the neighbors.”


“Got it, boss. Did we take the new case?”


“Have to. She’s a carbon copy.”


“Damn. Where does that leave us with the dentist?”


“Nowhere.”


“Fuck that.”


“It’s been seconded.”


 


BLAINE left the Chief’s office and joined the girls in the waiting area at the front of the building. Mary Polito looked at him expectantly, questions in her eyes about the new murder.


If the first two were connected to the more recent two, it would be a serial, but it doesn’t have that feel. Just doesn’t. I need more time.


“Mary, I need you to run Brad Mulligan’s picture today. As soon as you can get it out there. We’ve got to get him off the street. Put a warning note underneath, telling them to call it in, but do not approach.”


“What about last night’s dance club victim?”


“I know y’all’s readers are more interested in her than in an assault, but give me a few hours on that, could you?”


“Sure, Blaine.” Her smile vanished, and she asked the question he knew would be coming, “How’s Farrell?”


“He’s not happy but he’s managing.”


“We’re both not happy,” she said.


Blaine nodded. “I can see that.”


Lily pointed at the door. “You have a bunch of people waiting for you out front, boss. They came in asking me questions and I told them to wait outside.”


“Yeah, okay. Lily come with me.”


With Lil by his side, Blaine stood on the steps of headquarters and fielded questions about the new victim.


“Is there a serial killer loose in the city?” hollered one reporter, shoving a mic in Blaine’s face.


“Y’all are quick to jump on the serial bandwagon because sensationalism is your byword. Y’all want it to be a serial killer to pump up the numbers, but it doesn’t have that feel to it.”


“Could you be wrong, Ranger Blackmore?”


“Of course, I could be. Let’s wait until after the autopsy. I can’t tell you a single thing yet, and that’s the truth. I need a couple of days, and for chrissake don’t print that I’m stalling.”


A couple of the reporters chuckled.


“I’m waiting for the lab work to come back.” He turned to Lily and pointed to the sling on his arm. “What y’all can do, is run a picture for me of a fugitive we’re trying to locate. I’d appreciate the help.”


“What is he wanted for?”


“Attempted murder, assault with a deadly, resisting arrest and breach of parole.”


“Is that what happened to your arm?”


“We were attempting to apprehend him when I was injured.”


“Were you shot, Ranger B?”


“Butcher knife.”


A couple of female reports gasped.


“Lily has a picture of the want and details for y’all.”


“Thanks for the interview, Ranger B. Sorry you got hurt.”


 


Dental Office. Downtown Austin.


FARRELL left Jesse resting in the truck behind the medical building and went in alone. He strode into a waiting room full of people and some glanced up from their magazines and stared at him, but most didn’t bother. He strode across the carpeted floor to the reception desk and posed his question to the blonde curly-headed girl behind the desk. “Is Doctor Endicott in?”


Her face flushed a bright shade of pink. She seemed frazzled to the point of panic stricken. She leaned forward and asked in a whisper, “Do you have an appointment?”


Farrell slapped his creds down in front of her. “I’m not a patient. I want to know where Doctor Endicott is.”


“Well, so do I,” she snapped back. “He’s not here.”


“Is there someplace we can talk?” asked Farrell.


She nodded. “In the lunchroom?”


“Sure, let’s do it.”


 They walked down a hallway away from the waiting area and the girl opened the door to a small room with a sink/cupboard unit, one round table and four chairs. She closed the door and spoke in a low voice. “I’m Hannah Stavert, and I’ve worked for Doctor Endicott for four years. He’s a good boss, and he’s never done this before. He didn’t call, and he didn’t show up. I can’t get him on his cell, and there’s no answer at his house. We don’t know what to do.”


Farrell had his notebook out. “He didn’t let y’all know he wasn’t coming in today?”


“Nope. And so not like him. But lately he’s been acting a bit weird.” Hannah plopped down on one of the chairs.


Farrell sat down opposite her. “Weird how?”


“Like losing his temper and yelling at us for nothing, locking his office door and staying here after we went home. I think he and Renee are having trouble in their marriage.”


“Oh, yeah?” asked Farrell. “Is that just a guess?”


“Sort of a guess.” Hannah leaned closer over the little round table. “I think it might have started after the triplets were born.”


Farrell nodded. “I saw the three little kids.”


“Having three babies at the same time would be very taxing,” said Hannah. “Renee lost a lot of weight.”


Trying to get her back on track, Farrell said, “Did they go away for the weekend to try to work things out?”


I know they loaded up and went somewhere.


She shrugged. “If they did, Doctor Max didn’t tell me.”


“Would he have told any of the other girls who work here?”


“Let me ask Angie. I’ll get her.”


Farrell waited and eyed the coffee maker but resisted. A couple minutes later a dark-haired girl in a nurse’s uniform came in.


“I’m Angela French, the hygienist. Hannah had to go back to the front desk, but she said you were from the police?”


Farrell nodded. “That’s okay, I don’t think she had anything else to tell me. Did Doctor Endicott mention anything to you about taking his wife away for the weekend?”


“Is that where he is?”


Farrell raised an eyebrow. “Then he did say something?”


“Last week I told him I was renting a cabin for the last week of my vacay, and he seemed interested. I gave him the name of the realtor I was using, and I also said I had looked online for rentals. But I don’t know if he booked one.”


“Could you tell me the realtor’s name?”


Angela wrote it down. “Why wouldn’t he let us know if he wasn’t coming back for today’s appointments? It’s not like him to be disorganized.”


“I don’t know. Maybe something happened.”


“What should we do with the office until you find him?”


“You should do whatever makes you happy.”


 “I vote we close up.”


Farrell smiled and gave her a thumbs up.


 


Hyde Park Area. Austin.


TRAVIS parked in the driveway behind the Beemer and a question crossed his mind. “Why didn’t he put the B in the garage if he was going away for a few days?”


“I sure as hell would have, if I had a Beemer,” said Jack. “Letting it sit out like that is an open invitation.”


They hopped out and followed the path to the door. Travis rang the bell, then knocked. The house had that empty feeling and he knew there was nobody home.


“I’ll call Blacky,” said Travis.


“I’ll try the neighbors on each side,” said Jack.


Travis sat behind the wheel and called Blacky. “The house is empty, but there is one weird thing.”


“Like what?”


“They went away in the wife’s SUV with lots of luggage and coolers and stuff according to Jack, but the doc left his Beemer on the driveway.”


“If they took enough supplies for several days, why didn’t he put the car away?”


“Good question. Was he dropping her off and coming right back?” asked Travis.


“Farrell called and said he didn’t reschedule any of the patients. That means he was planning on being back in time for his Monday appointments.”


“But he didn’t come back.”


“The question is why?”


“Somebody that might know the answer is the person who has the kids.”


“Are you and Jack questioning the neighbors?”


“Doing it now.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


LILY parked Blaine’s truck by the front porch trying to stay out of the way of the activity going on all around the house.


Blaine hopped out of the back seat, strode around and helped Misty out of the shotgun seat. He held her for a moment in a hug, then took her hand. “Let’s see what’s happening in the yard.”


Olivia, looking hot dressed in her usual cut-offs and tank top was digging in one of the new flower beds. Men were planting trees around the perimeter and the hole for the water feature had been dug.


Carm was carrying a tray of red Solo cups full of sweet tea to the workers, and the dogs were laying on the porch in the shade.


“Wow, lots happening.”


“It’s so huge now with my house gone,” said Misty. “I love the iron fence.”


“I’ll introduce you to Olivia,” he said.


Misty turned with the look in her eye and said, “I know you were dating her before I messed it up.”


“Only two dates and you didn’t mean to mess me up,” said Blaine, “and now things are the way they were supposed to be all along.”


“I love you for saying that.”


“I mean it, Mist. We never should have broken up. You should have moved in with me months ago and we would have been solid.”


“We both made mistakes.”


Blaine touched her face. “I didn’t sleep with Olivia.”


“I love you, Blaine.”


They walked over to where Olivia was breaking a sweat digging a hole. She looked up at them without smiling. “This is Misty,” said Blaine. “Olivia Green.”


“I’m sorry for your hurt, Miss Green,” said Misty in her soft Louisiana drawl. “I didn’t mean to cause you and Blaine a problem.”


Olivia stared at Misty, taking in the bruises on her face and not knowing what to make of her. “Thank you for your kindness.”


 


BLAINE sent Misty upstairs for a nap and he settled in his office to try to find out who would be brave enough to babysit triplets. “First choice would be the grandparents.” He researched Renee Endicott, found her maiden name—Moffat, and her parents—Bill and Linda. She was born in Round Rock and her parents still lived there. He jotted down their number and called.


 “Mr. Moffat, this is Blaine Blackmore from Violent Crime in Austin, I wonder if I could ask you a couple of questions about your daughter and your son-in-law, Doctor Endicott?”


“Is this a joke?”


“No, sir, it’s not a joke. If you like, call me back at this number. This is Ranger Blackmore and I’m calling from the Blackmore Agency.”


“Sorry, sir, I know who you are. You just caught me off guard there for a moment. Please go ahead.”


“Thank you. Are you and your wife taking care of your daughter’s and Doctor Endicott’s children?”


“Umm… yes we are. What are you getting at?”


“I’m trying to locate Doctor Endicott and your daughter. Would you know where they are?”


“Not the exact location, but I know they rented a cabin north of Johnson City, out in hill country.”


“For the weekend?”


“No, longer. Renee brought enough stuff for the girls for a whole week.”


“A week. I see.”


“Why are you asking me these questions?”


“It seems that Doctor Endicott didn’t rearrange his patient schedule, and when he didn’t show up at his office, his staff became worried and upset.”


“Doesn’t sound like Max. He’s Mr. Organization.”


“I sent a Deputy by the house and of course there’s no one there, but he noticed that Doctor Endicott’s Beemer was left on the driveway. It seems odd if he planned to be away for a week.”


“Max would never leave that car on the drive for a week. He babied that car.”


“Did your daughter say anything else when she dropped the children off?”


“She said they needed time away together and that made sense. Renee is exhausted and on her last nerve. The babies have turned their lives upside down the past eighteen months.”


“I can see that happening,” said Blaine.


“Umm… the only thing that seemed out of character for Renee was the gun.”


“She had a gun?”


“No. She would never have a gun. Renee hated guns, but she borrowed one of my rifles saying Max planned on doing some hunting during the week at the cabin.”


“And did Max do a lot of hunting?”


“Now that I’m thinking about it, I don’t think he ever mentioned it.”


The wife took a gun. The husband didn’t come back.


“If you hear from the doctor or from your daughter would you call me at this number, sir?”


“I will. My wife will be worried if I tell her about this call. Maybe I’ll wait, and things will turn out okay.”


 






 




CHAPTER NINE


Tuesday, September 11th.


 


Hilton Hotel. Panama City. Panama.


RENEE woke from the best sleep she’d had in years. Alone in a king-sized bed with no Max crawling over her and no screaming toddlers to disturb her sleep, she woke feeling renewed.


She padded barefoot across her beautifully appointed hotel room and pulled the curtain back. Sun shone brightly over the Pacific at the Equator, and from the twenty-second floor of the Panama Hilton she watched the tide roll in. Contentment washed over her.


Over the course of their marriage, Max had turned into a monster. But there was no more Max and she was free at last.


Maybe later today she’d call and see how the kids were doing. She would miss them in her new life, yet they were far better off with her mother than they ever would be with her. She’d never wanted children but when she’d become pregnant accidentally, her mother was so thrilled, Renee had gone through with the birth. And after the babies were born she’d tried. She’d tried hard. She just didn’t have that mother instinct. She’d begged Max for a nanny to help her and he said they couldn’t afford one. She knew it was a lie, but Max controlled their finances and there was little she could do about it.


I was a terrible mother. Some people aren’t cut out for that role and I’m one of them.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE drained his second cup of coffee and refilled his mug before going to his office. He called Jesse and asked his partner to begin trying to connect the three previous murders to the new one. A name, a place, an activity. Anything. They had no place to start.


He glanced at his emails and there were too many. After skimming through, the one he opened was from Mary with the copy she was running with Brad Mulligan’s picture.


Hope to hell somebody sees that asshole. He needs to be taken out.


He wrote a reply and thanked her. Adding Mary Polito as his press liaison had been one of the best moves he’d made. Seeing Mary and Farrell at odds made him sad. His foster brother had known little happiness in his life and Mary had been one of the bright spots.


The Chief called. “The notification has been done for Sherri Lynn Temple. She was a student at the U and her parents said she’d never been on a dating site. The lab is checking her computer and her phone if you want to check with them.”


“Jesse is doing the initial work up,” said Blaine. “I’ll have him do it.”


“I’m glad he’s back,” said the Chief.


“Me too.”  


The dogs kicked up a ruckus signaling the arrival of Olivia and her crew. Blaine felt a pang of guilt over his sudden departure from Olivia’s arms, but there was nothing he could do about it. Despite their differences, and Misty’s… strangeness… Blaine had realized in the face of nearly losing her, how much he loved her. Now that they were a couple again, he felt grounded.


He had set Lil on digging up incident reports in a radius around Johnson City, thinking something might turn up. Endicott didn’t go to either of the cabins Jack had tailed him to, those had been double checked, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t rented a third one. Blaine stood up, stretched and strolled down the hall to Lil’s office. “Anything show up yet?”


“Fire call to an isolated cabin off route sixteen is the only one. Burned to the ground. Nobody around.”


“Who owned it?” asked Blaine.


“Not there yet,” said Lil. “Do you want me to pursue it?”


“Just dig in a little more. See if there’s an ongoing investigation.”


“Sometimes those tiny villages have a volunteer system and there isn’t a Fire Marshall,” said Lily.


“If it sounds interesting, I’ll send Farrell and Travis out there to have a look.”


He left Lil and headed out to the back porch to have a smoke before starting research on the new victim. Misty, dressed in denim shorts and combat boots was helping Olivia dig fertilizer into the freshly worked beds. The day was heating up and would be a killer for outdoor work, but both girls were smiling as they flung manure, so Blaine opted to leave it alone.


He returned to his cool air-conditioned office, relaxed into his chair, looked at his screen and a chill ran through him. A message flashed.


Superior skills afford short-cuts.


Blaine let out a groan. “Fuck, the guy’s a hacker.”


Hope he’s not better than me.


 


Hill Country. West of Austin.


FARRELL and Travis headed out route two-ninety after Lil found out that the local fire department had written the cabin fire off as accidental due to faulty wiring.


“If the dentist isn’t the killer we’re looking for,” said Travis, “why do we care if he set his own ass on fire?”


“We don’t. But Blacky found out the wife borrowed her father’s hunting rifle and he got the vibe.”


“So you and me are poking around in a pile of smoldering ashes looking for what exactly?”


Farrell shrugged, and then winced when his shoulder sent a bolt of pain to his brain—he’d have to remember not to do that. “Anything that got missed by the local volunteers, I guess. Those boys ain’t real firemen. They all have regular jobs. They probably poured water on the mess until they figured it wouldn’t set the rest of hill country ablaze and went home to bed. And they don’t have a Fire Marshall sifting through every fuckin piece of ash.”


“Shit,” said Travis. “Sounds like Kandahar. Poking around for pieces of our crew after those fuckin IED’s went off.”


Farrell made a face and pulled into a gas bar with a convenience store. “Let’s gas up and get a Coke.”


After their pitstop, they followed the co-ordinates Lily had obtained and a half hour later were driving along a narrow dirt road bordered with thick bush on both sides.


“Nice in here,” said Travis when they came into the clearing. “Not as nice as Annie-girl’s cabin on the lake. “That is one prime piece of land.”


“I’ve never been up there yet,” said Farrell. “Heard the fishing was optimum.”


“Fuck, yeah,” said Travis. “Ever see the whale I’ve got mounted over my bed?”


“Why in hell would I be in your bedroom, you asshole?” Farrell rammed his truck into park. “Get out.”


Travis walked towards the charred remains of the cabin that were still smoldering and stinking up the pure hill country air.


Farrell screwed up his face as he got closer. “You smell what I smell?”


“A big stink?”


“Bigger than a big stink,” said Farrell. “Burned body. Even if it’s almost all burned to a crisp you can still tell.”


“I couldn’t tell,” said Travis and I been around tons of them. Maybe it’s an animal.”


“It ain’t,” said Farrell. “I’m phoning the boss.”


Blaine answered on the second ring. “Hey, are you guys there?”


“We’re here and it’s burned black to the ground. Nothing visible, but I can smell a crispy body.”


“You sure, Farrell?”


“Fuck, yeah. Once that smell is in your head, you can’t get it out—even with Clorox. Want us to poke around or do you want to call for a CSI team to meet us?”


 “I’d better send a team—if you’re sure.”


“Jesus in a handcart, bro, would I be calling you if I wasn’t fuckin sure?”


“Nope.”


“Well, then.” Farrell pressed end and loped back to where Travis had walked around the perimeter.


“Nice sized cabin,” said Travis. “Wonder how much it rented for?”


Farrell sat on a rock and lit up a smoke. “Cheaper now.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE opened the Sub-Zero for a beer and noticed Misty sitting at the table by the window staring outside. She’d been so quiet it was eerie—even for her. He walked over and sat down. “Do you want a cold drink?”


“No thanks, I had some sweet tea that Carm made.”


“I saw you working with Olivia earlier.” He reached out and touched the bruising on her face that was mellowing slightly.


“I like gardening,” she said. “Makes you feel so useful.”


Blaine picked up her hand and held it to his lips. “Don’t you usually feel useful, sweetheart?”


“Not too much. A lot of people think my line of work is crap. They call it bullshit and hooey, and they call me a freak and a fake. To them being a psychic isn’t useful employment.”


“They can fuck themselves up the ass,” snarled Blaine. “I know you have a gift, and I also realize that some days you’d rather not have it. You don’t have to prove yourself to anybody. We’ll keep your little secret to ourselves.”


“If I had something of Brad’s I might be able to see where he is.” She inhaled a couple of big breaths.


Blaine shook his head. “I don’t know. That might be too stressful. You’re a bit close to that situation.”


“But if you found him and put him back in jail, I could relax, go home and get back to normal.”


Blaine leaned in a little closer. “That’s something else I wanted to talk to you about, Mist. I’m not sure I want you to go back to your place.”


Misty smiled. “You missed having me in your bed.”


“Course I did, but I also missed having you in my life.”


“I’m glad we’re talking again.”


“We’re doing more than talking,” said Blaine smiling at her, “or hadn’t you noticed?”


 


AFTER dinner, Blaine checked with the hotline to see if there had been any sightings of Brad Mulligan, and there had been a few crank calls, but nothing that sounded legitimate.


Still of the opinion that it might not be a great idea, Blaine sent Jack to Brad Mulligan’s place to get an item that Misty could work with to locate her ex-husband.


He returned a half hour later, just as Farrell and Travis got back from their trip to hill country.


“Let’s have a beer,” said Blaine, “and you guys can bring me up to date.”


Jack leaned on the granite island and chugged a Lone Star. “You wouldn’t believe the mess of Mulligan’s house. Nice big two story with all the bells and whistles, but…” Jack curled his lip. “It’s a sty. The guy is living like a raving looney.”


“Did you get in and out okay?” asked Blaine.


“Sure, Misty gave me her key.” He pointed. “It’s on the sideboard with the stuff I took… borrowed.”


Blaine raised a black brow. “Didn’t know she still had one.”


“She forgot she had it, but it was on her key ring.”


Blaine grinned. “Good, we weren’t breaking any laws.”


 


MISTY returned to the kitchen and saw Jack. “Hi, you’re back. Did you get Brad’s stuff?”


“I rolled a couple of things up in the shirt.” He pointed across the room to the sideboard.


Misty picked up the rolled-up shirt and headed for the door. “I’ll go into the office and try.”


Blaine got up and followed her. “I better come too.” He was one step behind when they entered the office and he flicked the light switch.


“I think I’ll sit in the dark,” said Misty. She sat in one of the wing chairs near the fireplace with Brad’s stuff on her lap.


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


“No, just keep me company.”


He plopped down in the other chair and tried to relax. Blaine had learned from experience, whenever Misty tried to get vibes from someone they couldn’t find, it was extremely taxing on her. He wasn’t fond of her putting her through it.


His eyes became accustomed to the semi-darkness. A finger of light from the newly installed outside security lighting filtered in through the draperies and he could see Misty a couple of feet away from him. A tear glistened on her cheek and he wanted to put a bullet in Brad Mulligan and take away her pain.


She picked up a piece of jewelry, and Blaine couldn’t tell if it was a watch or a chain, maybe an ID bracelet she’d given him once upon a time.


A squeal came out of her mouth and startled him. “My bedroom. Lying on my bed.”


“Shit,” Blaine hopped up and stepped into the hallway. “Farrell, take Misty’s key and take all the boys to her place. She saw him in her bedroom.”


“Farrell came running. “There’s a patrol over there, ain’t there?”


“Yep. Check anyway and have a good look around. See if the asshole is hiding out there.”


 The boys left, and Blaine returned to the office. “Are you okay, sweetheart. How about a glass of wine?” He took her hand and pulled her up and into his arms. “The boys are checking your house. Let’s go into the front parlour and wait for them.”


 


Misty’s Bungalow. Austin.


FARRELL stopped and chatted with the patrol officer parked in Misty’s driveway. “Anything going on that you noticed?”


The uni got out of his car and lit up a smoke. “No nothing. I came on shift at four and been staring at the fence ever since.”


“Okay,” said Farrell, “I’m gonna take a run through the house with my guys. Won’t take long.”


 “I might as well come in with y’all.”


“Sure.”


Farrell turned the key in the front door and switched on the hall light. Nothing was disturbed in the small foyer, but the former living room Misty had decorated for customers was another story. The curtains were slashed, and the walls had been spray painted with black graffiti. ‘Kill the witch,’ had been sprayed in red on the large mirror over the fireplace.


“Jesus,” said Farrell, “how’d he have time to do all this with a patrol car outside?”


The uniformed officer stood in the doorway shaking his head. “This never happened while I was here. Swear to God, it didn’t.”


“Give me the other names on your rotation.” said Farrell, “I’ll have to talk to all of them.”


“Down here,” hollered Jack from the back of the house.


Farrell turned and hoofed it through the kitchen and down the hallway to the bedrooms.


“Looks like he was sleeping in her bed,” said Jack. “Left a note on the pillow.”


Farrell screwed up his face. “The guy is a bonified freak. What’s the fucking note say?”


Jack handed the torn piece of paper to Farrell. “Might be better if Misty didn’t see the message.”


Farrell stared at the squared-off printing.


“Bet you can’t come back from the dead.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE worked on researching the hacker once Misty went upstairs to bed. She wanted to wait until the boys returned from her house to see if they had found Brad, but Blaine had talked her into a bubble bath and reading in bed.


Alone, he could concentrate on work. He started with the message and worked backwards, using a search program he had designed himself. Once set in motion, his computer would work through hours of searching on its own and signal him when the source was found. It might take hours, but it had always been worth the wait. It had never failed him.


When I get up in the morning, I might know who the murderer is.


The dogs barked and ran to the door as the boys were coming in. Blaine met them in the front foyer. “Had he been there?”


“Oh yeah,” said Farrell, “he was there all right.”


“But not now?”


Jack shook his head. “House is empty.” He glanced in the kitchen door. “Where’s Misty?”


“I sent her to bed. What did y’all find.”


“Let’s have a beer in the kitchen,” said Farrell.


“Front room is trashed,” said Jack. “Needs to be repainted. The rest of the house isn’t too bad.”


“But?” Blaine gave Farrell the stink-eye.


“There was a note.” Farrell handed Blaine the piece of paper with the child-like printing.


Blaine stared at the words and felt the anger bubbling inside him like a volcano ready to erupt.


“I’ll kill him before he gets to her.”


 





 




CHAPTER TEN


Wednesday, September 12th.


 


Panama City. Panama.


RENEE waited in front of The Hilton at the taxi stand. The warm breeze blowing off the Pacific on the other side of the highway and ruffling her hair was the most uplifting thing she could imagine.


Today she would visit her new bank and withdraw money from the account she had opened a year earlier and made regular contributions to. A visit to a salon for a new hairstyle, a short shopping trip to choose two or three new outfits, and then dinner in a gourmet restaurant.


Perhaps tomorrow she’d take a golf lesson or tour the canal or think about where she wanted to live in this beautiful country.


Panama was everything the travel brochures said it was. She smiled remembering how Max had always wanted to come here.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BEFORE dawn, Blaine slipped out of bed and padded downstairs, leaving Misty sleeping peacefully, unaware of the condition of her house and the threatening note her ex-husband had left for her.


Although anxious to check his desktop to see if the program had finished running, he let the dogs out and started the coffee maker before settling in his office. He sat down and stared, and his heart gave an extra beat. “Thank you.”


The IP address was on the screen.


In no time at all he had the name of the service provider for that address. Easy Peasy. He picked up the phone and called the Chief. “Morning, sir. I need a warrant for a service provider. I’m emailing you the info.”


“You’ve got him, son?”


“Hope so. His internet provider should have his name and billing address on record.”


“I’ll get on it right now. I was talking to Judge Campbell just yesterday and she inquired about the murdered girls. I’ll try her first and call you when the warrant is ready to pick up.”


“Thanks, Chief. I want to surprise him.”


“Uh huh.”


He ended the call to Calhoun and the lab was on the line. “Hey, Sue, anything?”


“Got an email from the Johnson City folks who ran your scene, and there is trace there in the ashes—human trace. They got enough bone frags to run DNA but it will take at least until tomorrow or the day afterle.”


“Thanks, Sue, call me the minute you know.”


“Always, Blaine.” She paused for a moment. “Umm… how’s Farrell?”


Shit. Women are swarming around Farrell and he’s oblivious.


“Fine. Farrell’s fine.”


Jesus. They know he broke up with Mary.


Blaine refilled his coffee, hugged Carm good morning as she stood beside the stove whisking eggs in a big white bowl, then trudged out to the back porch and sat on the steps to have a smoke. The morning was still cool and fresh, but it wouldn’t last more than another half hour.


 The dogs, full of energy and running in circles made him laugh. Lexi loved having Hoodoo back. Misty’s Bernese Mountain Dog was almost as big as Lexi and the two dogs were best friends.


Misty came out a few minutes later, sat down beside him and rested her hand on his leg. “I didn’t hear you get up.”


“I tried to be quiet. I ran a program overnight and I wanted to check on it.”


“Had Brad been at my house?” she asked.


Blaine nodded, and Misty’s eyes teared up. “What did he do?”


“Nothing that you’re going to see.” He took her hand and kissed it. “I’ll go over there later and see what needs doing. Don’t stress about it because you might not go back there.”


“He hates me so much,” she whispered.


“The man is insane, Mist. Don’t try to figure it out.”


An hour later the boys reported for work and Blaine sent Travis to question the rotation of uniformed officers that had been stationed at Misty’s house for the past forty-eight.


“Check the doors and windows, and see how he got in,” said Blaine. “He never had a key to her new house. I’m adding another bunch of charges to his warrant.”


When I catch him, the fucker will never see daylight again.


 


Judge Campbell’s Residence. West Austin.


BLAINE rang the bell and Judge Campbell answered the door herself. A tall redhead with wide-set green eyes, about seven or eight years older than Annie, the lady judge was reported to be the hottest thing in the Austin Courthouse. This morning, she wore tight jeans and a red tank and Blaine thought the rumors might have some basis in fact.


Recently, after Doctor Rodriguez dropped out of the race, Judge Catherine Campbell had announced her candidacy for Governor.


“Come in, Blaine, sweetie,” she opened the door wide. “What happened to your arm? I didn’t know you were hurt.”


“Minor stab wound.”


“No wounds are minor. You shouldn’t be working.” She motioned them in. “I want to go over a couple of points Randy has on the warrant.”


“Did he write it himself?” asked Farrell.


Judge Campbell smiled. “Randy knows how to write a warrant, just like he knows how to do everything else related to the job. Now that he’s number one, he doesn’t do the everyday stuff as often.”


“I didn’t mean anything,” said Farrell. “I’m the Chief’s biggest fan.”


The judge nodded. “And he’s one of yours, Donovan.” She winked at him. “Yes, I know who you are. I try to keep track of all the shining stars.”


Farrell’s face colored as he concentrated on the marble tiles in the huge foyer.


The Judge led them into a sitting room to the left of the entrance and pointed to tan leather club chairs. She sat on the sofa and spread the warrant out in front of her on the coffee table. “The only thing I’m questioning is how you zeroed in on the IP address, sweetheart.” She focused on Blaine’s face. “I can’t sign it if we’re violating privacy laws.”


“Okay,” said Blaine. “Here it is. This guy has killed at least four girls that we know about, maybe more in the past. We had nothing on him, and I mean nada.” Blaine got out of his chair and paced. “I checked my emails yesterday and bam—there he is—hacked into my computer and a big fuckin message flashing on my screen.”


“He’s a hacker?” asked the Judge.


“Big time,” said Blaine. “He violated my privacy when he put that message on my screen, and believe me, Judge, I have a lot of protection on my desktop and on my laptop too. To date that’s the only mistake he’s made. Overnight I ran a program I designed myself for just such a situation and this morning his IP address was on my screen. In my opinion, he gave that to me. It was a gift—more like a taunt—but if he hadn’t done that, his privacy would be secure, and we’d still have nothing.”


“I understand.”


“The warrant is only for the service provider. They can’t cough up a name and street address without it.”


The Judge picked up her pen and signed the warrant. As she saw them to the door her smile vanished, and she said, “Dinner next week. We need to talk.”


Blaine raised a black eyebrow. “We do?”


She nodded. “You too, Donovan. I’ll call with a time and place.”


“Okay,” said Blaine.


Gotta be about the election.


“Go get him.” She gave a little wave and closed the door.


 


 


FibeIT. Downtown Austin.


BLAINE placed his creds on the counter in front of a tall blonde with silver glitter caked on her eyelids and a bull ring in her nose. “Could I speak to the manager, please?”


“Y’all are from the police?”


“Yes, could you ask the manager to come on out here?”


“Can I ask what this is about?”


Blaine shook his head. “No, I need to speak to the manager.”


She turned and charged through the door behind the counter. Thirty seconds later a tall man in his late twenties appeared, not looking too pleased to see them.


“What’s this about?”


“I need a name and address of one of your customers, sir,” said Blaine. “I have a warrant.” He placed it on the counter.


“I see.” He stared at the warrant pretending to read it, then said, “Come back to my office, could you? I’ll look it up for you.”


“Thank you.” Blaine and Farrell followed him through the door and down a short hallway.


“What has this person done?” the manager asked.


“It’s a police matter,” said Blaine. “Just give me his name and address.”


“I feel like I’m violating someone’s privacy.” He stared at his screen and then at Blaine.


“That’s what the warrant is for.” Blaine pointed to the signature. “We just came from the judge and this warrant authorizes you to give us the name and address.”


“I’ve never had to do this before.”


“First time for everything. Do it now.”


The guy typed a few keystrokes and a list appeared on the screen. “Okay, here is it.”


Benson Lovell. Thirty-three Tansy Court. Apartment 612.


“Print it,” said Blaine.


“Yes, sir.” The guy gave him a two-fingered salute.


“What’s your name?” asked Farrell.


“Justin Bordeaux.”


Farrell wrote it down.


“Why do you need my name?”


“For the police report,” said Farrell. “You may have to testify in court. We’re not here just dicking around.”


Justin retrieved the print out and handed it to Blaine. “Are we done here?”


“Sure are.”


 


Thirty-Three Tansy Court. Downtown Austin.


“HIS BUILDING is close to the club district,” said Farrell as he parked the truck.


“Nice and handy.”


“Want more backup, boss? Can we take him on our own?”


“On your own, bro? My goddam arm is in a sling.”


“Let’s fuckin do it. I need some anger management, and the best way to vent my hostility is with physical activity.” Farrell was always up for action, and he made Blaine grin as they took the elevator to the sixth floor.


Checking the numbers as they passed, Farrell strode down the hall to six twelve and drew his weapon. “Can I kick it in?”


“Don’t think we’ll need to. The guy is a smart-ass. He’s knows we don’t have much. I read him as laughing in our faces.”


“Hate those assholes,” said Farrell. “I want him to resist arrest.”


Blaine shrugged. “I could be wrong. Maybe you’ll get your wish.”


Farrell knocked and said in almost a whisper. “Police, Mr. Lovell. Open the door.”


Benson Lovell opened the door wide and stared at them. A big stocky guy in plaid boxers with tats on both arms. Dark hair and dark stubble on his face. He hadn’t shaved yet today. Maybe he wasn’t going to. Sleepy looking, they might have woken him up.


Farrell pushed inside, physically backing Lovell up as he went. He snapped an open cuff on Lovell’s wrist as he said the words. “Benson Lovell, you are under arrest on suspicion of murder—four counts.”


Lovell twisted and tried to get his hands free as Farrell did up the other cuff behind his back.


“Piss off, assholes. I want to call my lawyer.”


“Let’s go, buddy.” Farrell spun the big guy around and shoved him into the hallway.


Lovell took off and sprinted towards the stairwell, fast and agile for a big man. When he got there and couldn’t get the door open with his hands cuffed behind his back, he cursed the air black and blue.


Farrell pushed the barrel of his SW against Lovell’s neck and cocked it. “Bad move, asshole. You fixin to be dead today?”


“Y’all can’t kill me. I’ll sue y’all for police brutality.”


Farrell grinned. “After you’re dead?”


Lovell spit on the carpet at Farrell’s feet. “Fuck off, cowboy.”


Farrell turned him around roughly and marched him back down the hall to the elevator. Blaine held the doors open for them and they descended to the lobby.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


CHIEF Calhoun was passing through the waiting area at the front of the DPS building when Blaine and Farrell came in with their prisoner. “I think room three is vacant, boys. Make this gentleman comfortable in there.”


“I want my lawyer,” hollered Lovell at the top of his vocal range.


The Chief smiled and watched Farrell maneuver the big guy into room three. To Blaine: “I think we should call Jesse and let him have first crack.”


“Yep, good idea,” said Blaine. “I’ll do it now. I’ve got some other calls to make too.”


Annie answered on the first ring. “I thought I called Jesse’s cell,” said Blaine.


“Uh huh. He’s lying down, and I brought his phone out to the kitchen, so he wouldn’t hear it.”


“What’s the matter?” Blaine could hardly get his breath thinking something had happened to Jesse.


“Dec thinks he may have had a mild coronary this morning.”


“No.” Blaine’s heart beat double time. “I thought he was doing better.”


“Brian’s dropping by soon and I’ll know more. Can I call you later?”


“I’ll drive out to the ranch, as soon as I can, Mom. Might be tonight.”


“Thanks, baby. Love you.”


Shit. Jesse is worse. I don’t like that one bit.


Next, Travis. “Hey, Trav, did you talk to the units that were on Misty’s house?”


“Don’t know how in hell it’s possible, but they all say the same thing—nobody was there—day or night.”


“Well we know that ain’t true—are they all goddam blind and fuckin deaf?”


“For sure,” said Travis. “Anything else?”


“Go to this address and don’t touch anything… yet, but we need to hear what’s going on with our suspect.”


“Have you got him?”


“Uh huh, but I don’t know for how long.” He gave Travis the address.


“I’m ten away from there.”


“You could glance around if you have time.”


“I could.”


Next, Jack. “Are the boys busy in the carriage house?”


“Always. Easiest gig they’ve ever had. They love it.”


“Send two of them to Mulligan’s in about an hour. See if they can get in without being seen using Misty’s key, and have them take enough food and stuff with them to last a couple days. I’m going to pull the patrol off and see what happens.”


“Okay, good thought. Are you doing that right away?”


“I’ll do it before I go in to question Lovell.”


“You picked him up?”


“Hope we can hold him. That’s gonna be the problem.”


“Can Jesse interrogate him? He might get something.”


“My first thought, but Annie thinks he might have had another coronary—a mild one.”


“Fuck.”


“For sure. We’ll go to the ranch later.”


On his way to room three, Blaine stuck his head in the Chief’s office, told him about Jesse and asked to have the squad pulled off Mulligan’s residence.


“Okay, got something else in mind?”


Blaine nodded. “In motion.”


“Good, and good luck in room three.”


“Thanks.”


 


“BENSON,” said Blaine. “Can I call you, Benson, or would you prefer Mr. Lovell?”


“Doesn’t matter what you call me. I won’t be here that long. I want my lawyer and I want out of here.”


Benson’s dark complexion was flushed red, almost crimson. Blood pressure issues?


Blaine turned the recorder on and set it on the corner of the table. He placed his yellow pad in front of him and laid his pen on top, perpendicular to the horizontal lines.


“Where do you work, Mr. Lovell?”


“JimmyJoe’s, but you already know that. Don’t play games with me, Super cop. I know who you are.”


“This ain’t a game. I’m playing for keeps.”


Lovell smiled. “Now you sound just like the ganger that you really are underneath all that crime fighting bullshit that swirls around you like dirt around Pig Pen.”


Blaine chuckled.


“One of the murdered girls was found right outside JimmyJoe’s place,” said Blaine. “Why did you do one so close to home?”


Lovell shook his head. “You’ve got nothing to connect me to the murders and you never will. That’s what happens when you arrest the wrong man.”


“I think I’ve got the right man.”


Lovell grinned. “Your problem is, you have to prove it. I don’t have to prove I’m innocent. That’s the way the system works.”


“You have strong legal tendencies, Mr. Lovell?”


“Hell no, but I watch enough TV to know what’s going on in the real world.”


Blaine smiled. “Tell me about JoAnne Engels.”


“What about her?”


“She came to your club on a regular basis?”


“Regular enough, I guess. The ones who come three or four times a week, you get to recognize them.”


“Ever take her out?”


“Like on a date?”


Blaine tapped his pen on his pad. “Uh huh, like on a regular date.”


“Nope. Too young for me. I don’t date students.”


Blaine raised a brow. “You knew she was starting at the U after Labor Day?”


“How could I not? She was babbling on about it to anybody who’d listen.”


“Sherri Lynn. Did you know her too?”


“Seen her a few times with some of the other girls that come to dance. Knew her name.”


“Nicole Savoie?” Blaine watched Lovell’s face and his eye twitched before he got control.


“Never heard of her.”


“How about Barbie Radford? Ring any bells?”


Lovell shifted in his seat, uncomfortable with his hands still behind his back. He shook his head. “No. No bells are ringing.” He banged the cuffs metal on metal on the back of the chair. “Can I get these cuffs off?”


Blaine leaned back in his chair and grinned, amused by Lovell’s growing discomfort. “Sure, want a coffee?”


“I don’t want a fuckin coffee,” he hollered. “I want my lawyer and I want these goddam cuffs off.”


“Ever seen death row in Huntsville?” Blaine asked before he left the room.


The door closed and locked automatically. Chief Calhoun stood in the hall where he’d been observing through the window. “We need something solid.”


“Let’s print him,” said Blaine. Mort got a partial from JoAnne Engel’s neck, but he didn’t think it was good enough to be useful.”


“Book him on suspicion. Make all the right moves. Read him his rights and get him to sign. We’ll hold him overnight and give him his phone call as soon as it’s convenient in the morning.”


“We’re on the same page,” said Blaine.


 


OUT in front of the DPS building, were a line of media vans and a crowd of reporters when Blaine and Farrell exited.


“Shit,” said Farrell, “we shoulda used the fuckin back door.”


Blaine stood on the bottom step while Farrell pushed through to get to the parking lot and retrieve his truck.


“What’s the name of the suspect you arrested in the dance club murders, Mr. B?” shouted one reporter.


“We heard you brought somebody in for questioning,” shouted another.


“Y’all have speedy and accurate information,” said Blaine. “I’m impressed. A suspect has been booked on suspicion and he’s in the lockup.”


“What evidence do you have against him, Mr. B? Can the DA make a case?”


I wish.


“It’s too early to talk about a trial, and y’all know better than to ask about the evidence. All I can say is we’re in the process of gathering enough evidence to make a solid case for the DA. I should have more to tell you tomorrow.”


“Can you give us a time, Mr. B?”


“Not yet. I’ll have Mary call y’all.”


Blaine trudged to the truck and let out a sigh in the shotgun seat. “I need more meds.”


Farrell dropped him off at home.


 


JimmyJoe’s. Downtown Austin.


FARRELL tapped on the door that read ‘staff only’ and waited for the manager to open up. He’d called ahead and arranged to meet her even though the club wasn’t open until much later in the day. On the phone she’d sounded small and sexy—at least that was the way he’d pictured her—but standing in front of him was a two-hundred-pound bottle blonde barely five feet tall. Her black yoga pants appeared to be stretched to the max over her huge thighs and Farrell held up his creds, hoping to hell and back he didn’t have to look at her ass. “Deputy Farrell Donovan, ma’am, are you Marilyn Zimmer?”


“Uh huh. Come in. I just made coffee if you’d like some.”


“Sure, thanks.”


“We can talk in my office.” She led the way down the hall past the washrooms and a door that read ‘janitor’. Farrell followed focusing his attention on the back of her head in case her pants split open.


She poured two mugs of coffee, pointed to the chair in front of her desk and set the mug in front of Farrell. She squeezed behind the desk and flopped her butt into her chair.


Farrell sipped his coffee, waiting until she was settled.


“You said this was about Benson?”


“Yes, Benson Lovell. How long has he worked here?”


“I took over as manager two years ago and he was part of the staff when I came on board, so longer than two years. I can pull his file for you.”


“That would be helpful if I could get a copy. Thanks.”


“Why are the police asking questions about Benson? He’s always been a great bouncer. Always on time, and no trouble with other employees.”


“Have you noticed him interacting with the customers? Particularly any of the young girls that come here to party?”


“Nothing that I can think of, but on the weekends, it’s so crowded out front you couldn’t notice much of anything.”


“Did you ever see him with JoAnne Engels or Sherri Lynn Temple?”


Marilyn thought for a moment, then screwed up her round face. “Those are the names of the murdered girls,” she said. “You don’t think Benson had anything to do with that, do you?”


“Possibly,” said Farrell.


“No. Not possible. I’d never believe that.”


“You know him well?”


“As well as one employee can know another one, I guess. Not on a personal level, of course.”


Is she lying about that?


“Were any members of the staff closer to Lovell than the others?”


“I’m not sure. He did hang out on his breaks with one of the other bouncers. Mike Longbow.”


“And how long has Mike worked here?”


“Six months, maybe.”


“I’ll take a copy of his file too, if you don’t mind, Miss Zimmer. It would help me out a lot.”


She glanced at her watch as she headed for the filing cabinet. “Will Benson be showing up for his shift tonight?”


Farrell shook his head. “I don’t believe he will be, ma’am. He’ll be spending the night in the lockup at DPS.”


“Oh, my. I’ll have to do some rescheduling.”


“Uh huh, you might have to do that.”


“What about tomorrow? Should he be on the schedule for tomorrow night?”


“Can’t say, ma’am. You best call in an extra, just to be sure.”


“Thank you. I’ll do that.”


Farrell waited until she copied the files, then left.


 


Coulter Ross Ranch. La Grange.


AFTER dinner, Farrell drove Blacky and Misty out to Coulter-Ross to check on Jesse. “Did Mom say how bad the heart attack was?” asked Farrell.


“Dec thought it was mild,” said Blaine, “but I don’t know what the hell that means.” He rode in the shotgun seat, window down and smoking, Misty in the back in her silent mode.


“He’s not in the hospital, so that’s a good sign,” said Farrell. “At least I think it is, I’m not much of a medical guy.”


Annie hugged them all as they trooped into the kitchen. “So glad my babies are home for a visit.”


“Any tarts?” asked Farrell. “Did Rosie make pecan tarts today?”


“She might have,” said Annie, “Check that big container on the counter, sugar. See what she’s got.”


Jesse wandered down the hall when he heard the commotion at the front door. His face pale and thinner than he’d ever been. “Hey, y’all, sorry I missed work today. Maybe I can come tomorrow instead.”


Annie smiled and shook her head when Jesse wasn’t looking.


“We’re okay, boss,” said Farrell with half a tart in his mouth and two more in his left hand. “Everything is under control.”






 




CHAPTER ELEVEN


Thursday, September 13th.


 


District Attorney’s Office. Downtown Austin.


BLAINE arrived at the DA’s office at nine sharp and Perry Leighton was waiting for him in his corner suite on the top floor. The top dog sat behind his mahogany desk gazing at a panoramic view of the city, a cup of coffee in his hand and a tray of pastries on the desk in front of him.


Almost ready to retire, Leighton kept himself in decent shape getting out on the golf course as much as he could. Only about five eight, he was destined to put on a few pounds as he aged and his close proximity to the bakery in the bottom of the building worked against him. Always immaculately dressed in a suit and tie, he served the city that elected him well.


“Nice to see you, Blaine.” Leighton leaned across the desk and offered Blaine his hand at the same time eyeing the sling. “Sorry to hear you were stabbed right after you took the bullet from that vicious ganger. How are the ribs?”


Blaine managed a smile. “I’m a walking disaster this week. Thank God I have Farrell trucking me around.”


“Where is he? Did you leave him in the hall?”


“He’s smoking outside and returning calls for me.”


Leighton raised an eyebrow. “Your agency has been busy?”


“What’s more popular these days than violent crime?”


Leighton nodded. “Sad, but true. You’re here about the dance club murders?”


“That’s what the media is calling them. Uh huh.” Blaine filled a china cup with coffee and added cream. “I have a suspect in custody, but not much to hold him on.”


Leighton smiled. “And you don’t want him to make bail?”


“Bingo. I need a couple of days to get you what you need for an indictment.”


“Lovell’s attorney has already called several times this morning and he’s fuming. I took the first call, then Simkins was stuck with the others.”


Blaine grinned. Miss Simkins, the DA’s assistant was a tough lady. “Let him fume. I need another forty-eight hours.”


“What have you got so far?”


Blaine explained about the message.


“Damaging. But nothing tangible?”


“Now that Lovell’s been booked, we have his prints. Mort was able to lift a partial thumb impression from JoAnne Engel’s neck and the lab is trying to match it.”


“That would be something, at least,” said Leighton. “Hacking into your computer and taunting you wouldn’t convince a jury of his guilt.”


Blaine drained his cup and set it down. “It’s him.”


“You have instincts that are almost infallible, son, and I trust your judgement more than I trust my own. Another twenty-four and I’ll have to arraign him. I can speak to the judge about bail but that’s all I can do.”


“If he makes bail can the state request an ankle monitor?”


Perry picked up a Sharpie. “I’ll make a note of it. Usually if we request it, the judge will comply.”


“Thanks,” said Blaine. “I better get going if I’ve only got twenty-four hours.”


 


FARRELL was ending a call when Blaine got to the parking ramp. “Sue called me. The lab got a positive ID on what was left of Endicott in the cabin rubble. The dentist is toast.”


“I know why she called you, bro, and not me,” said Blaine.


“Why?”


“She’s hot for you.”


“Shut up.” Farrell gave Blaine a hand signal and jerked open the driver’s door.


Blaine chuckled as he climbed in the truck.


 


Endicott Farm. Lexington.


AFTER searching for Max Endicott’s next of kin, Blaine discovered the dentist’s mother was living and she owned a farm south of Lexington.


Farrell drove in the laneway, weeds three feet high on each side of the dirt two-track. “Are you sure she still lives here?”


“This is the mailing address for her social security checks.”


“Look at the goddam house,” said Farrell. “There’s a tarp on the roof and chunks of plywood over the fuckin windows. Nobody could live in there.”


“Let’s knock on the door and see.”


Still grumbling, Farrell parked his truck and shut off the engine.


As soon as they stepped out of the truck, three dogs ran at them out of nowhere, barking and snarling.


“Pitbulls,” hollered Farrell. “We won’t make it to the fuckin door.”


The screen door opened with a loud screech of hinges begging for oil, and a large woman, with long gray hair hanging over her face stumbled onto the porch with a shotgun pointed in their direction. She wore a purple dress with a filthy white apron over it and knee-high rubber boots.


“Git off my land,” she yelled out in a high whine. “Ten seconds is all ya got.”


“Police, Mrs. Endicott,” hollered Blaine holding his credentials high in the air. “Need to talk to you about your son.”


“Don’t got a son.” She raised the barrel. “Now git.”


The dogs circled around them, growling and salivating and Farrell encouraged them to back off, but to no avail. “Wish I had some biscuits, but they’re in the truck.”


Blaine took a step closer to the porch and the growling turned up a notch. He decided to stay where he was and shout out the bad news from there. “Max was in a fire, Mrs. Endicott. He’s dead.”


“Boy was dead a long time ago, copper. No news to me. That bitch Renee kill him? Fucking gold-digger. All she ever wanted was my money and my farm.”


Farrell glanced around at the falling down house and the blackened barn and raised a brow.


“You think Renee might have killed your son?”


“Course I do and so would you if you had a lick of sense under that long black hair. Now you get your ass going.”


“Yes, ma’am,” said Blaine, “call off your dogs.”


The old girl whistled once, and the dogs ran up onto the porch and laid down at her feet.


Blaine gave a wave and jumped into the truck.


“Jeeze,” said Farrell, “that was interesting.”


 


Tansy Court Apartments. Downtown Austin.


TRAVIS took the elevator up to the sixth floor, waited until the corridor was deserted then used his handy-dandy lock tool. He was inside Lovell’s apartment in thirty seconds looking for the perfect place to hide a tag.


He snapped on a pair of latex gloves, and after the bug was perfectly placed, he glanced around like the boss wanted him to do. Rifling through drawers and checking any scrap of paper for a clue and putting everything back exactly the way it was. He came across a small black book of addresses and searched for something to copy the pages on.


In the second bedroom Lovell had set up as an office, Travis found a printer with copying capabilities. He copied all four pages listing the names and numbers of the murdered girls. Taking the book would have been simpler, but he didn’t want to trash the DA’s case right from the get-go.


He left Lovell’s apartment the way he found it, locked the door behind him and sat in his truck in visitor’s parking to call Blacky. “Hey, boss. Tag is in place and I copied some pages of his address book. All four of them are in there.”


“Fuckin Aces,” hollered Blaine, “Nice job, Trav.”


“Thanks, boss. Doing his ride next behind the building.”


“Old Jeep Wrangler,” said Blaine. “Army green.”


“Yep, I’ve got the tag number.”


 


Moffatt Home. Round Rock.


BILL Moffatt answered the door of the two-storey house in Round Rock where Renee Endicott had grown up. On a street of similar homes, the Moffatt residence showed pride of ownership, red brick with black shutters, a neatly trimmed lawn and flower beds bursting with fall blooms.


A husky man in his late fifties, he was a few pounds overweight, but appeared tanned and healthy. He was dressed casually in jeans and a blue Cowboy’s t-shirt. Behind him in the hallway was a lot of toddler activity and kid noise.


“Who is it, Bill?” called Mrs. Moffatt.


Blaine held up his credentials. “I’m Blaine Blackmore, we spoke on the phone a couple of days ago, and I wondered if we might ask you a few questions?”


Moffatt nodded. “Sure, come in.” He pointed to the living room off the foyer, shoed a couple of babies out and closed the double French doors. “Have a seat. Would you like some sweet tea?”


“No thanks, we’re okay,” said Blaine. “We won’t take much of your time.”


“Is this about Max again?”


“I’m afraid it is, sir,” said Blaine. “And it’s not good news. The cabin that your son-in-law rented burned to the ground and Max’s remains were found in the ashes.”


“What?” Bill Moffatt was on his feet and pacing in front of the fireplace. “What about Renee?”


“Forensic technicians combed through the debris and there was no sign of your daughter, sir.”


“You mean she wasn’t in the cabin when it burned?”


“It appears she wasn’t. We don’t know what happened, but only Max’s remains were found.”


“Have you heard from your daughter?” asked Farrell.


“No, we haven’t, and we’ve been wondering about that. We thought she would have called by now to check on the girls.”


“Her SUV was not at the cabin when I was there,” said Farrell.


Moffatt let out a breath. “So, she might not have been in the fire. Is that what you’re saying?”


“Her truck wasn’t there, sir,” said Farrell.


“Would it be possible to talk with your wife?” asked Blaine, “She might have some insight into what was going on with your daughter.”


“Hang on. I’ll get her.”


Linda Moffatt was in tears when she entered the room. Her husband had obviously passed on the news. “Bill is watching the girls. Do you think Max is really dead?”


“Yes, ma’am, we believe so. Do you have any idea where your daughter might go if she had a… disagreement with her husband and went her own way?”


“Do you think they had a fight and Renee left Max at the cabin?”


“We can only guess what might have happened,” said Blaine, “but her vehicle was missing from the cabin when my investigators arrived.”


“Renee was mad at Max,” said her mother, “I know that for sure. She told me Max was cheating on her with younger women.”


“Do you think she might have been angry enough to do something to her husband?” asked Blaine.


Linda frowned. “You mean like physically hurt Max?”


“Uh huh, that’s what I mean,” said Blaine.


Linda pointed a finger. “That’s why y’all are here, isn’t it? Y’all think Renee might have killed him.”


“It’s one possibility,” said Farrell.


Mrs. Moffatt shook her head. “I’d never believe it. My Renee would never do that. She was raised in the Baptist Church and she knows better.”


A lot of crying and screaming was coming from another part of the house. Linda Moffatt glanced at the French doors. “I better go. Bill sometimes loses patience with the girls.”


“Was Renee a good mother?” asked Blaine.


Half way to the door, Linda turned and glared. “Of course, she was. What kind of a question is that?”


“I apologize,” said Blaine. “I’m just trying to figure out what her state of mind might have been at the cabin.”


“Tired,” said her mother. “She was worn out and tired. She deserved a week away.” Linda left, the crying stopped, and Bill Moffatt returned.


“Just one question before we go,” said Blaine. “Your wife indicated that Renee believed Max was cheating on her with younger women. Did your daughter say anything to you?”


A surprised look crossed Bill’s face and he shook his head. “Linda never said anything to me.”


“Your daughter borrowed your gun to take to the cabin. Did you think that was out of character?”


“What are you hinting at, sir? Renee would never shoot anybody. She didn’t know the first thing about guns.”


Blaine stood up and handed Mr. Moffatt a card. “If you hear from your daughter, please call me.”


“I’ll show y’all out.” Bill Moffatt wasn’t smiling.






 




CHAPTER TWELVE


Friday, September 14th.


 


Courthouse. Downtown Austin.


BLAINE left Misty and Carmelita planting flowers in the backyard. He gave them a wave from the back porch, picked up his briefcase on the way past his office and headed out to Farrell’s truck.


Travis was parked curbside ready to follow to the courthouse. If they let Lovell go, Travis would be his shadow.


“Think the judge will grant bail to Lovell, boss?” asked Farrell as they rolled up to the red light at the corner.


“Hope not, but if his attorney is worth his salt, he’ll put up a good argument for it.”


And he did.


Blaine and Farrell sat in the front row behind the ADA’s table as one of Leighton’s assistants countered everything Lovell’s lawyer said with a solid argument against letting Lovell loose.


The Judge on the bench heard both sides and jotted down a few notes. “The defendant, Benson Lovell has no criminal record, he’s lived at the same address and held the same job for the past five years. The charges against him are serious as Mr. Thomas has pointed out, and in that regard, I’m making the bond substantial. Bail is granted in the amount of five hundred thousand dollars.”


The ADA stood up. “A moment Judge. Would I be asking too much if the defendant were required to wear an ankle monitor?”


Without a moment’s hesitation, the judge said, “I think so.” He banged the gavel down and went on to the next case.


Farrell looked at Blaine. “A bouncer gonna come up with fifty thou?”


“Wait and see,” said Blaine.


They waited in the corridor while the bailiff escorted Lovell and his attorney to the bondsman’s office and a few minutes later, they did see.


Smiling like a hyena, Lovell strutted to the exit.


 


TRAVIS sat in his silver F-450 with his eye on the door of the courthouse waiting to see the outcome of the arraignment.


People went in. People came out. Then a smiling Benson Lovell swaggered out with his attorney and crossed the drop-off loop to the parking lot.


Blaine and Farrell were close behind and Blaine gave Travis a signal.


Lovell jumped in the passenger seat of his attorney’s Lexus and Travis started his truck.


 


Pleasant Acres. Route one thirty south.


PLEASANT Acres Mobile Home Park, didn’t look too pleasant as Farrell drove through the gate. Hidden from the highway by a stand of tall pines stretching across the road frontage, the true nature of the place wasn’t obvious until you were up close and personal.


Most of the trailers were single wide and crammed so close together there was barely a parking space between. This resulted in cars and pickups parked on both sides of the narrow road making driving treacherous and on two of the so-called streets, impassable. Farrell had to back up and go around the block.


Kids and dogs ran free along with a few cats and chickens and Farrell slowed down to a crawl to avoid hitting any of the residents—human or animal.


“See any street names?” asked Blaine.


“What are we looking for?”


“Crockett Avenue.”


“Shit,” said Farrell, “this place ain’t never seen an avenue.”


“Number sixty.”


“Roll down your window and ask those kids up yonder.” Farrell slowed, and Blaine stuck his head out and hollered to them.


“I live on Crockett,” said one of the bigger kids. Sitting astride his bicycle, he looked about ten or eleven and had to take a cigarette out of his mouth to answer the question. He waved an arm and pointed. “Way over on the far side of the park.”


“Thanks,” said Blaine.


Farrell navigated the narrow dirt track to the other side of the park and found Crockett.


Blaine pointed. “There’s number sixty.”


“Harley out front,” said Farrell. “What’s his name again?”


“Mike Longbow.”


Farrell parked on the road and they strode across a patch of parched dirt to the front door. He knocked and there was no answer. Blackberry Smoke blasted from an open window.


“I like the band but the radio’s too loud,” said Blaine, “Can’t hear us.”


Farrell pounded on the door and hollered, “Police, Mr. Longbow, we need to speak to you.”


The door opened a crack and a voice said, “What do y’all want?”


“Need to talk to you about Benson Lovell,” said Blaine. “Won’t take long.”


Mike Longbow came outside and closed the door behind him. A strong smell of weed circled around him. Native American, fit and muscled up, dressed in torn jeans with a bandana around his black hair. He pointed to a picnic table that didn’t look strong enough to hold the three of them. “Let’s sit out here.”


“Sure,” said Blaine. “Don’t matter.”


“What do you want to know about Ben?”


“Have you talked to him in the past couple of days?” asked Blaine.


“Nope. He wasn’t at the club for his shift and I didn’t have time to ask where he was. He in trouble with the law?”


“He was arraigned this morning on four counts of murder.”


Longbow smiled, and his teeth were bright white against his dark complexion. “You gotta be shittin me, man.” He laughed.


“Nope, not a bit.”


“Don’t know what I can tell you. Only know him at work. Nothing more than that.”


“The manager said you and Lovell hung out on your breaks,” said Farrell, “what did you guys usually talk about?”


Longbow grinned. “Sure, wasn’t about killing girls if that’s what y’all are asking me. Catch a fuckin brain.”


Farrell tensed. His fist tightened and the vein in his forearm stood out.


“Did you see ever see Benson with JoAnne Engels?” asked Blaine.


“Who?”


“JoAnne Engels,” said Blaine, “She was a regular at your club and some of the other dance places on the street.”


“Don’t know her.” He shook his head. “So fuckin busy most nights. No time to learn people’s names or any of that horseshit.”


“Did you know Sherri Lynn Temple?” asked Farrell.


“You deaf? I said I didn’t know any of their names. I’m not interested in kids that come to the club to dance. I’ve got other things on my mind.”


Blaine gave him a look. “Yeah? Like what?”


“None of your fuckin business. We’re done here.”


Farrell stood up and he was taller than Longbow by about four inches. He pointed at the bike. “Belong to a club?”


“That illegal?”


“Nope.”


“You have a nice day, Mr. Longbow.”


Driving out the gate Blaine said, “That wasn’t too helpful.”


“Sure, it was,” said Farrell. “That asshole is lying through his teeth about something. Can’t wait to find out what it is.” He pulled onto the highway and his cell rang. He handed it to Blaine.


“Oh, hi Sue. Yeah, this is Farrell’s phone, but he’s driving. Did you have something? Or was it personal?”


Farrell cranked his head around, curled his lip and gave his foster brother the finger.


“Yep, that’s great. We’re headed your way right now.”


“Did she match the thumb print?”


“Close enough to say ninety-five percent,” said Blaine. “Let’s run it by the Chief and see what he says.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL set a large Starbuck’s container in front of Chief Calhoun, then sat down in one of the guest chairs.


“Did Sue tell you about the print?” asked Blaine.


“Yep, she was up here ten minutes ago.”


“Can we haul his ass in here again?” asked Farrell with a grin. “I’d so love to do that.”


“New evidence,” said the Chief. “We have to bring him in again, otherwise we wouldn’t be doing our jobs, would we?” He flipped the tab on his coffee to let it cool a little.


“I’ll call Travis,” said Blaine. “He should be right outside Lovell’s building.”


The Chief smiled. “That’s handy.”


 


Tansy Court. Austin.


TRAVIS sat in his truck where he could see the front door of the apartment building. He wasn’t worried too much about Lovell using the back door and going straight to the parking lot, because he had a tag on the Jeep and as soon as it turned a wheel, his iPad on the passenger seat beside him, would alert him.


He finished his Coke and set the empty can in the holder. He needed to piss bad, and it would soon be an issue.


Shouldn’t drink soda while I’m on surveillance.


His cell rang. Blacky.


“Yeah, boss. Got something?”


“A match on the print. Do you want to bring him in, or wait for Farrell and me to get there?”


“I can do it,” said Travis, “by the time y’all get here, I’ll have him down to the lobby.”


“Umm… why don’t you wait for us to be on the safe side. We’re on our way.”


I can take this jerk into custody on my own. I need to show Blacky I’m worth the money he’s paying me.


Travis pulled his truck into the pick-up loop in front of the apartment doors and parked. He checked the Sig in his waist holster, then took the elevator up to the sixth floor. The corridor smelled of stale food and cheap cigars. The hallway was deserted as Travis knocked on Lovell’s door.


“Who is it?” Lovell called from inside.


“Deputy Bristol, Mr. Lovell. I need to speak to you for a moment.”


Lovell opened the door and said, “I’m out on bail and you assholes can’t touch me. What the hell do you want?”


Travis barged in with his cuffs in his hand. “You are under arrest, Mr. Lovell. I need you to come with me.”


“Like hell I’m going back there.” He reached behind him and pulled a gun out of the waistband of his jeans, pointed it at Travis and pulled the trigger.


Travis hit the floor with a thud and it was lights out.


 


FARRELL parked his red Silverado behind Travis’ Ford and turned on the strobes so there would be no doubt about his right to park there.


“I don’t see him in the lobby,” said Blaine as he peered through the glass doors.


“Let’s go up and make sure he ain’t having problems,” said Farrell. “You locked and loaded?”


“Uh huh.”


They stepped out of the elevator on the sixth floor and Farrell broke into a run. “Smell the fuckin blood?” he hollered as he bolted through the open door of number six twelve. “Oh, Jesus, Blacky, call an ambulance.”


Farrell was on his knees beside Travis trying to stop the bleeding in his midsection when Blaine caught up. “This is bad, bro. So fuckin bad, I can’t think about it.”


“I put a bulletin out on Lovell’s Jeep. Somebody should see him. He must be still in the city.”


Travis had lost a lot of blood and a lake of it had seeped into the shitty brown carpet underneath him.


The elevator dinged and Blacky hustled into the hall to direct the paramedics. They dropped down beside Travis, talked to each other rapidly in medical jargon and eased him onto the stretcher as fast as they could.


“Where are you taking him?” asked Blaine.


“Saint David’s.”


“Go in the ambulance, boss. I’ll secure the scene and wait for the techs. I’ll be along.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


JESSE was sitting on the carpet in the great room playing with his baby daughter when he got the call. “Hey, Blacky, how’s the case going?”


“Ain’t worth a shit, Jesse. That asshole Lovell just shot Travis. I begged Leighton not to let him out, and now look.” Blacky was hollering in Jesse’s ear.


“Can you get Mom to bring you to Saint David’s in a while? Trav’s gonna be in surgery for I don’t know how long.”


“Yep, and try to calm down a bit, son. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


 


San Carlos. Panama.


RENEE, still wearing her nightie, sat on the porch of the tiny house she’d rented on the beach. A warm breeze wrapped around her and a sense of calm filled her as she stared at the vastness of the Pacific. The unobstructed panorama in front of her was so uplifting it took her breath away.


The girls would love playing in the sand.


Setting her coffee mug down, she picked up the new disposable phone she’d purchased and called her parent’s number. Her father answered on the first ring.


“Hi, Daddy, it’s me.”


“Renee, we’ve been frantic. Where are you? The police were here telling us that Max is dead. He died in a fire in the cabin, and we thought you might be dead too.”


“No, I’m okay, Daddy. What do you mean Max is dead?” She hoped she sounded surprised.


“The police said the cabin y’all rented caught fire and they found Max’s remains in the ashes.”


“Oh, my God. Poor Max. We had a huge fight and I left him at the cabin,” she sniffled. “We decided to get a divorce, and I drove to a hotel to try to think it through. I can’t believe he’s dead.”


“Where are you, and when are you coming home?”


“I’m down south and I’m not coming back until I get my head on straight, Daddy. Can you take care of the kids for a while longer?”


“Your mother is getting tired, Renee. The girls are a lot of work, as you well know, and I’m helping her all I can.”


“Please, Daddy, just a little while longer.”


“Of course, we’ll take good care of them until you get back.”


“Thanks, Daddy. I love you.”


 


Saint David’s Hospital. Austin.


BLAINE and Farrell, both exhausted and stressed tight as bailing wire over Travis, sat in the waiting area designated for those with loved ones under the knife. Hard chairs, bad coffee and two-year-old magazines weren’t cutting it.


The Chief had been there, red-faced and furious that one of their own had been wounded. He’d gone home for dinner but was on speed dial if he was needed before he came back to hold the vigil for Travis.


The boys were on their second Styrofoam cup of disgusting dark brew when Annie arrived with Jesse.


Blaine hopped up and hugged his mother. “Sit over here with us, Mom.”


Annie leaned down and kissed Farrell. “You okay, baby? Your face is pale.”


Farrell nodded. “I’m okay, Mom.”


“Has the doctor said anything yet?” asked Jesse.


Blaine shook his head. “Still in there. Haven’t heard a word yet.”


“How long has it been?” asked Annie.


“Long,” said Farrell, “hours. Way too long.” He got up and left the room.


“Farrell is upset,” said Annie.


“Yeah, since Travis came back, Farrell has been a bit hard on him.”


“I get it,” said Jesse, “and now he’s feeling guilty. Farrell was pissed off, and rightly so, when Travis quit the team to work for Doctor Rodriguez.”


Blaine glanced up. “He and Farrell were partners and they were a solid pair. It hit Farrell hard when Trav defected to the doctor. Should we call her?”


“How are things between Travis and her?” asked Annie.


Blaine shrugged. “Don’t know. Trav has been in silent mode since he rescued her from the stalker.”


“Wouldn’t hurt to let her know,” said Jesse. “She can take it from there. Come to the hospital, or don’t come.”


Blaine nodded and scrolled to her number. “Doctor Rodriguez, Blaine Blackmore calling. I know it’s late, but I wanted to let you know that Travis was shot today on the job.”


He heard Ginny suck in a quick breath. “Oh, my God, tell me he’s okay.”


“No, he’s not okay,” said Blaine, “He’s still in surgery.”


“Where are y’all?”


“Saint David’s.”


“I’m on my way.”


Blaine pressed end and said, “She’s coming.”


 





 




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Saturday, September 15th.


 


Saint David’s. Austin.


TRAVIS was still in surgery when Doctor Rodriguez arrived at the hospital. Wearing snug-fitting jeans and a blue silk blouse that made her olive complexion glow, she rushed into the waiting area and filled the room with her presence.


Blaine stood and offered his hand, but Ginny pulled him into a hug. “I spoke to one of the surgical nurses I know well and she’s getting information for me,” she paused, “for us… all of us.”


She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue then took a moment to recognize the rest of the group. “Mrs. Powell, Ranger Quantrall, Deputy Donovan, I wish we were meeting under more pleasant circumstances.”


The nurse returned from her mission and stuck her head in the door. The waiting room was deserted except for their little group. “Almost finished. He’s hanging on.”


“Thank you, Tina. Did you tell Doctor Winters I wanted to speak with him when he was through?”


“Yes, I did Doctor. He knows where you are.”


“Thank you.”


Ginny walked back and sat down next to Blaine. “We might as well get the facts,” she said. “I don’t like to be kept in the dark.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


IT was after three a.m. when Blaine crawled into bed beside Misty. A long twelve hours since they’d gone to Tansy Court to arrest Benson Lovell.


Travis had barely made it through the surgery. The bullet had been lodged in his groin area and he had lost massive amounts of blood. He had to be transfused on the table several times according to the information Ginny was able to glean from the surgeon.


Ginny followed him to ICU and because of her status on the hospital board, exercised her clout and obtained permission to sit at his bedside. No other visitors would be allowed until he woke up. Twenty-four hours at the least.


Misty rolled over and reached for Blaine. “Where were you?” she mumbled half asleep.


“Go back to sleep. It’s okay.” He cuddled her warm body and was out like a light.


It felt like he had just closed his eyes when his cell sounded on the nightstand and woke him up. Blaine groped for it as Lexi whined in protest. “Blackmore.”


“Highway patrol here, Mr. B. Got a sighting on your Jeep. Down south of the city on the bypass. We couldn’t pursue at the time. Sorry about that.”


“Heading south on one-thirty. Great. I’ve got a good idea where he was going. Good job, sir.”


Surprised that it was already morning, Blaine padded along the upstairs hall to Farrell’s room and woke his brother. “Highway patrol made Lovell’s Jeep.”


Farrell groaned in protest as he rolled over and opened his eyes. “Where is the fucker?”


“He was heading for Longbow’s.”


Farrell threw back the covers. “Shit. Let’s go get him.”


 


Pleasant Acres. Route one thirty south.


BLAINE rounded up reinforcements before leaving for Mike Longbow’s trailer. He rousted Jack and Greg out of bed, armed them with shotguns and the four of them took off.


Farrell sped down one thirty, window down and smoking like he always did. “Wonder to me that Trav didn’t have a tag on the Jeep.”


“Could have, but we don’t have the tracker,” said Blaine. “Maybe it’s still in his truck.”


“Yeah, never crossed my mind to look for it when we had his truck towed home.”


Farrell flicked his turn signal on. “Here we are. Everybody ready?”


“Yep, we’re ready,” said Jack. “Haven’t been in the line of fire for a while.”


Farrell parked behind Lovell’s Jeep and blocked it in.


“Front and back,” said Blaine as they hopped out of the truck. “Let’s do it.”


“No bike here,” hollered Farrell as they charged the door.


“Police,” hollered Blaine, “Open the door.”


Farrell waited thirty seconds and kicked the door in. Jack and Greg had already found their way in from the back of the trailer and had run through. “Clear,” hollered Greg. “Nobody here.”


“Get forensics down here,” said Blaine. “And get Lovell’s Jeep towed to impound.”


Farrell was on the phone to the Chief filling him in. “Lovell’s with Mike Longbow, Chief. His Jeep is here at the trailer.”


Farrell ended the call and told the others. “Chief is running Longbow and getting a warrant out on him. He’s sending techs down here and picking up the Jeep.”


“I’ll check DMV and get a tag number for Longbow’s Harley.”


“Wish we had tagged it when we were here the first time,” said Farrell. “Would have been so fuckin simple.”


 


Brad Mulligan’s Residence. Austin.


RICK and Andy had cleared dirty dishes, glasses, mugs and pizza boxes from Mulligan’s kitchen table, so they could play cribbage while they waited for the asshole to show up.


When Jack dropped them off, they had sneaked in when no neighbors were on the street and felt confident nobody had seen them. If Mulligan had friends watching his house for him, they shouldn’t know—that’s if Mulligan had any friends.


“You hear that?” asked Rick, his fingers ready to move his red peg forward. “Sounded like a car door. Close to the house too.”


“I’ll take the front, you take the side.”


They moved silently to their posts, manned their doors and waited. Andy heard the key in the lock as he stood hidden behind the side door. He was on a small landing, three steps up to the main level and a dozen or more steps to the lower level behind him.


The door opened, and Mulligan stepped in pushing the door shut behind him.


“You’re under arrest,” said Andy as he reached out and snapped a handcuff on Brad Mulligan’s wrist. But before he could grab the other arm, Mulligan twisted out of his grasp.


“Don’t fuckin touch me,” he hollered as he punched Andy in the sternum and gave him a vicious shove down the basement steps.


Andy tumbled all the way to the bottom as Mulligan opened the side door and raced to his vehicle.


Rick glimpsed the tag number as the white Buick rental squealed out the drive and onto the road. He tried to remember the numbers as he tore down the stairs to help his partner. “Fuck, what happened?”


Andy lay at the bottom of the stairs groaning. “I think I broke my fuckin leg.”


Rick first called an ambulance and then Blaine. “Mulligan showed up and we almost had him. He’s driving a white Buick, looks like a rental with a six and a vee on the tag. He gave Andy a helluva shove down the steps and Andy broke his leg. I’m going to Emerg in the ambulance. Can somebody pick us up in an hour or so?”


“I’ll call Lil,” said Blaine.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE’S cell rang as Farrell pulled through the iron gate. “Yes, Mr. Moffatt. Thank you for calling. You heard from your daughter?”


“I was relieved that she called, mostly to confirm that she wasn’t dead,” said Moffatt. “Her mother had been half out of her mind with worry.”


“I understand,” said Blaine, “Did Mrs. Endicott say when she’d be back?”


“No, but she did say she and Max decided on a divorce and she left him alone at the cabin and went to find some solitude at another hotel. She sounded distressed when I told her about the fire and that Max was dead.”


“I see,” said Blaine. “If she calls or comes back home, would you let me know?”


“Of course.”


 


OLIVIA’S truck was parked beside the carriage house and she was loading unused bags of mulch, shovels and the rest of her equipment with the help of her assistant, Kenny.


She glanced up at Blaine as he approached and gave him a slight nod of her head. No smile.


She’ll be pissed at me for the rest of my fuckin life.


Over her tanned shoulder, Blaine could see the finished product and couldn’t believe he was looking at his own backyard. It was amazing—straight out of a gardening magazine. He wondered if Olivia had taken pictures. Trees and bushes around the perimeter, fronted by beds of flowers, a vegetable plot tucked up behind the carriage house and a gorgeous fish pond in the center featuring the Zen fountain that Carm adored.


“You did an amazing job, Olivia. Thank you so much.”


She reached into the cab of her truck and handed him an invoice. “I’m happy that you’re pleased,” she said with a touch of frost in her voice.


Blaine folded the invoice and shoved it in his pocket. “I’ll have Lil drop off a check as soon as she has one ready.”


“Thank you.” Olivia hopped into her truck and backed out the drive.


Yep. Another relationship fucked up beyond repair.


 


BLAINE hugged Carm in the kitchen and helped himself to a cold Corona out of the Sub-Zero. “Olivia is finished,” he said in Spanish. “Are you happy with everything outside?”


Big smile from Carm. “Si, bueno.”


“It is gorgeous, isn’t it?”


“Necesitamos comida de pescado.”


Blaine nodded. “Si.” He made a note of it on his phone. “Fish food. It’s on my list.”


Lily returned from the hospital moments later with Rick and Andy. A loud scuffling in the front hall and a round of cursing from Andy trying to navigate the slippery marble floor on crutches.


Blaine pointed to the chairs on the other side of the long kitchen table and headed for the fridge to get the boys a couple of cold ones. “Beer, Lil? Or do you and Carm want to crack open a bottle of your Zinfandel?”


“Wine, please,” said Lil and took two glasses from the cabinet.


“How are we gonna nab that asshole?” asked Blaine.


“Misty’s our best bet,” said Lily as she sat down with her glass. “If she gives us a hint where he’s hiding, y’all can go get him.”


“I haven’t even had time to see what he did to her house yet,” said Blaine. “We have to get a crew in to fix that mess.”


“I’ll take care of it,” said Lil. “First thing tomorrow I’ll go over with Rick.”


Rick nodded and gave Lily a smile. Blaine took note of how long Rick gazed at Lily and it made him wonder.


Is something going on with Rick and Lil?


Blaine turned to Andy. “You should take a couple weeks off and go visit family, Andy. Use the down time for a bit of a vacation.”


“My Mom’s been calling me. I might go back to Virginia for a while until my leg heals. I won’t be much good to you guys.”


“Sure. Good call.”


Misty walked into the kitchen and all discussion of Brad Mulligan came to a halt.


 


Saint David’s Hospital. Austin.


AFTER dinner, Farrell drove Misty and Blaine to see Travis and he wasn’t awake.


Keeping her vigil next to Travis’ bed, Ginny glimpsed Blaine peering through the glass doors and came out of the ICU to speak to him. 


“Winters has decided to keep him under for another twenty-four at least to let his body rest and start to heal,” she said. “He won’t wake up.”


“Would you call me when he does?” asked Farrell. “I want to be here if he needs me.”


“Of course, I will, Deputy Donovan.” Ginny regarded him with exhaustion in her eyes. “Let me put your number in my phone.”






 




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Sunday, September 16th.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE was on his computer before seven a.m. checking his emails and looking for the lab reports on Lovell’s apartment. Nothing yet.


Wonder if they finished Longbow’s trailer?


Nothing yet on the Jeep. Maybe the girls were never in Lovell’s Jeep. He might have followed them on foot.


Farrell wandered into the office with a mug of coffee in his hand and sank into the chair in front of Blaine’s desk. “Lovell ain’t going to trial.”


Blaine didn’t need any clarification, he knew exactly what Farrell meant. “Probably not, but we need to find him. Who was the club manager you talked to?”


“Marilyn Zimmer, want me to try her again?”


“See if Lovell and Longbow hung with another one of the bouncers, or a bartender... even the fuckin janitor. If they were tight with somebody else, they might have gone there to hide out. It’s worth a shot.”


“Seven fifteen too early?”


Blaine grinned. “Not for me.”


Farrell called and woke her up. “Morning Miss Zimmer. Farrell Donovan calling from DPS. I have a couple more questions for you.”


Blaine went to the kitchen for a refill while Farrell prodded Zimmer.


“She wasn’t even grumpy that I woke her up,” said Farrell when Blaine got back with his coffee. “The only other guy they hung with was a bouncer who quit a few months back, Damien was his name—Damien Longbow. Mike Longbow’s brother.”


Blaine brightened. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Where does he live?”


“She didn’t know.”


“No address for him?”


“She checked, but when he worked at the club he used his brother’s address.”


“Okay, let’s see if I can find him.” Blaine typed a couple of keystrokes then jumped and knocked his coffee flying off his desk when Misty let out a blood-curdling scream from upstairs.


“Jesus Christ.” He took off running with Farrell right behind him. Up the stairs and down the long hallway, he could hear her sobbing. “What, Mist? What happened?”


Blaine sat on the side of the bed and held her in his arms. “I saw him,” sobbing, she choked out the words. “He was sharpening an axe. He’s coming to kill me with an axe.”


“An axe?”


Farrell rolled his eyes.


“Where is he?” asked Blaine. “Could you see where he was?”


Misty nodded. “At his cottage.” Tears rolled down her cheeks.


“He has a cottage? You never told me that.”


“I didn’t know he had one. I saw it in the dream and it’s on a lake.”


Blaine stroked her long blonde curls. “Okay, it’s okay. Come downstairs and have some tea. It’s all okay, sweetheart. He won’t get near you with an axe. I’ll find him first.”


 


San Carlos. Panama.


RENEE set her empty coffee cup on the small table in the corner of the porch and walked barefoot towards the ocean. The sand was already warm underfoot. She inhaled a lungful of salt air and turned to her left as she reached the hard, wet sand at the edge of the water. She’d walked a mile to the right the day before, but today she would explore the other direction.


The warm breeze ruffled her newly styled blonde hair as she strolled along. Sea birds flew overhead, squawking and diving for fish. The bright sun glinted off the water and filled her with a desire to paint again. Something she hadn’t done since her difficult pregnancy and the arrival of the triplets.


Tomorrow I’ll drive into town and buy some supplies.


 


Canyon Lake.


FARRELL turned off I-35 at the ramp for Canyon Lake. “How we gonna find his cottage on a road full of cottages?”


“I’ve got the county lot number and that might help us,” said Blaine.


“GPS lady don’t go by county lot numbers.”


“No, she doesn’t. We’ll have to help her.”


“When did the asshole buy this cottage?” asked Farrell.


“Right after he got the money for his half of the house he and Misty lived in next to ours.”


“He did it from jail?”


“I guess he must have. If he found the property on line, his lawyer could have handled the transaction for him.”


Farrell followed the winding dirt road around the lake. Most of the cottages were hidden from the road by trees and bushes. “Are we getting close?”


“If you see a surveyor’s marker at any of the corners, let me out.”


“What’s it look like?”


“A metal rod stuck in the ground with a red rag tied on it. Not too high—maybe six or eight inches sticking up—a foot if we’re super lucky. Something like that.”


“Ain’t never seen one of them in my whole fuckin life,” said Farrell. “You sure? And how in hell can we see something six inches high in the weeds?”


“Maybe you never saw one because you weren’t looking for it.” At the next corner, Blaine pointed.


“See one?”


“No, can’t see from here. Too much tall grass. Let me look.”


Farrell stopped the truck and they searched through tall grass and weeds first on one corner, then the other three.


“Hey, I just kicked something,” said Farrell. He bent down and pulled grass and a couple of thistles out of the way. “Found one of those little fuckers. I’m a winner.”


Blaine grinned. “You win. I’ll buy you a steak on the way home.”


“Aces.” Farrell gave his brother a thumbs up.


Blaine used the marker to figure out where they were on the map, then he pinpointed Mulligan’s property. “We’ve got it now. Turn around and go back about a quarter of a mile. His place should be on the right side of the road.”


“Don’t think I could have figured that out,” said Farrell. “You are smarter than me in a couple of ways—maybe one.”


Blaine grinned at Farrell and pointed. “Let’s try there.”


Farrell parked and pulled his rifle with the scope out of the back of the cab. “He makes one move and he’s toast.”


“Hope he does,” said Blaine. “Enough is enough.”


“Front or back?” asked Farrell as they ran towards the cabin.


“Front.” Blaine was out of breath. “It’s closer.”


Farrell chuckled as he ran towards the lake and around behind the cabin.


Blaine stepped onto the front porch and Farrell opened the door. “Not home. Figured that when there was no rental.”


“Let’s set him up,” said Blaine. “At least we’ll know what he’s thinking.”


“Scary thought,” said Farrell, “the guy is brain-fucked.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


JACK sat on the front porch of Blaine’s Victorian mansion with the rest of the junker team. The junkers were on an undercover assignment from one of the alphabets agencies and had become an important part of the Blackmore Agency. Jack had been instructed to keep their origin obscure and that’s what he had maintained since their arrival in Texas. Someone in a lofty position was pulling out all the stops to protect Blaine Blackmore-Powell while he fulfilled his role as crime fighter supreme in Texas.


Andy rested in one of the dark green wicker chairs with his foot propped up on a round wicker footstool, a cold beer in his hand. “This gig is the best assignment we’ve ever had.”


“For sure,” said Jack as he tipped up his beer and chugged it.


Rick jumped up off the steps and ran for the gate like his ass was on fire. He turned and hollered to them, “Mulligan just went by.”


Jack was on the phone in seconds issuing a BOLO. “Did you get the whole plate?” he hollered to Rick.


“Yep. Rick ran back to the porch and rhymed it off and Jack relayed it to dispatch. “We’ll get him this time.”


Jack called Blaine and told him.


“Okay, good,” said Blaine. “We found the cabin and I’m having the local sheriff down here put a patrol on it, but if he’s coming our way maybe we can squeeze him in the middle.”


“Want us to head down thirty-five?”


“Let’s try it.” Blaine gave Jack detailed directions.


 


Mulligan’s Cottage. Canyon Lake.


BLAINE ended the call to Jack and turned to Farrell. “Okay, the junkers are tailing him, and Mulligan won’t know they’re there. Those boys are highly skilled.”


“What are we doing until they get here?” asked Farrell.


“I’ll wait in the house with my Beretta ready, while you go down the road that way.” Blaine pointed. “Brad will come from the east with the junkers not far behind him.”


Farrell nodded. “Uh huh.”


“When you see Mulligan pull in the drive, block him in with your truck and we’ve got him. The only place he can go is into the lake or take off running into the woods.”


Farrell checked the time on his cell. “How long did it take us to drive down here?”


“Oh, about forty-five minutes, tops. Maybe a bit less.” Guessing that Jack was driving, Blaine called Greg in the truck and gave him the outline of the plan.


“Yep, got it,” said Greg. “We’ll follow him onto the lake road and if it looks like he’s gonna do a U-ey and run, we’ll push him towards you guys.”


 


BLAINE and Farrell sat in Farrell’s truck and smoked and talked for half an hour. A couple of times Blaine tried to steer the conversation towards the breakup with Mary Polito, but Farrell wouldn’t go there. He was a private person, but since the split everyone had noticed Farrell’s melancholy and foul mood.


Farrell pointed to the clock on the dash. “Let’s get ready. You better get inside, and I’ll get the red devil out of sight.”


Blaine jumped out of the truck, circled behind the cottage and entered through the back door. While he waited, he had time for a good look around.


The cottage was small but looked and smelled like new construction. Coming in from the cedar deck that overlooked the water, Blaine stepped directly into the kitchen. A compact room with big windows, new white cupboards and white appliances. Room for a table in front of the windows, but the space was empty.


He walked through a small hallway with two bedrooms and a bath down a short hall to his right, both bedrooms empty except for one narrow cot. Straight ahead facing the road was the largest room—the main living area with a stone fireplace.


Sparsely furnished with only a recliner and a flat screen, there was nothing out of the ordinary except the wall closest to the front entrance. There, Mulligan had installed a rack to hold his arsenal. A Winchester shotgun, Mossberg Patriot, SW handgun and an axe with a blade that shone mirror bright. Freshly sharpened.


Jesus, there’s the axe.


The hearth had the best sightline to the front door, so Blaine sat down on the low ledge with his Beretta at the ready. Five or ten minutes passed before he heard a sound. Then he heard a motor, a vehicle coming closer.


The car door slammed close to the cottage and Blaine hoped to hell and back Farrell wouldn’t jump the gun and scare Mulligan off.


The front door opened, and Mulligan walked in, his hair long and wild, his clothes ripped and filthy. Mulligan had held a lofty position in the business world. He was a tri-athlete who owned a couple of gyms and coached clients as a personal trainer. A big success story—before he and Misty were divorced.


The guy has flipped out.


Blaine jumped to his feet and levelled the Beretta at Brad. “You’re under arrest, Mulligan. Get down on your knees, hands behind your head.”


A startled look crossed Brad’s face as he wheeled and grabbed the axe off the wall. He let out an animal roar as he heaved the axe at Blaine. Blaine dropped to the floor and rolled out of the way as the heavy tool crashed close to him. He twisted around trying for a shot, but Mulligan bolted out the door.


Bang.


One shot rang out.


Farrell.


Mulligan’s dead. Farrell doesn’t miss.


Blaine scraped himself up off the pine boards and strode onto the small front porch. Brad hadn’t gotten too far. Brad Mulligan lay sprawled on the steps in a pool of his own blood with half his head missing.


Farrell leaned on his truck, smoking.


“Call it in,” said Blaine.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


IT WAS DARK by the time they finished up with the local sheriff at the cottage and made their way back to the city. Mulligan was in the morgue and Blaine had to tell Misty. Should he do it tonight or wait until morning?


Misty and Carm sat with a bowl of popcorn between them in the front parlor of the old Victorian watching HGTV. Carm had become addicted to the reno shows and couldn’t get enough of them. It had been a boon in an unexpected way as well—her English had improved.


Blaine stuck his head in the doorway and gave them a little wave. “We’re home,” he said, “and I need a beer.” He followed Farrell to the kitchen.


Misty hopped up and followed him. “Have you eaten?”


“Didn’t have time,” said Blaine, “What did you have for supper?”


“Carm made ribs on the barbeque, potato salad and coleslaw. There’s lots left. I’ll heat up the ribs.”


Carm hurried into the kitchen, grabbed her apron off the hook and began helping Misty get a second dinner ready.


Farrell chugged his first beer and opened the Sub-Zero for a second. “I’m fuckin starving.”


“We should have stopped on the way home,” said Blaine. “Didn’t think of it.”


“You didn’t think of it,” said Farrell, “because you’re hardly ever hungry. Something seriously wrong with you, bro.”


“I smoke too much,” said Blaine. “Kills your appetite.”


“Shit, I smoke as much as you and I’m always hungry. That ain’t it.”


Misty focused on Blaine and asked, “Did you find the cottage?”


Why do I always forget she knows where I am?


“Yes, we did, sweetheart. We found it.”


“Brad’s dead, isn’t he?”


Blaine nodded.


“I felt him let go of me around four-thirty.”


Farrell rolled his ice-blue eyes.


 





 




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Monday, September 17th.


 


Playa Maria. San Carlos. Panama.


RENEE was up with the sun at six thirty and off to town to buy paints and a couple of blank canvases, if she could find such a thing in a small town. If not, she’d be patient and wait until her next trip into Panama City. This was her new life, and nothing was going to worry or upset her.


She’d found a bar on her last walk along Maria Beach and she’d enjoyed a conversation with some tourists, a couple from Ohio. Maybe tonight she’d go there again.


Renee parked her rented Toyota on the main street and entered an internet café. She’d been wondering how to contact her attorney without giving away her location and had stumbled on the cafe. This would be the perfect way to have him take care of a few things for her.


She ordered a coffee and a pastry at the snack counter and paid for an hour of computer time. Near the front window were three empty spots and she hung her purse over the back of a chair and sat down.


First, she sent an email to her Dad telling him she was fine and didn’t have phone service where she was. Partly true. Sometimes there was service and other times there was not—maybe it depended on which way the wind was blowing off the ocean. Then she sent an email to Larry Appleton at Powell and Associates advising him of Max’s death. She inquired about the length of time it would take to probate Max’s will, questions about selling the house if she was out of the country, and how long it would take the insurance company to pay out the life insurance.


She pressed send, then went back to buy another coffee.


At the end of her hour of paid time she hadn’t received a reply from Appleton. She had things to do and couldn’t wait around all day. She’d have to come back tomorrow.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE searched several data bases looking for Damien Longbow and finally came up with a fairly recent arrest record. Two weeks before, he’d been brought into the New Braunfels Police Department on assault charges, along with drunk and disorderly and driving without a license. Longbow was free on bail until his trial date in October. There was a mug shot—he looked enough like his brother, Mike, to be his twin. Maybe he was.


A current address in West Kyle was listed on the arrest. Blaine jotted it down.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


CHIEF CALHOUN nodded his head in greeting as Blaine and Farrell entered his office with Starbuck’s coffee for him. “Good job on Brad Mulligan. He’s downstairs in the cooler.”


“Went for Blacky with an axe,” said Farrell. “Not much else I could do.”


“It was a righteous kill,” said the Chief. “The guy was a fugitive, a lunatic, and a danger to everyone around him, especially his ex-wife.”


“He broke Andy’s leg,” said Farrell. “Shoved him down a whole flight of fuckin stairs.”


“And how did Misty take the death of her ex?” asked the Chief.


“She’s relieved,” said Blaine. “I still have to stop by her house and see what needs to be done to remedy Mulligan’s trashing of her brand new bungalow.”


The Chief frowned. “I think he was off the track more than a little bit.”


Blaine nodded, then changed the subject. “I found an address for Longbow’s brother, and that’s where we’re headed now. Lovell might be holed up there.”


“Where’s the brother?”


“South. Down near West Kyle.”


“Lovell plus two brothers,” said the Chief. “Three of them, two of you, and y’all know Lovell’s a shooter. Take more men.”


“There will be five of us,” said Farrell. “Picking them up on the way.”


“How’s Travis?” asked the Chief.


“Hard to say,” said Blaine. “His doc is keeping him sedated for now. Doctor Rodriguez is sitting with him in ICU and watching over him. She said she’d call when he wakes up.”


The Chief raised an eyebrow. “Am I out of the loop? I thought the Rodriguez thing was over.”


Blaine shrugged. “No clue. Travis hasn’t mentioned her since the kidnapping, but I called her as a courtesy and she immediately rushed to the hospital. She’s been there ever since. Couldn’t guess what’s going on there.”


 


Damien Longbow’s Residence. West Kyle.


FARRELL drove along the dirt road that followed the Little Guadalupe River. Dense bush on both sides of the road hid most of the fishing shacks people in need of shelter had turned into permanent homes.


“What’s the address?” asked Jack from the back seat.


“One eleven Oak Street.”


“There ain’t any streets here,” said Farrell. “this is a river road and that’s all it is. That’s a bullshit address.”


“The GPS lady can’t find it,” said Blaine staring at the little screen, “maybe Farrell’s right and Longbow made it up.”


“We can look for the Harley,” said Farrell, “that’s about the only clue we have.”


“Let me get the tag.” Blaine called DMV on his cell as Farrell pulled in and out of dirt tracks looking for the bike.


“Shit, this is monotonous,” said Farrell, as he backed out of another muddy trail. “Mostly pickups. In the spring, I bet they need four-wheel drives to get through the fuckin muck down here.”


“Low land near the river,” said Jack. “Uh huh.”


Farrell kept going. Driving close enough to one shack after the other to see what they were driving, then backing out to the road.


Greg hollered from the back seat. “There’s a bike.”


Blaine checked the tag number on his phone. “Nope. That ain’t it. Keep going.”


For the next hour, Farrell worked his way around the lake not missing a single mucky two-track. He drove through a narrow opening, weeds brushing both sides of his Silverado and came out in a tiny clearing. A square weather-beaten shack sat next to the water and parked beside it was a Sportster. “There it is.”


All four doors of the truck opened at once and the boys ran to surround the shack. Farrell and Jack ran around the back. Blaine, Greg and Rick took the front.


“Police,” hollered Blaine. “Open the door.”


Damien Longbow pulled the door open and let them in without a word. He plunked down at the small wooden table in the center of the room and took another drag on his joint. Beer cans littered the table and the floor around the table. Within reach, the lid was open on an empty blue cooler a third filled with water—beer gone, and ice melted. The far wall of the shack supported a set of bunks. No room for anything else.


Both boys were drunk and stoned. No Lovell.


Farrell and Jack came in from the back and blocked the exit, but the Longbow brothers were in no shape to run.


“Where’s Benson Lovell?” asked Blaine.


Mike Longbow grinned. “Who?”


“Y’all are under arrest for aiding and abetting a fugitive,” said Blaine. He snapped cuffs on Mike Longbow, while Farrell cuffed his brother. Neither resisted.


“Make the boys comfortable in the load bed of the truck,” said Blaine to Greg and Rick. To Farrell: “Do a thorough search, bro.”


“No boat moored to the dock,” said Jack, “but there’s rope around the post. Lovell might have heard us coming.”


Blaine called the local sheriff and requested a patrol.


 


Misty’s Bungalow. Austin.


RICK and Lily drove to Misty’s house to assess the damage Brad Mulligan had done. Rick went in first and scoped it out before he allowed Lily to see it.


“It’s a bloody shame, Lil. A new house like this. I feel bad for Misty, for everything that jerk did to her.”


“He’s done his worst,” said Lily, “He won’t be doing anything else.”


“I’ve never seen Farrell shoot,” said Rick. “Rumor has it, the kid is amazing.”


“Almost as amazing as the boss,” said Lil. “Annie Powell taught them both and taught them well.”


Lily pulled a notebook out of her purse and started in the front room. “Jeeze, he cut her curtains to ribbons. We’re going to need garbage bags.”


“I’ll check the kitchen.” Rick came back with a box in his hand and Lil was standing on a chair reaching for the curtain rod.


“I can do that. It’s too high for you.” He reached up to help her down and she slid off the chair and into his arms. Not one to waste an opportunity, Rick covered her mouth with his own and pulled Lily’s athletic body close to him.


“Mmm… nice,” said Lily, “but we’re working.”


Rick grinned. “What about when we’re not working?”


“Try me then,” said Lil, and went on to her next task.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL dropped the junkers off at Blacky’s house before he and Blaine took the Longbow brothers to the station to book them.


The Chief caught up with them while the brothers were posing for new glamor shots. “No sign of Lovell?”


Blaine shook his head. “He wasn’t there, but if they had a boat, it wasn’t at the dock either. I put the local sheriff on the shack.”


“Good, but we’ve got to get him,” said the Chief, “and wrap up the murder cases for the DA’s office.”


“Are you getting pressure?” asked Blaine.


“Some.”


“I hear you, Chief, and we’ve got more to work with now.” said Blaine. “I’m hoping Jesse can come in the morning and get something out of these boys.”


“I’ll make sure the Longbow brothers get a good night’s sleep.”


 


Saint David’s Hospital. Austin.


BLAINE stopped at the nurse’s station outside of intensive care and inquired if Travis was awake. Head nurse, Franka Molinari, said he was. She also said Doctor Rodriguez had gone to the cafeteria and they could have Travis all to themselves for five minutes.


She walked them past a row of silent patients, machines and monitors beeping and hissing, and stopped beside Travis’ bed. “You have visitors, Mr. Bristol.” She beamed a smile down on him. “These guys have been here more than me.”


Travis tried to smile. “Hey, you get him yet?”


“Got his buddies,” said Farrell. “Chief is watching them for us.”


“Techs get anything from his place?”


Blaine shook his head.


“I saw…” Travis squinted his eyes shut and then opened them again. “Sister.”


“You saw his sister?” asked Farrell.


Travis shook his head then shut his eyes.


The nurse was watching and called it. “Okay. That’s it for now. Let him rest.”


“Thanks,” said Blaine.


They walked towards the glass doors and Blaine was still thinking. “I didn’t see a sister when I checked for family connections.”


“Better check again,” said Farrell. “Trav thinks it’s important.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BEFORE settling in to some serious HGTV time with Misty and Carm, Blaine grabbed himself a Corona out of the Sub-Zero and shut himself in his office to check his emails. He figured he was hundreds behind the way he’d neglected them lately.


One from Larry Appleton was marked ‘urgent’ and he read it first.


Hey, boss, I read in the paper where you were investigating a suspicious death and I thought I better touch base. Max and Renee Endicott are clients of ours—always have been—so are half the people in Austin. This morning a strange thing happened, I received an email from Renee and maybe you should read it. It’s attached. Let me know what I should do about answering her.


Regards, Larry.


Blaine clicked on the attachment and read Renee’s note to Larry.


“Holy fuckin dentists. She’s not coming back. Where the hell is she?” Blaine grabbed his cell and called Larry.


“Hey, Larry, this is Blaine. Are you still at the office?”


“At the restaurant around the corner, McGuire’s. I stepped out for some dinner but I’m going back to finish up a real estate contract.”


“I need to dig a bit into your computer.”


“I figured you’d be interested.”


“Good call, Larry. Meet me at the office in an hour.”


Before he left to meet Larry Appleton, Blaine called Annie’s cell. “Hey, Mom.”


“Hi, sweetheart, how goes it?”


“Progress today, Mom. Lots of progress.”


“And you want to talk to Jesse?”


“Uh huh, but before I do, I want to know your opinion. Is he up to interrogating two guys tomorrow?”


“He’s much better after resting for a couple of days. I think he’ll be all right. I know he’ll be happy if you ask him.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


JESSE sat in the great room after Charity was in bed. He and Annie were set to watch a movie when his cell rang.


“Hey, kiddo, how did today go?”


“Good, Jesse. I’m sending you jackets on the Longbow brothers. I charged them with aiding Lovell and I wondered how you felt about quizzing them tomorrow?”


“Sure, love to do it. And while I’m in the city, I want to see Travis too. Is he awake?”


“He is. We’ll go together. Annie too if she drives you.”


“What time do you want us?”


“Meet us at DPS at around nine-thirty.”


 


Powell and Associates. Downtown Austin.


THE OFFICE was dark, and the double front doors locked when Blaine arrived at his building. He rarely dropped by anymore. No time and not too much interest in what his law firm was doing. He had a dandy manager in place in the person of Mike Wannacott and things for the most part ran as smooth as silk.


He let himself in with his key and Larry met him halfway down the carpeted corridor. “I made a pot of coffee,” said Larry, a tall, gangly red-haired attorney who specialized in estates and real estate. Larry had always had the hots for Lily, but she wasn’t buying.


“Thanks, Larry. I hope I’m not kicking you off your computer when you need it for something important.”


“I finished up and printed a copy of the contract I’m working on, so I can manage.” Larry ushered Blaine into his office. “What do you think is really going on with Renee Endicott?”


“I think she killed her husband,” said Blaine, “pre-meditated—she borrowed her father’s gun and took it with her. But with all the evidence burned in the cabin fire, all I got was a suspicious death ruling. I pushed for more but didn’t get it from the Medical Examiner.”


“Hard to believe,” said Larry. “He wiped his nose with a tissue. He always seemed to have a cold. “I’ve known them since Max first set up his dental practice and came in to draft a will.”


“You don’t have to stick around, Larry. This is going to take me hours.”


“I’ll hang out for a few,” he said with a grin. “I’ve never seen a real live hacker at work.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE didn’t get home until three and he was dead beat. He was under the mistaken impression that everyone in the house would be sleeping, but he was wrong.


Misty and the two dogs met him in the foyer and all three of them seemed wide awake. Misty pulled him into an embrace and kissed him. “I waited up for you because I had such a fantastic idea, I couldn’t wait to tell you.”


Blaine dragged himself to the kitchen and grabbed a beer from the fridge. He twisted the top and chugged half straight down. With so much on his mind, he felt his head would explode. “What kind of idea?”


Misty was smiling at him and she looked so happy.


What the hell? I can’t deal with it no matter what it is.


“I thought now that we were living together it would be the perfect time to start a family. I want to have a baby.”


Blaine couldn’t believe what he was hearing. They were miles from baby talk in their relationship. He wasn’t even sure they were good for the long term. He shook his head and blurted out the words. “Nope. Absolutely not. Can’t talk about this now.” He chugged the rest of his beer and went upstairs.






 




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Tuesday, September 18th.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE woke to Lexi’s whining and realized there was no Misty in bed beside him. He’d crashed the night before as soon as his head hit the pillow and never heard a thing. Too much work and not enough sleep had given him a headache to start the day and dealing with a tearful Misty was not something he relished.


A baby was out of the question. I’m not sure of her. I think I love her, but do I love her enough to spend a lifetime being a caretaker?


“I’m getting up, Lex. Hold on for a couple of minutes.” He groaned, threw back the covers and a bolt of pain shot up into his shoulder from the knife wound in his arm. He carefully pulled off the tape stuck to the tender skin on his upper arm, then lifted the gauze pad that should have been changed before he sacked out.


Green pus oozed out of a couple of cracks and the whole fuckin mess was tomato red. “Jesus, Lexi, it’s infected.” He sat on the side of the bed and hollered, “Carm, mi Corazon, come and help me.”


Farrell, in his boxers, came running from the room next door, his straw-colored hair sticking out in six directions. “What the fuck is up?”


Blaine pointed.


Farrell screwed up his face and looked like he might gag. “Jesus in a handcart. Get dressed. You’ve got to go to the hospital and get that looked at.”


Carm rushed in, her olive complexion showing pink. She fired off a ream of questions in Spanish and Blaine just pointed. Carm squealed and ran into the ensuite. She came back with three cloths rinsed in warm water and cleaned up the mess. “You have to see the doctor,” she said in Spanish.


Blaine nodded, then said to Farrell, “Call Mom and tell her to bring Jesse here. The two of you can go to headquarters and start interrogating the Longbow brothers and Mom can take me to the clinic.”


“Yep.” Farrell turned and left.


After a quick shower, Blaine dressed and headed downstairs for coffee and a bite of breakfast. With so much pain from his infected arm clogging his brain he hadn’t realized that Misty was missing—not only from his bed, but from the house. Hoodoo was gone too.


He blew out a breath, sat down at the table and drank half his coffee before going someplace he had no time to go—into the Mystic. “Carm, where’s Misty?”


“Se fue a casa.”


Blaine thumped the table with his fist. “Jesus Christ, could I have one day where women wouldn’t fuck me crazy?”


Carm giggled as she plopped a plate of bacon and eggs in front of him. “No se.” She leaned down and kissed his neck and made him smile. “Comer.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


JESSE and Farrell had a coffee and a short chat with Chief Calhoun before starting the interviews and the Chief was quick to stress the importance of getting something from the Longbow brothers they could use to find Lovell. Calhoun’s foul mood was the result of pressure coming down on him from higher up the food chain. He made no secret of hating the squeeze being put on him. 


With a scowl on his face he escorted them down the corridor and pointed. “Mike Longbow is in room two, and the brother, Damien, is in four.”


“Thanks, Chief,” said Jesse. “I’ll take Mike.”


Jesse walked into the room, his demeanor relaxed and friendly. He faced Mike Longbow with a smile on his face as he set his note pad down and placed the recorder on the corner of the table. He sat down and took a pen out of his shirt pocket. “Morning, Mr. Longbow. How was your overnight stay?”


“Not bad,” Longbow mumbled. He was dressed in orange, unshaven and his long dark hair tangled around his face. “Don’t even remember how I got here.”


Jesse tapped the report with the end of his pen. “Says right here in front of me, you and your brother were arrested for aiding and abetting a fugitive. You know, Mr. Longbow, it would help your case a lot if you told me where Benson Lovell was. He’s been charged with four counts of murder, and you don’t want to end up on death row in Huntsville for helping your buddy, do you?”  


“I never killed anybody.”


Jesse nodded. “Exactly. So why should you get the death penalty? That’s the question I’m asking.”


“I know cop bullshit when I hear it, Ranger… I forget your name.”


“Quantrall.”


“Yeah, Quantrall… I won’t end up in Huntsville for helping a buddy. No way you can convince me of that crap.”


“Ten years in Travis County suit you better?”


“Hey, I owed Ben for a couple of things and I let him sleep at my trailer. So what? I never knew why he couldn’t stay in his apartment. He never told me.”


“Besides murdering the girls, Mr. Lovell tried to kill one of my men,” said Jesse. “That’s something that don’t sit well with me.”


“He shot a cop?”


He sounds surprised.


“Can you get me one of those free lawyers?” asked Longbow. “I need to ask him some questions.”


“Sure thing, Mike. Wise move on your part. I think you need an attorney badly.”


 


Saint David’s Emergency Clinic. Austin.


BLAINE and Annie sat for half an hour before it was Blaine’s turn to have his arm examined. They’d caught up on everything including Misty’s baby idea, that he’d so bluntly rejected. Annie had agreed neither one of them was ready for a big step like parenthood and Blaine had felt a little less guilty. Slightly less.


The nurse called Blaine’s name and he went into the examination room alone. Before he had time to make a call or check his emails, the doctor came in and shut the door behind him. “Mr. Blackmore, is it time to check the wound?”


Blaine shook his head. “Nope, but the pain is killing me and judging by the mess of it, I have to guess I have infection.”


“Let’s see if your diagnosis is correct.” He removed the clean bandage that Carm had put on an hour before and nodded his head. “You might be one hundred percent right. “It looks infected, and mighty sore all around the stitches.”


“Hurts like hell,” Blaine mumbled.


“I bet.” “I’ll change the antiseptic cream to something stronger and bump up your antibiotic. You’ll have to take the one I’m prescribing with food, or you’ll have a problem with your stomach.”


“Okay, I can do that.”


“Another reason you might have infection.” The doc pointed and finger. “Not enough rest. You have to give your body time to heal. No work for a week.”


Blaine nodded and tried to figure how that one was possible.


“I’ll write the script and have Lena come in and give you a fresh bandage.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL drew the short straw and got to question Damien Longbow, the more aggressive and belligerent of the two brothers. They looked alike, but Damien was younger by a couple of years, shorter, a stockier build, and had more than his share of attitude.


Starting off polite and intending to keep his cool, Farrell asked, “Would you like a coffee before we start?”


“Fuck coffee,” Damien leaned forward over the metal table, “and fuck you too, Ranger Dickwad. I want out of here. I ain’t done nothing and you can’t hold me in y’all’s cowboy tank.”


Farrell smiled and pushed back in his chair. “That’s where you went a bit astray in your thinking, bud. You helped a murderer escape and you and your bro are going to jail for that.”


“No, I ain’t.” He jerked against the cuffs that were attached to the metal table. “That was all Mike’s doing. I didn’t say they could come to the river. That’s my private residence and I don’t let anybody come there. Nobody. They just fuckin showed up on Mike’s bike. Uninvited. Nothing to do with me. I was pissed when they came through the door and I told them they couldn’t stay there. No room and I like my privacy. Know what I mean?”


“Sure,” said Farrell. Damien’s story had a ring of truth to it, and Farrell could hear the anger in his voice. “Help me out, Damien, and clarify one point for me. If you were pissed at your brother for bringing Lovell to your place, why did you give him your boat?”


Damien tried to jump off his chair and the cuffs held him back with a clank—metal on metal. He winced as the cuff cut through the skin on his right wrist and a trickle of blood appeared. He sucked in a breath and settled on his chair. “I didn’t give him my goddam boat. That asshole Lovell fuckin stole it. Know how much that boat cost me? I’m gonna kill that prick myself if I don’t get my boat back in perfect condition.” Damien lowered his voice. “I’ll save the state some time and money.”


“Yep,” Farrell nodded his head and prodded Damien along. “Don’t blame you for that. Didn’t even ask if he could use it?”


“Hell no? I heard the knocking on the door when you guys came, and Lovell booked it out through the back. Then I hear my fuckin Merc start up and I say to myself, don’t’ do it. Thought I was gonna shit myself right there on the spot.”


 


Misty’s Bungalow. Austin.


ANNIE parked in Misty’s driveway behind the blue car she rarely drove. “Want me to wait out here?” she asked Blaine.


“I won’t be more than five minutes, Mom, but I have to say something to her. I can’t leave things hanging the way they are.”


“Take your time, sugar. I’ve got calls to make.”


Blaine knocked on the side door and Hoodoo barked and whined inside. He tried the knob and it was unlocked. “Misty, it’s me. Can we talk for a minute?”


She stood in the hallway at the top of the three steps leading up to the main level dressed in shorts and a paint-streaked t-shirt, a paint roller in her hand. “I don’t think there’s anything left to say.”


Blaine stomped up the steps and stood close enough to smell her shampoo. “There’s plenty left to say.” He waved his good arm towards the disaster in the front room. “I had Lily and Rick working on fixing that mess for you.”


“I don’t need help, Blaine. I’m fine on my own.”


“You needed my help in the past,” he shouted, “time after time, or have you forgotten about that?”


“Brad’s dead now. I don’t need protection.”


“You realize the baby idea took me by surprise,” said Blaine, “We just got back together and we’re not solid enough for a step that big.”


“I thought we were.”


“We’re not.”


“Okeydokey.” She gave him a little wave and walked down the hall.


Blaine shook his head. “Okay, if that’s the way you want it.” He left and closed the door behind him.


“How did it go?” asked Annie as he slid into the passenger seat of her truck.


“Didn’t. She doesn’t want to talk. Says she’s fine on her own.”


“That might be true now that her crazy husband is dead.”


“Yeah, might be.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


ANNIE dropped Blaine off and headed downtown to pick Jesse up from DPS. Blaine poured himself a coffee in the kitchen and trudged into his office with his new prescription. He felt like dead meat and hoped the new pills would work a miracle.


First things first. He dove into Lovell’s family a bit deeper to see if he could come up with a sister. Travis hadn’t been able to spit out too many details, but it had been important enough for him to mention the minute he woke up.


After twenty minutes, Blaine found the connection he was sure Travis was referring to. He picked up his cell and called Farrell.


“Hey, bro, done the interrogations?”


“Yeah, we’re finished. Just having a smoke with Jesse before Mom comes to get him.”


“Good. As soon as she does I want you to go bring Marilyn Zimmer in. Take backup with you.”


“Why? What did she do?”


“She’s Lovell’s half-sister.”


“Shit, no way. He might be at her place.”


“Exactly, or she might know where he is. Don’t go alone.”


“Think she’s at the club or at home?”


“It’s early, try her residence first.”


 


Marilyn Zimmer’s Residence. East Austin.


FARRELL didn’t call ahead. He thought if Marilyn had given her half-brother a place to stay, he’d be gone by the time he, Jesse and Annie got there.


He’d tried to get a couple of the junkers for backup, but they were all busy on projects the boss had assigned and couldn’t go.


Annie had driven her truck along behind because Zimmer’s place was east of the city and she could take Jesse straight on home to the ranch afterwards.


A white Hyundai Sonata sat in the driveway and the small ranch house looked peaceful enough from the outside. Farrell waited until Annie parked behind his truck and edged her way through the trees around to the back of the property. If Lovell was in there, chances were good he’d make a run for it. That had been his pattern in the past two take-down attempts.


Jesse stepped out of the truck as soon as Annie wasn’t looking and took up a position leaning on the front fender of the Ram with a clear view of Marilyn’s front door. Without using too much physical energy, he could get a shot off from where he stood.


Jesse couldn’t exert himself physically because of his weak heart, and Farrell hoped to hell and back, Jesse wouldn’t do something crazy. 


Mom will be furious if Jesse gets hurt.


Farrell didn’t like the setup one bit, but he had to go with it. He rang the bell.


A chunky Marilyn Zimmer answered the door with a big smile on her moon face. Her Willie Nelson t-shirt was stretched tight across her huge chest. “Deputy Donovan, I didn’t expect you.”


“I have a couple more questions for you, Miss Zimmer. Mind if I come in?”


“I do, actually. I have a friend over. Could we do this some other time? Or why don’t you come to the club after six and talk to me in my office?”


He’s in there.


“You didn’t tell me that Benson Lovell was your half-brother, Miss Zimmer. How could you fail to mention something that important?”


“I didn’t see that it was relevant.”


Farrell raised an eyebrow. “Not relevant?”


A noise came from the back of the house and Farrell tried to push his way in the door. Marilyn blocked him with her beach-ball body. “I said you couldn’t come in.”


Farrell hollered over Marilyn’s shoulder, “Benson Lovell, come out with your hands on your head. If you don’t surrender, you will be taken down by force.”


“Don’t hurt him.” Marilyn began sniffling. “He didn’t do anything.”


“He killed at least four girls and he shot my partner,” hollered Farrell. “You call that nothing?”


More movement behind Marilyn and then the sound of a door opening and closing.


Then the shot.


Mom. Hope you killed him.


Farrell booked it around the house and found Lovell howling and squirming on the patio. He moaned long and low as he clutched his blood-soaked leg.


Annie’s knee shot.


Farrell called it in as Marilyn Zimmer bulldozed through the patio doors screaming at him. “You didn’t have to shoot him. He didn’t do anything.”


Farrell grabbed Marilyn’s fat wrist and snapped a cuff on her. He twisted both her hands behind her back and clicked the other cuff into place. “Sit on that chair, keep quiet and don’t move.”


Jesse wandered around to the back of the house, traded guns with Annie and sat down at the picnic table. “Good job, y’all. Glad I could be here for it.”


“Give the Chief a call, Jesse,” said Farrell, “he was antsy this morning to get this wrapped.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL dropped into Chief Calhoun’s office after booking Marilyn Zimmer. “All done, Chief. Hope the DA is happy.”


“They should be. The murdering asshole never should have made bail. Look at all the trouble it would have saved.”


“Especially for Travis,” said Farrell. “I’m going to see him on my way home.”


“Hang on, son. I’ll go with you.”


 





 




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Wednesday, September 20th.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


STILL pissed off and depressed about the Misty blowup, Blaine couldn’t sleep in spite of the strong new meds. He was up at dawn brewing coffee and letting Lexi out the back door for her run.


He had settled in his office with his first cup of the day, relieved that the pain in his arm had subsided enough to allow him to type, when his cell rang. “Mr. Moffatt, you’re an early riser.”


“I’m sorry to call so early Ranger Blackmore, but we’ve got a situation here.”


“What kind of situation is that, sir? Did your daughter come home?”


“No, but that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”


“Okay, go ahead.”


“Yesterday, Linda, my wife, slipped on some pudding that one of the girls had thrown onto the kitchen floor and she hurt her back quite seriously. She has to stay in bed for the next week, and I cannot manage the three girls by myself.”


“How can I help you?”


“I want Renee to come home. She sent me an email and she called once, but she didn’t tell me where she was or how to get in touch with her. I find that odd, because we’ve always been a close family.”


“Do you get the feeling she doesn’t want you to know where she is?”


“Something like that, although, I can’t imagine why.”


I can.


“Do you have a relative or a friend that could help you for the next few days?”


“My wife’s sister is coming for the weekend, but she can’t come until Saturday morning. If I filed a missing person’s report would the police try to find Renee?”


“I’ll be honest, Mr. Moffatt, your daughter is the number one suspect in a suspicious death investigation, and I’m trying to find her anyway. The problem for you and your wife is, when I do find her, she may not be coming home to take care of her children.”


Moffatt let out a big sigh. “This is such a mess. No matter how I try to get my head around it, I can’t imagine my daughter killing Max or anyone for that matter.”


“We all have a breaking point, sir. We can’t rule it out.”


“But you would have to prove in court that she killed Max, wouldn’t you?”


“Absolutely.”


“I guess, running away paints her in a bad light.”


“It does,” said Blaine, “but it doesn’t prove anything.”


“She might have gone away because she was upset about the divorce talk,” said Moffatt.


“That could be true, also.”


I think Renee made up the divorce thing to cover her ass with her parents.


“Well, as long as y’all are looking, I hope you find her soon. I’m concerned for my wife.”


“Have you thought of getting help from an agency?”


“I thought of it but ruled it out because of the cost.”


“Costly or not, a nanny may be worth her weight until your wife is better.”


“I’ll call for some prices this morning. Thank you, Ranger Blackmore. I feel better after talking to you.”


“Call me anytime, and I’ll try to keep you updated.”


“Appreciate it.”


Blaine ended the call and began sifting through information he had sent to his own computer from Larry Appleton’s desk top.


The Internet Café Renee had used to send the emails had a website with contact information—all in Spanish, but Blaine had become almost proficient. Almost.


He jotted down the street address in San Carlos and made a decision. There was no other choice. He had to go to Panama.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


JESSE rose early, had a coffee with Annie and a brief discussion about driving on his own to Quantrall, but she gave in with a smile and told him to go for it.


With the windows down and the CD player blasting out George Strait, Jesse drove north on route seventy-seven, north past Giddings to his own ranch to check on his horses.


Tyler and Paul had been holding things together while he recovered from his latest heart attack, but he was better now and felt stronger every day. He had to pitch in and do his fair share.


As he drove down the long lane, lined with cottonwood and pecan trees he realized how much he had missed his own ranch. Would Annie ever move here to be with him on his turf?


His house looked the same from the outside, big Spanish monster with black shutters on the upstairs windows—he didn’t like the black and had intended to have them repainted—and a huge wrap-around porch. He hadn’t been inside for a few weeks and it felt like years.


He parked at the barn and pulled the door open and a sensation filled him, mind, body and soul. His barn. His horses. Home. No place on earth he’d rather be.


 


ANNIE had just said goodbye to Jesse, worrying that he’d be safe driving on his own, when Blaine called on her cell. “Hey, sweetheart, what’s up? Did you smooth things over with Misty?”


“I thought we were on the same page, Mom, but the baby thing cut me off at the knees. I’m on overload right now and I don’t think I’m going to make another effort in that direction. Feels too much like work.”


“You know best. What about Olivia?”


“Don’t have time right now for anything new. Maybe when we get back.”


“Where are you going?”


“Not me, Mom, we. I need you to go with me and Farrell for a couple of days. I have to go to Panama.”


“Panama? Haven’t been there in a while.”


“There’s a murder suspect that I need to track down, have her placed in custody down there and get extradition started.”


“And you need me for?”


“Moral support. You know the country, the airport, the lay of the land.”


“Sure, I can get away for a couple of days. Jesse might like to come too.”


“Of course, he can come if he feels up to it.”


“He drove for the first time today since his last coronary. He’s gone to Quantrall to catch up with the boys.”


“Check with Jesse, then book tickets for all of us for tomorrow if you can get them that quick.”


“Will we need hotels?”


“Sure, see what time we land. We might need one near the airport if we get in late, then one in San Carlos for the next night.”


“Got it. I’ll get back to you.”


“Thanks, Mom. Love you.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


HE swallowed his twelve o’clock pills with the roast beef sandwich Carm made him for lunch. She was keeping a close watch on his arm now and on his medication schedule. Blaine called to her as she unloaded the dishwasher on the other side of the kitchen. “Want to go to Panama for a few days?”


She walked towards him with a handful of clean cutlery in her hand and said in rapid Spanish, “I can’t. Some of my seeds are starting to come up and I can’t leave.”


Blaine smiled at her. “Jack could watch the garden for you and water it.”


“No.” A flat no. She’d been waiting for her garden for too long and she wasn’t leaving it in the infant stage. Blaine could read her.


He smiled and said, “Comprender.”


Farrell appeared at the kitchen door, his hair still damp from his shower and poured himself a coffee. “What are we doing today? I finished my reports on the Lovell arrest and shipped them to the Chief.”


“We’re getting ready to go to Panama to look for Renee Endicott. You can drive me to Powell and Associates to get the lowdown on extradition.”


“Sounds like boring legal shit.” Farrell sat down and yawned.


“It will be. You can just drop me off if you want to and go get a warrant from the Chief. We’ll need the Panama police to place Renee in custody until she’s extradited.”


“Good enough,” said Farrell, “I can do that.”


“Then we’ll see Trav and tell him we’ll be gone a couple days.”


Farrell shook his head.


“No?”


“I want to go to the hospital first.”


Blaine raised an eyebrow. “You worried about something?”


“Had a bad feeling when I woke up.”


Blaine drained his cup and stood up. “Let’s go.”


 


Saint David’s Hospital. ICU.


WHEN the boys arrived, Doctor Rodriguez stood at the nurses’ station outside the intensive care unit talking to Doctor Winters. Ginny appeared to be tired and distressed. Her dark eyes were glassy with dark smudges underneath. The conversation between the two doctors ceased as Blaine and Farrell edged closer.


“Did something happen with Travis?” asked Farrell.


Rodriguez turned around to face Farrell, her long black hair catching the light. “I’m afraid so, boys. A lot of internal bleeding occurred in the night and he had to go back to surgery. They just brought him out.”


Doctor Winters, still in his scrubs, chirped in, “He’s heavily sedated and will be for the next forty-eight. I don’t want him moving around at all until he’s at least partially healed.”


Blaine posed his question to Ginny, “I have to be out of the country for a couple of days. Would you keep an eye on him and send me updates?”


Her black eyes flashed… something. “You know I will.” The eyes welled up. “Travis saved my life and I owe him so much. I won’t leave the hospital until he’s out of danger.”


 


Powell and Associates. Downtown Austin.


BLAINE hopped out of Farrell’s truck in front of his building and pondered who out of the myriad of lawyers in the firm would be the best one to work on extradition.


He decided on Gus Toverell and headed inside.


“Morning, Chantal,” he said to the receptionist in passing. Not waiting for a reply, Blaine took the elevator to the second floor. 


 One of the oldest attorneys in the firm, Gus had always been one of Blaine’s favorites. He maintained a stable of elite clients, served them well and never made any waves. He hoped Gus never retired.


Blaine opened the outer door and stood in front of Gus’ secretary, Mandy Binks, a dark-haired woman exuding efficiency. She glanced up from her keyboard and inhaled quickly. “Mr. Blackmore-Powell, we weren’t expecting you.”


“Gus with anyone?”


She checked the time, “He has twenty minutes before his first client.” She got up, escorted Blaine to the inner office and announced him.


Gus stood up and offered his hand across the desk. “Morning, boss, good to see you.” He eyed the sling. “You have another injury?”


Blaine nodded. “Stab wound, and it became infected.”


Gus shook his gray head and pointed to the leather club chair in front of his desk. “You’d be a lot safer here with us, and Lord knows we could use the help. Coffee?”


“Yes, please, and the reason I’m here is to get your input on an in-house task.”


Gus ambled over to the sideboard, filled a cup for Blaine and set the coffee down on the desk in front of him. “I’m curious as to what an ‘in-house task’ entails.”


“I’m going to Panama to arrest a murder suspect and we’re going to need extradition.”


“Doesn’t the state have a legal staff that would take care of that?”


“Probably, I guess I’m looking for…”


Gus grinned. “Something you could control?”


Am I that transparent?


Blaine sipped his coffee. “Okay.”


After his conversation with Gus, during which he learned all kinds of useful details, Blaine dropped into Larry Appleton’s office on the main floor.


“Hey, boss, did you find Renee?” Larry wore a weird look on his face as he shuffled through papers on his desk.


Maybe he wasn’t expecting to see me.


“Pretty certain she’s in Panama and I’m going down there tomorrow with a warrant. If she sends another email, forward it to me, and tell her you’re working on all her requests.”


“Stall her?”


“Exactly.”


“This sleuth stuff interests me. I might look into it as a sideline,” said Larry. He was grinning now but giving off a vibe.


“By the way, how is Miss Lily? I miss seeing her around the office.”


“Lily is fine. Working hard as always. She has her P.I. license now and she’s enjoying the change.”


“I bet. She must be the world’s best looking black belt.”


“I wouldn’t doubt it,” said Blaine. “I’ll be in touch.”


Maybe Lily is right. Appleton might be a creep.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL sat in the Chief’s office drinking coffee while he waited for the warrant for Rene Endicott.


“Blacky have a read on where she is?” asked the Chief. “Panama is a whole country. Panama City is just the capital. She could be anywhere.”


“He tracked her to the internet café she’s using to send emails to her lawyer.”


Calhoun frowned. “How in hell did he do that?”


Farrell smirked. “Can’t say, Chief.”


“Jesus, does he ever sleep?”


“Not much. His big brain keeps him awake.”


“Another problem with this little quest Blacky is on,” said the Chief, “even if y’all find the woman, the DA’s office won’t waste taxpayers’ money on extradition unless they think they can convict her.” The Chief shrugged. “Just say’n.”


“Not much hard evidence against her,” said Farrell. “She borrowed her father’s gun—which we don’t have. The lab can’t tell if Endicott was even shot because there was next to nothing left of him. She might have started the fire at the cabin after she killed the dentist—or she might have been long gone. She rabbited and now she’s asking her lawyer to get her some money—that ain’t exactly illegal.”


“It’s all circumstantial,” said the Chief. “To me the most damning thing she’s done is abandoning her small children. What kind of a mother would do that?”


“Mine did,” said Farrell.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


TIRED AND DIRTY, Jesse returned from a day in his own barn at the Quantrall ranch. He’d worked with three young Appaloosas in the exercise arena and it felt good—he felt good. Better than he’d been in months.


He kissed Annie in the kitchen and headed into the master suite to take a shower before dinner. When he stepped into the bedroom, toweling off his hair, Annie was waiting for him.


“What’s up, cowboy. I know something is.”


“Homesick is about all I can put it down to, Ace. Don’t know what to tell you and I don’t know what to do about it.”


Annie held him in her arms and kissed him. “You’ve been through hell, sweetheart.” She pointed to the oak table by the window. “Sit down for a minute and listen.”


Jesse smiled. “I thought you might be pissed at me.”


“For missing your ranch? How could I? I know how much I’d miss mine.”


“You have thoughts?”


“Yep, I do. Blaine needs me for a couple of days in Panama to help him find his way around and arrest somebody. I was going to ask you to come, but it might be better if you took Charity and went home while I’m away. Put things into perspective and let you catch up with the ranch and with your brothers.”


Jesse nodded. “You wouldn’t mind if I stayed behind?”


“No. From what Blaine said, we’ll be working.”


“Farrell going?”


“Uh huh.”


Jesse blew out a big breath. “I feel better already. I love you, Ace.”






 




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Thursday, September 20th.


 


RENEE inhaled warm, salty air as she padded across the warm sand to her beach house after her morning swim in the ocean. After a quick shower to get the salt out of her hair, she threw on one of her new cotton dresses and added a swipe of lip gloss and a spray of perfume. Refreshed and invigorated, she was more than ready for another day in paradise.


She’d met a man the night before at the bar down the beach and there had been a strong attraction. He’d asked her to have dinner with him tonight and she’d accepted without giving it a second thought. Not like her, but this was the new Renee. Not the old Renee from Texas who had to clear everything with Max before she made a move.


She started a pot of coffee in her tidy little kitchen and planned her day. She’d drive into town and get her hair done and while she was there, she’d buy groceries and pop into the internet café and check her email. Larry Appleton had probably sent her a message by now.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE tossed a suitcase onto his bed and regretted it immediately. He had to be more careful with his left arm if he ever wanted it to heal. Using only his right, he opened drawers, grabbed underwear and t-shirts and heaved them onto the bed. His clothes would be a pile of shit by the time he got to Panama.


“Carm, mi Corazon, I need you.”


Carm came running up the steps fearing the worst, then smiled when she saw the mess on the bed. “Si.”


She folded the t-shirts, took a couple of cotton shirts off hangers in the closet and folded them, packed two pairs of jeans, socks and underwear while Blaine gathered toiletries from the ensuite.


She zipped up the case and smiled at him. “I better check on Farrell,” she said in Spanish.


“You’d better.”


By one o’clock, Blaine and Farrell had finished the burritos Carm had made to fortify them for their trip, and their luggage was neatly packed and waiting by the front door. Blaine worked his way down a check list Lily had printed, hollering things out and ticking them off with a red Sharpie.


“Farrell do you have your passport?”


“Yep. What kind of money do I need there?”


“Our dollar is good. We’re okay.”


“What time is our flight?”


“Three. Annie should be here any minute to pick us up.” Blaine finished the list, placed the warrant in his briefcase and closed it.


 


Austin-Bergstrom Airport.


FARRELL fidgeted in the departure’s lounge while they waited to board. “I think the flight’s gonna be too long for me.”


Blaine cast him a stink-eye. “How long is too long, bro?”


“Half an hour.”


“Yep, gonna be too long. Over four hours.”


“Fuck,” said Farrell.


Annie took his hand and whispered, “After we take off, we’ll order beer and have a party.”


“I’m glad you’re coming, Mom,” said Farrell. “I been missing you and Neil, and the kids and the ranch.”


“Maybe you should move home,” said Annie.


Blaine pulled a face. “Fuck that idea, Mom. I like him with me.”


Farrell smiled. “People fighting over me. That’s a first.”


After two beers Farrell forgot his anxiety and slept all the way to Panama.


 


Tocumen Airport. Panama City.


BLAINE left Annie at the rental counter while he and Farrell went in search of luggage carousel number eight.


“This is a nice airport,” said Farrell. “Don’t know what I was expecting.”


“Only other foreign ones I’ve been to is Pearson in Toronto and the one in Columbia,” said Blaine. “I haven’t travelled much.”


Farrell spied the luggage, pulled it all off the carousel and loaded it onto a cart. “We’ve got a shitload of stuff for only two days.”


“Mom has the smallest bag,” said Blaine. “Maybe you and I over-packed.”


Annie directed them to the pick-up point for the Helix and the moment they stepped outside the building, the heat enveloped them.


“Jeeze, it’s so fuckin hot I can’t breathe,” said Farrell.


“You’ll get used to it in a couple days,” said Annie.


“I’ll be dead by then,” mumbled Farrell.


Annie smiled at her boys. “Come on, the truck will have air.”


 


Radisson Hotel. Panama Canal.


“WHICH bed do you want, Mom?” asked Blaine.


“Don’t care, honey. We’re only here for one night.”


“Any food in this town?” asked Farrell.


Annie smiled at him. “I’ve stayed at this hotel before and I happen to know there’s a TGI Friday’s downstairs. Let’s go down have a couple of beers and order some dinner.”


“I’m for that.”


“Me too,” said Blaine. “The flight was long, and I’m beat.”


“Bring your meds,” said Annie, “You have to take them with food.”


 


THE FOLLOWING morning, Blaine was up with the sun. Six thirty and the day was as bright and as hot as noon in Texas. He smoked on the balcony, enjoying the lush tropical vegetation, the brightly colored birds, and staring at one of the wonders of the world—the Panama Canal.


Some of those cargo ships are huge.


He’d showered, ordered breakfast and coffee, and was anxiously awaiting the waiter’s knock on the door.


Annie was up and dressed by the time breakfast arrived. Farrell had gotten out of bed, never said a word, and trudged into the bathroom for a shower.


After his second coffee, Farrell was alive and talking. “We have a plan?”


“Find our way to San Carlos—that’s first on our list,” said Blaine. “Once we’re there, we can check into our hotel and search for the internet café Renee’s been using.”


“Is that how you found her?” asked Annie.


“She sent emails to her lawyer who happens to work for Powell and Associates.”


Annie’s eyes widened. “Lucky for you.”


“A stroke of luck,” said Blaine. “Doesn’t happen often, but she sent one to her father too, and I’m sure he would have given me access to his computer. He’s desperate to find his daughter.”


“I feel bad for the grandparents,” said Annie. “Coping with triplets at their age must be exhausting.”


 


San Carlos. Panama.


IT TOOK more than two hours to drive west across highway one—the only highway crossing the country—to San Carlos. Annie found the hotel she had booked online—Golfo de Panama Hotel, and true to its name it sat overlooking the Gulf of Panama. A prime location steps from the ocean.


“Fantastic view, Annie,” said Blaine pausing to catch a glimpse of the beach. “Maybe I’ll go for a swim.” He and Farrell followed her into the lobby with the luggage.


“Never seen you swim,” said Farrell.


“Doesn’t mean I can’t,” said Blaine.


“I can’t,” said Annie.


“Shit,” said Farrell, “Don’t remind me. You should learn, Mom. After your last tumble into the river I thought you’d take a lesson.”


“Thought of it, but it didn’t happen.”


Once they were checked into their gorgeous room on the fourth floor with a panoramic view of the Pacific, Farrell needed to eat. “Let’s have lunch before we start looking for the murdering bitch. I’m starving. I think it’s the heat.”


Annie giggled. “Some people lose their appetite if it’s too hot.”


A black-haired waitress showed them to a table on the patio and from where they sat they could see sailboats, windsurfers and brightly colored umbrellas dotted all along the beach.


Farrell pointed to a bohio with a thatched roof. “There’s a bar on the beach. I’m going there later to drink a dozen of those drinks they make in the coconuts.”


“I’m gonna pretend I don’t even know you,” said Blaine. “I’ll leave you there and let your dumb drunk ass pass out in the sand.”


“Don’t care,” said Farrell as he tipped up an Atlas. “I won’t need you. A couple of hot chicks will help me find my room.”


 


SAN CARLOS wasn’t a big town and the internet café wasn’t hard to find. Inside, Annie ordered coffee for all three of them while Blaine paid for computer time on one of the units. He picked a spot where he had a view of the door and sat down. Farrell and Annie sat at the next two spots and sipped their coffee.


Four other spots were taken, but the café was large enough to accommodate at least three dozen people at a time. Windows all across the front made the place bright and cheerful. The staff, dressed alike in khaki shorts and navy t-shirts, were friendly and helpful.


“I’m going to look up real estate offices that handle rentals,” Blaine whispered, “then you two can get started.”


Annie nodded, leaned closer and watched Blaine’s screen. Each agency Blaine pointed to, she wrote down the address and the name of the owner. It was about two o’clock when Annie and Farrell left the café with the list. Blaine stayed behind hoping Renee would show up.


 


FARRELL and Annie drove around San Carlos stopping into all the real estate offices on the list and making inquiries. For a small place, there was a surprising number of them. Vacation rentals were big business in San Carlos.


“I’m surprised so many of the agents speak English,” said Farrell. “I thought we’d have more trouble.”


“They have to speak English, sugar pop. Most of the people coming to rent a property won’t be local. They’ll be from another country—one with bad weather.”


“Yeah, I guess so. Never thought about it.”


By the time they’d questioned the first four agents on the list it was three thirty and the temperature had rocketed to over a hundred degrees. The offices were cool, and riding in the Helix wasn’t bad, but walking on the street in between the truck and the agencies was brutal.


 


BLAINE glanced up when the bell dinged over the door of the café. He’d been sitting in the same spot for over an hour and had just returned from a trip to the counter to pay for more time, but here she was at last. Her hair was bottle blonde now and salon perfect. Maybe she had come straight from a hair place. If he wasn’t looking for her specifically, he doubted he would have recognized her.


She tried to change her looks.


She stood at the counter and paid for some computer time, then picked a machine a couple of rows over and sat down.


Blaine could see her face above the machine but that was about it. Thin and pale, Renee Endicott was far from pretty. Even worse when she smiled and displayed a mouthful of crooked teeth.


He pulled out his cell and texted.


“She’s here. Come back quick as you can.”


 


THE FIFTH agent Farrell and Annie questioned was an American from New Jersey. In his fifties, Martin Tull, was tanned and casually dressed in black slacks and a blue golf shirt with the name of his club embroidered on the pocket.


Annie repeated the line she had used in all the other offices up to this point. “I’m trying to find my sister, Renee Endicott. She came down here on vacation and I know she told me she rented a place in San Carlos, but I didn’t write it down.” Annie shrugged for effect. “Never dreaming that Mom would fall and get hurt so bad, I need my sister to come home and help me take care of our mother when she gets home from the hospital.”


  “The name sounds familiar,” said Martin, “Let me check for you. He typed in a few keystrokes and nodded his head. “Uh huh. Here she is. At Maria Beach. I rented her the McCall house.”


“Fantastic,” said Annie, laying her best sexy smile on the guy. “Could you make me a little map? She’s going to be so excited to see me.”


Martin grinned at Annie and nodded like a bobble-head.


Farrell hated nothing in life as much as men coming onto Annie. He thought he might puke.


 


RENEE logged onto the computer in front of her and brought up her email hoping there was something from Appleton. She needed the insurance money to buy a place down here. Her house in Austin was in Max’s name and would be tied up in the probate of the will. After it came to her, it would take a while to sell and it might be months before she received the money from it.


She glanced through the emails and there it was. One from Larry. She clicked on it.


“Renee, I know what you’re doing, and I can help you. Because I work in Blaine Blackmore’s legal firm, I have an inside track to what the police are doing. In return for saving your skin, I’m keeping Max’s insurance money. All of it. I’ve already advised the company not to deposit the money into your account because of legal issues. They are sending the check to me.”


Renee could feel the prickles on the back of her neck and she fought to keep from screaming out loud. She hoped nobody noticed. She glanced around, and nobody was looking at her, they were all staring at their own screens. When she was calm enough and her hands had stopped shaking, she typed a message.


“You can’t do that, Larry. You can’t cash the check. That’s fraud. That’s my money and you won’t get away with it.”


“Sure I will. We both know you can’t call the police. But I’m going to be fair, I’m giving you something in return.”


“What’s worth that kind of money?”


“A two million dollar warning. Blaine Blackmore is on his way to Panama to arrest you. I’m giving you a chance to leave wherever you are and get away.”


“They have nothing to arrest me for. Nothing. I’ll kill you for this, Larry. You’ll be sorry you ever messed with me.”


“Just like you killed Max?”


Renee deleted the email, shut down the computer and tore out the door.


 


BLAINE followed Renee outside and glanced at the rental car she jumped into—a white Toyota. He typed the tag number into his phone. Annie wasn’t parked out front and she wasn’t in the parking lot at the side of the building. “Goddammit, where the hell are they?” Taking refuge in a sliver of shade next to the building, he texted as Renee disappeared around the corner.


“Where are you guys?”


“Coming now. We got the info.”


Five minutes later, Annie pulled up to the curb and Blaine hopped in the back of the truck. “She was here, and she took off. Damn it. I should have cuffed her when I had the chance.”


“Why didn’t you, boss?”


“I wanted to talk to her first,” said Blaine, “and I didn’t want to do it in a public place. If I could talk her into coming home on her own it would be a thousand times easier. We wouldn’t have to go through the extradition shit.”


“It’s all good,” said Annie, “we know where her rental house is. Show him the map, sugar pop.”


Farrell passed the map over the console to Blaine.


“On the beach, only a few miles from here.”


“Let’s go get her,” said Farrell. “Almost time for my trip to the bar at the beach.”


 


Renee’s Rental on Maria Beach.


ANNIE parked across the road. “She should have been here ahead of us.”


“Should have been,” said Blaine, “We were only about five or ten minutes behind her.


“She might have stopped for groceries,” said Farrell. “I’m gonna walk through to the beach and take a look out back.” There was a wide space between Renee’s rental and the house next to her. Between the houses there was with a clear view of the beach and the ocean beyond.


“Sure,” said Blaine, “go ahead. We’ll watch the front.”


Darkness fell shortly after six-thirty like it did at the Equator—equal days and nights all year long. Still no Renee.


“Think she trigged into us being here and booked it?” asked Farrell.


“Something happened,” said Blaine, “and I don’t think it was me. She never even glanced at me. I think it was a message she got at the café. Her face was red when she bolted out of there on the run.”


“Maybe she found out her mother was hurt and went home to help her dad,” said Annie.


“That would have been the proper thing to do,” said Blaine. “But Renee isn’t that type of person. From what I’ve learned about her, she’s all about Renee. Besides her selfish side, I get the feeling she’s unstable—and unstable spells irrational behavior.” Blaine shook his long black hair. “Nope, I don’t think she was talking online to her father, I think it was somebody else. I just don’t know who or what set her off.”


The three of them stood on the beach behind Renee’s house staring at the ocean and watching the moonlight dance across the waves. A warm breeze blew Blaine’s long hair across his face as he smoked. He brushed it away and wondered what their next move should be.


Out of the darkness, a tall man dressed in shorts and a Hawaiian shirt strode up to them. “Have you seen Renee?” he asked. “I knocked on her door and called her cell and nothing. We were supposed to have dinner.”


“We’ve been waiting for her,” said Blaine, “but she didn’t come home.”


“Can I ask who you are?” said the man. “I’ve only known Renee a couple of days and I don’t know any of her friends.”


“We’re from the police,” said Blaine. “I need to speak to her about something.”


“And by your accent, I’d say you were from the states.”


“If you see her, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention seeing us.”


“And why exactly would I do favors for the police?”


Blaine turned and said, “Looks like you’ll be dining alone. To Annie and Farrell: “It’s time we went back to our hotel.”


 


Golfo de Panama Hotel. San Carlos.


AFTER enjoying a late dinner on the patio at their hotel, Farrell wanted to check out the bar on the beach. A band had begun playing and the music and laughter of happy people on vacation drew others like a magnet. Farrell had been drinking harder since the Mary breakup, but it didn’t seem to help his disposition any.


All the tables were packed when they arrived, and they had to be content with stools at the bar.


“Get you folks a drink?” asked the bartender. Not a native, but a blond surfer type with long curly hair.


“I’ll have one in a coconut,” said Farrell.


“Pick one.” The busy bartender pointed a finger upward at a long list on a chalkboard above his head. He snapped opened cans of beer and made drinks without pause.


“Mojito,” said Farrell. “Heard of it, but never had one.”


“Rum, mint and lime are the main ingredients. You’ll like it.” The bartender was quick, and Farrell had his drink in front of him in no time flat. “How about you, beautiful lady?” Surfer dude gave Annie the eye.


“I’ll have an Atlas.”


“Aha, a gorgeous beer drinking woman. I’m in love.”


Blaine and Farrell glared.


 





 




CHAPTER NINETEEN


Friday, September 21st.


 


Renee’s Beach House.


WITHOUT coffee or breakfast, Blaine and Farrell left Annie sleeping and drove to Renee’s rented house just after six a.m. hoping to catch her before she got out of bed.


“Car still ain’t here,” said Farrell. “She never came back. Think she’s in the wind?”


“Yep, I’m sure of it now. Let’s take a look inside before we leave.”


Farrell had the back door open in seconds and they were in. One bedroom painted pale blue: the queen-sized bed unmade, clothes strewn all around, makeup all over the dresser, a suitcase open on the chair half-unpacked, two dresses on hangers in the closet, a pair of sandals on the floor.


“She was messy,” said Farrell, a neat-freak himself.


“Yep, not a housekeeper.”


Kitchen painted bright yellow: dishes piled in the sink, unopened yogurt and half a carton of orange juice in the fridge, note pad on the table with a pen beside it. Page torn off leaving a ragged edge.


“She made a list,” said Blaine. He took the pad to the window to try to read the impression. “Grocery list.”


Living Room, pale green with one landscape print on the wall: wine glasses on the coffee table beside an empty bottle of Chardonnay. Two paperbacks on the sofa on top of a tourist guide to Panama.


“Nothing here,” said Blaine. “She didn’t come back because there wasn’t much to risk coming back for.”


 


Golfo de Panama Hotel. San Carlos.


ANNIE had showered and dressed while the boys were gone, then ordered breakfast from room service. The waiter arrived with the cart seconds before the boys returned from their trip to Renee’s beach house. “Was she there?”


Blaine shook his head as he poured himself a coffee. “Nope. I think she went back home. Whoever she was communicating with at the internet café, pushed her buttons and freaked her out.”


Farrell shoved a forkful of scrambled eggs in his mouth and asked, “Does that mean we’re checking out?”


Blaine nodded. “Let’s see if we can get a flight.”  


 


Panama City. Panama.


IT was after one o’clock by the time they drove back to Panama City from San Carlos. Their flight was at three forty-five and they still had to fight their way through an hour of unruly traffic—honking horns and darting taxis—pedestrians on the sidewalk flagging cabs that stopped on a dime and never thought of signaling. The snarl of traffic was the norm in Panama City and something you didn’t get used to overnight.


Once they reached Tocumen, Annie turned the truck in to the rental counter while Blaine checked their luggage through and printed the boarding passes.


A voice came over the loud speaker and announced their boarding call as they approached the gate.


“That was close,” said Annie.


“We don’t have to sit around and get nervous,” said Farrell. “That’s the good part.”


 


Austin-Bergstrom Airport. Austin.


BLAINE checked the time on his phone as Farrell loaded the luggage into the back of the truck. Almost nine o’clock. It had taken all day to get home.


Wonder where Renee is?  


 “I think you’re behind on your meds, sweetheart,” Annie said from the back seat. “We didn’t have time for dinner and you didn’t take them.”


“I have pain now,” said Blaine. “I notice when the pills wear off, but overall, I think my arm is better than it was.”


Blaine’s cell rang as Annie slid behind the wheel and started the engine. Screen said Austin Homicide.


“Lieutenant Lopez, we haven’t spoken for a while.”


“Hasn’t been that long, kid. Murder doesn’t take a vacay.” Lopez sounded tired. “Have some news for you.”


“Hope it’s good news.”


“What kind of good news could y’all get from homicide?” Lopez huffed out a chuckle. “Nope. Not all that good. One of your lawyer boys got himself dead. A neighbor found him in his condo about an hour ago.”


“Who?”


“Lawrence Appleton.”


“Oh, shit,” said Blaine, “give me the address.”


“Who’s dead, bro?” asked Farrell as Annie wheeled onto the highway.


“Larry Appleton.”


Annie inhaled a little breath. “He handled most of my real estate transactions over the years.”


“My brain’s telling me that Renee raced back here and killed him,” said Blaine. “But why would she? Doesn’t make a lick of sense. He was her lawyer.”


“Jesus, boss,” said Farrell, “I think you’ve got a loose wire somewhere. My brain didn’t tell me that at all.”


“Maybe it’s unrelated,” said Annie. “Could have been a robbery.”


“Too much of a coincidence for me,” said Blaine. “He was Renee’s lawyer. Maybe…”


“Maybe, nothing,” said Farrell. “You need something solid—like evidence. We had nothing solid on Renee doing the dentist. No gun. We couldn’t place her in the cabin. Zip—fuckin zip. Look how that turned out. Chasing her to the fuckin Equator and back.”


“I get it,” said Blaine, “it seems like a waste of time to us right now, but I believe I was right. She killed her husband and it was premeditated. I still believe it.”


“Call and find out if she went home to see the rug rats,” said Farrell.


“Yeah, I’ll call her Daddy.”


Blaine scrolled up to Bill Moffat’s contact number and pressed it. “Mr. Moffatt, it’s Blaine Blackmore calling. I was wondering if you’d heard from your daughter?”


“Yes, Mr. Blackmore, wonderful news. Renee came home last night. The girls were already sleeping so she didn’t take them, but she arranged for a nanny to help me and the woman came this morning.”


“That’s great news, sir. Is Renee home to stay?”


“She has a few things to take care of wrapping up Max’s estate and his dental practice. That’s why she hired the nanny for a week. Then she’ll take the girls home.”


“Do you know where she is now?” asked Blaine.


“At home, I imagine. She was exhausted and needed sleep. She’s been through a lot.”


“Thank you, sir.” Blaine pressed end and glanced over at Farrell.


“Where is she?” asked Farrell.


“Her father thinks she’s at home.”


“Doubt it,” said Farrell, “but I’ll send Jack to watch the house while we go to the crime scene.”


 


Larry Appleton’s Condo. West Austin.


AFTER Annie dropped them off at Blaine’s to pick up his truck, Farrell drove north on Lake Austin Boulevard. When he arrived at the condo complex there was no doubt which unit belonged to Appleton.


The place was surrounded with squad cars, media vans, the crime scene unit, the ME’s SUV, unmarked detective units and yards of yellow tape. Officers milled about on the sidewalk keeping the media and the public at bay.


Inside, there was a log-jam in the front entryway. Lopez spotted Blaine and moved uniforms out of the way to let him and Farrell through. “Your employee is in the kitchen, kid,” said Lopez. His suit jacket had been removed and he was working in shirt sleeves rolled up to the elbows and a pair of blue latex gloves.


Larry Appleton lay sprawled across the ceramic tile floor, a small caliber bullet hole through his right eye. An unopened bottle of Texas bourbon on the floor next to him. A little blood seepage under his head from the wound but not much.


Doctor Mort Simon was examining the body, making verbal comments and Tim, his assistant, was taking notes. Mort glanced up at Blaine and smiled. “One less crook at Powell and Associates.”


“Hey, Mort, that ain’t any way to talk.”


“I think he was beaned with the bourbon, then shot when he was down,” said Mort. “Big lump on the back of his head and a downward trajectory.”


“Yep, be easier for a woman to do it that way,” said Blaine.


Lopez raised a black eyebrow. “Woman?”


Farrell rolled his eyes.


“Let’s get him out of here,” said Mort. Tim produced a body bag and spread it out on the floor.


“Any sign of the weapon?” asked Farrell.


Lopez shook his head. “Guess she put it back in her purse. Blacky thinks it was a woman and that’s good enough for me. Years of experience have taught me to ride the same bus as the kid. He’s always right.”


Blacky grinned at Lopez. “Until I’m not.”


“Yep, until you’re not.”


“Let’s check out Larry’s digs,” said Farrell. “See what made the ugly prick tick.”


Only a couple of uniforms lurked in the small living room at the front of the condo. Simple furnishings. Brown leather sofa and matching chair. Flat screen on the wall. Glass coffee table stacked with piles of paper print-outs.


Farrell picked one up. “What the hell are these?”


Blaine glanced over his shoulder. “Racing forms, and by the number of them, Larry must have been a regular bettor. Find out who his bookie was, bro and see how much he owed. This might have been about juice if he was a big gambler.”


“Think he owed somebody who wanted to get paid?”


“Possibility, if it wasn’t Renee. And I’m still voting for her.”


“I’m fixing to run with the loan shark,” said Farrell, “just to make it interesting.”


“You do that,” Blaine smirked at his brother. “How much?”


“I can afford to lose fifty.”


“You’re on.”


The second bedroom Larry used as a home office. Desk, credenza, computer, a few file folders on the desk. One of the lab techs was cataloging the items she was taking.


“Let me know if there’s hot stuff on his computer, Melanie,” said Blaine.


She winked at him. “You know it.”


Nothing was out of place in the master bedroom. Unmade bed, a few clothes in the hamper.


“Look at all these on the dresser,” said Farrell. “Must be hundreds of the fuckers.”


“What fuckers?” Blaine’s head was in the closet.


“Lottery tickets.”


“I think Mr. Appleton had a problem he was keeping under wraps,” said Blaine. “I need to get to the office and pick up his work computer.”


 


FARRELL unlocked his truck and noticed Mary across the street with a clutch of reporters. Standing under a streetlight, her pretty face glowed. She gave him a little wave and he waved back and slid behind the wheel.


Blaine had the passenger door open ready to get in when Farrell said, “You gonna say anything to that bunch across the street?”


“Should I?”


“You usually do,” Farrell grumbled. “That’s why they love you so fuckin much.”


“Shut up.” Blaine closed the truck door and walked across the road. “Hey, people.”


A camera man turned on a light bright enough to blind him and a male reporter stuck a mic in his face. “Mr. B. can you tell us anything about the murder victim?”


“Unfortunately, not yet. His next of kin haven’t been notified. Y’all catch up with me at DPS tomorrow morning after the autopsy and I’ll have some details.”


“Thanks, Mr. B.”


“Mary, can I see you for a sec?”


Mary stepped away from the others. “You need me for something?”


“Uh huh. I need to run a photograph. I’ll have it for you in the morning.”


“Sure.” She glanced across the road at the red truck. “How’s Farrell?”


“Miserable. How about you?”


“Same.”


“Should y’all talk?”


She nodded. “We should.”


“Why don’t you work on that.”


Mary gave him a smile. “Thanks, Blaine.”


“What did Mary say?” asked Farrell as Blaine jumped in the truck.


“She said she’s as miserable as you are.”


“No way to fix it,” said Farrell. “No use trying.”


“Why not?”


Farrell shrugged and pulled away from the curb.


 





 




CHAPTER TWENTY


Saturday, September 22nd.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


LARRY APPLETON’S emails flashed onto the screen. Blaine had no trouble gaining access because he had set up all the computers at Powell and Associates with his own password as a security measure. He’d always been able to view anything any his attorneys were working on at any time.


Thinking Larry might have deleted his emails to and from Renee, he was surprised they were still there. He opened them and read the back and forth between the two of them, then printed hard copies.


The firm trust account showed that the check had been deposited from the insurance company, so Larry hadn’t had time to authorize a check to himself.


An amount that large, Mike Wannacott would have had to sign off on, and he would have had to clear it with me first. How did Larry plan on getting around those little details?


Blaine gave a shout out for Farrell and showed him the last email from Renee to Larry. “Hey, bro, look at this.” Blaine pointed to the line where Renee said she would kill Larry. “Is that solid enough for you?”


Farrell chuckled. “You’re warming up. I give you that much. I need coffee.”


 Blaine hollered after Farrell, “Whose changing off with Jack watching her house?”


“Greg,” said Farrell, as he stuck his head back in the door, “and they put a BOLO out on the Beemer last night. She switched vehicles.”


“Her father thinks she’s coming back, but I wouldn’t bet on it,” said Blaine. “She’s in the wind.”


Lily came in to see if Blaine needed a refill on his coffee, and they talked about the emails. “He was an embezzler and a crook,” said Lily, “and he was always hitting on me. What a creep.”


“You never liked him, did you?”


She made a face. “Nothing to like.”


Blaine laughed.


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


ANNIE had arrived home too late from the airport to tell Jesse she was home. He needed his rest and she wouldn’t wake him unless it was important.


After breakfast she drove up to Quantrall to surprise him and he was in the training ring working with a one-year-old filly. Annie stood in the doorway and watched with admiration. Jesse Quantrall was now and had always been the best horseman in Texas, even when he wasn’t in competition.


Jesse turned at the end of the arena and saw Annie as he galloped towards her. He pulled up on the reins and dismounted wearing a big smile. “Hey, my beautiful wife is back.” He grabbed her in a hug and kissed her.


“I missed you, sugar,” said Annie.


“How did the boys do with the search for Mrs. Endicott?”


“We found her, but she got ahead of us. Blaine thinks she rushed back to Austin and killed Larry Appleton.”


“Larry Appleton, the lawyer? Why in hell would she do that?”


Annie shrugged. “Don’t know. You better catch up with your crew and get the details.”


“Uh huh. I’ll do that.” Jesse led the spotted beauty out of the arena and into her stall and Annie followed.


“Where’s Charity?” she asked.


“In the office with Ty. He set up a play area for her.”


“I’ll check it out while you cool that girl down.” Annie tapped twice on the office door and stuck her head in. “Hey, I heard my baby girl was in here.”


Charity, sitting next to Tyler in the middle of a pile of toys, looked up when she heard Annie’s voice. “Mama,” she hollered and got to her feet.


“Y’all aren’t gonna take my baby away again, are y’all?” Tyler sounded heart broken. Jesse had said Tyler wasn’t happy that Charity left Quantrall the first time.


“Nope,” said Annie, “Just giving her a hug.”


“Good,” said Ty, “now that she’s home, that’s where she’s gonna stay.”


Wonder what Jesse thinks about that?


Annie wandered down the wide aisle to the stall Jesse was working in and leaned on the wall watching him brush the filly.


“I can see that your time at home has done you the world of good,” said Annie.


Jesse turned and smiled. He was tanned and that sick, drawn look had vanished from his handsome face. “Can’t put it into words, Ace. Feel tons better.”


“This is where you belong, cowboy. I was selfish keeping you at my place, thinking it was the best thing for you and the baby.”


“I love being with you, Ace. You’re my wife and I love it that we’re finally together—every day and every night.”


“But?”


“But on the other hand, I miss my ranch something awful. It’s my heritage and I should be here taking care of my land and my horses.”


Annie felt the breath leave her body. He’s not coming home with me.


“You should be here, Jesse. I can see that clearly. We’ll talk, and we’ll work it out.”


Jesse stopped brushing and stepped closer to her. “You mean that, Ace? I don’t want things to be different between us. That’s not what this is about.”


Things will be different.


“I understand. I love you too much to risk your health over something as mundane as who’s ranch we’re sleeping on.” She leaned forward and kissed him.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE sobbed all the way home to her own ranch. Jesse was better off at Quantrall and she accepted it. She couldn’t leave Coulter-Ross. The same issue that had always come between them. She had at least fifty people that depended on her for a home and for their livelihood. Jesse had about half that many, but still neither one could just scrap their ranch and all their dependents for selfish reasons.


She drove through the gate and parked her truck in front of the garage. Jackson came running along the porch with Lucy behind him. “Where’s my baby sister, Mommy? Why didn’t you bring Charity home?”


Annie felt her heart break in two.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


A SHIVER ran through Blaine as he stood in the chilly morgue staring at Larry Appleton’s corpse laid out on Doc Simon’s stainless-steel autopsy table. Nothing new had come to light. Mort’s guesses had been on target. Larry was bashed over the head with the bourbon bottle, then shot through the eye with a twenty-two long.


The only way someone could have been that accurate with a small gun, was if Appleton was out cold and lying perfectly still.


“Thanks, Mort.”


Blaine found Farrell in the Chief’s office drinking coffee together as they did regularly. The coffee they’d bought for him sat on the corner of the desk getting cold. Blaine shivered again and rubbed his hands together, the effects of the morgue still gripping him. He picked up the Starbuck’s container, flipped the tab and took a long pull. Not as hot as he needed, but strong and still warm.


“Well?” Chief Calhoun focused blue eyes on Blaine waiting for a recap on the autopsy.


Blaine shrugged. “Nothing we didn’t know, except a positive on the caliber. Hope highway patrol picks her up before she’s in Mexico.”


“Could be there already,” said the Chief. “She’s had enough time.”


“We need luck,” said Blaine. “Hasn’t been coming our way much lately.”


“That’s for damn sure,” said the Chief.


“There’s a gang out front waiting for you, bro,” said Farrell. “One guy said you promised something for this morning.”


“Hate it when I do that. I’m too fuckin nice.” He drank down half his coffee. “Got copies of the eight by tens?”


Farrell pointed to the Chief’s credenza.


“I was going to have Mary run the photo in the Statesman exclusively, but now that Renee has left the city—in my opinion she has—I’ve got no time to waste. I have to give it to the TV hounds as well.”


Calhoun nodded. “TV will get you faster action, son, and a lot more crap calls, but faster action.”


“What do you think, Chief? Can Leighton make a case with the new evidence we’ve got?”


“She says she’s going to kill Appleton—and she put it in writing. That’s good enough to arrest her on suspicion. And we know she was supremely pissed about the insurance money.”


“There’s your motive,” said Farrell. “It’s always about fuckin money.”


“I’ve looked like an asshole before,” said the Chief. “Won’t be a new experience for me. Go ahead and do it.”


 


BLAINE motioned to Mary Polito who sat in the waiting area working on her column. “It’s time, Mary. You take the pictures. I was only going to run them in the paper, but my suspect has disappeared, and I have to go with TV too.


“That’s okay, Blaine,” said Mary. “It doesn’t make much difference to me when I’m a day ahead. As soon as they read my page they know it’s coming straight from you and the stations run with it. You’ve got to catch her as soon as possible if she’s a killer.” She glanced down the corridor towards the Chief’s office looking for Farrell.


Blaine held the heavy glass door open and the heat hit them as they stepped onto the concrete steps at the front of the building.


Media people clustered around Blaine with mics held high. Before he could say a word, they fired a hundred questions at him all at the same time.


Blaine held up a hand to shut them up.


“What’s the good word, Mr. B?”


Blaine pointed to Mary and she held up the pictures. “Next of kin has been notified, and I’m able to tell y’all that our victim was Lawrence Appleton, an Austin attorney, Caucasian male, thirty-eight years old.”


I’m not telling them he worked for me.


“How was he killed?” Mr. B?”


“Mr. Appleton was shot with a small caliber handgun.”


A blonde reporter shouted, “Who’s the woman in the picture?”


“Mary will supply all of you with a picture of a person of interest in this case. Her name is Renee Endicott and I need to find her as soon as possible. Y’all have helped me in the past and I know how y’all enjoy pitching in.” He grinned.


“When’s Benson Lovell going on trial for the dance club murders?” Someone near the back shouted out.


“Mr. Lovell is recovering from surgery on his knee and his trial won’t be scheduled until that problem is out of the way.”


“Did you shoot Lovell’s knee out?” hollered a short dark-haired girl.


“I wasn’t at the scene.” He pointed to his sling.


“Was it Deputy Donovan?”


Blaine frowned. “Why is it important to y’all to know? Lovell is a murder suspect and he was shot in a take-down. Simple as that. Yes, his knee is injured, but he shot one of my men and almost killed him. Deputy Bristol is still on the critical list.”


Blaine waved his good arm and they backed off.


 


Saint David’s Hospital. Austin.


FARRELL was in silent mode as he drove to the hospital. “What do you think I should do about Mary?” he said when he finally spoke.


“Take her out for dinner to a quiet place and talk. Just talk and see where things go,” said Blaine, “It doesn’t mean you’re back together. Y’all are only talking.”


“I guess that makes sense, but it won’t change anything. She wants to get married and settle down and I don’t. Not for a long time yet. I know I’m not ready. How can talking make that work out?”


“Maybe she’s willing to wait a while until you’re more settled. It’s a problem with her being older than you.”


“She’s not willing to wait,” said Farrell, “that’s why we broke up.”


“Okay, she wasn’t willing to wait before you broke up, but now that she’s miserable without your dumb ass in her bed, she might have changed her mind.”


Farrell brightened a little. “Think so?”


“You won’t know until you talk to her, will you?”


“Okay. One dinner and if we can’t work it out, I’m gonna move on.”


When they arrived at the ICU, Ginny Rodriguez, dressed in designer jeans and a red silk blouse, was standing in front of the nurses’ station talking to a couple of her colleagues.


“Can we see Travis?” asked Farrell.


Ginny nodded. “As soon as Misty is finished her visit, although I think she’s been in there long enough. Ginny’s mouth took a hard line and her black eyes flashed.


Farrell raised an eyebrow and looked at Blaine.


Ginny is pissed that Misty’s visiting Travis.


Five minutes later Misty appeared at the door of the ICU waiting area wearing a long flowing yellow dress over tan boots with long fringe. “Y’all can go in now. Travis is feeling a lot better.”


“How are you doing?” Blaine asked her in passing.


“I’m busy,” she said, “baking bread and gearing up for Mabon. I’m holding a harvest feast for my followers tomorrow.”


Blaine nodded, unsure what Misty was talking about like he usually was. “Uh huh. That sounds nice.”


Farrell went ahead into the unit and Blaine caught up at Travis’ bedside. “Doing better today?”


Travis nodded. “Misty came to see me.”


“Uh huh,” said Blaine. “I was surprised to see her here.”


“Me too,” said Travis, “but she’s burning candles for me and doing some woo woo spells to make me heal faster.”


Farrell rolled his eyes. “Hope it works. We need you back in action.”


On the way to the truck in the hospital parking lot, Blaine’s cell rang. “Oh, nuts,” he said before he pressed talk.


“Mr. Blackmore, this is Bill Moffatt. I wonder if you could stop by the house. I saw you on TV and my wife and I are distressed with what you’ve done. We’d like an explanation and we’d like it in person.”


“I’m on my way, Mr. Moffatt. Shouldn’t take me more than twenty minutes.”


Farrell jumped in and started the Silverado. “The dad saw Renee’s picture on the news?”


“He’s pissed.”


“Yep.” Farrell pulled out of the lot and onto the road.


 


Moffatt Residence. Round Rock.


RENEE’S father stood in the doorway waiting while Blaine and Farrell got out of the truck. His jaw was tight, and his eyes narrowed to slits, ready for a confrontation.


“Come in and have a seat in the front room,” he growled. “Linda wants to hear what you have to say.” Bill retreated into another room to get his wife.


Linda limped into the living room, groaning in pain and half bent at the waist from her back injury. Her face was ghostly white and her eyes glassy like she’d been crying. “You men have ruined my daughter’s reputation and probably her life,” said Linda in a whine. “I want Bill to sue y’all for the damage you’ve done.”


“Your husband asked me here to explain,” said Blaine. “Will y’all listen while I do that?”


“Of course,” said Bill, “Linda and I are fair-minded people and we raised Renee to be a good and caring person. She hasn’t killed anybody no matter what y’all think.”


Blaine began the story of Renee running to Panama and intending to stay there without her children. Then he told them about the emails to Larry Appleton and how Larry had threatened to expose her for killing Max and was blackmailing her for the insurance money.


Bill’s face lost color as he listened silently.


Blaine finished up his story by saying, “We didn’t put her picture out there with no evidence, sir. Larry Appleton is lying in the morgue and we have an email from your daughter to Larry where she says in writing she’s going to kill him.”


Bill Moffatt gripped his chest, groaned and slumped over in his chair. Drool escaped from the side of his mouth and dribbled down his shirt.


Linda Moffatt screamed as she shuffled her bent and crippled body across the room to reach her unconscious husband. She dropped to her knees sobbing, “Don’t die, Billy. Please don’t die.”


Triplets wailed in the kitchen and Farrell couldn’t hear on his cell. He stepped outside and completed his call to 911.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


THAT went well,” said Farrell as he headed back home. “Renee has double-fucked her whole family.”


Blaine nodded as he concentrated on a text from the man in charge.


“Blaine, I’ve talked to several people as per your request and at this point in time I believe it would be too dangerous to delve into the reasons for your parent’s accident. Leave it for now. Please.”


Blaine shoved his cell into his pocket and stared mutely out the window.


“What?” said Farrell. “What did the king of the hill fuckin say to you?”


“He said to leave it alone. For now.”


“Must be a reason. He always has a reason.”


“That’s what pisses me off. He’s always right.”






 




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Sunday, September 23rd.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


KOI poked their snouts out of the water to grab the pellets Blaine tossed to them. Flicking their tails, splashing and pushing their pond-mates out of the way, they were a delight to watch. He sat on the end of the carved bench he’d bought for Carm and watched her face. She loved the fish as much as he did, and she’d had very little happiness in her lifetime. The newly landscaped yard was her whole world and she spent every free moment outdoors.


Blaine stood with his empty cup in his hand and heard his cell ringing on the porch step where he’d left it. He jogged across the plush new sod and grabbed for it. Border Patrol. El Paso. “Blaine Blackmore.”


“Morning sir, stopped a vehicle on y’all’s want list and we have a woman in custody, a Renee Endicott.”


“You made me a happy man, sir. How do I find y’all?”


Blaine put the directions into his phone and hurried into the house to find Farrell. His foster brother was slumped down at the kitchen table drinking coffee.


“What are you looking so fuckin happy about?”


“Renee is in custody in El Paso.”


“Don’t fuckin tell me I’m driving to El Paso on my Sunday off.”


“Okay, I won’t,” said Blaine, “Get dressed.”


 


San Antonio Airport. Charter Office.


BLAINE returned from the charter office with his pilot in tow. “Sam, this is my brother Farrell Donovan.”


A tall lanky guy in a Powell Corp. uniform stuck out a big hand and gripped Farrell’s. “Nice to meet y’all. Don’t usually get to fly on a Sunday,” he grinned, “and I never flew a prisoner before. Flying executives all over the map isn’t too exciting. Nice change for me. Good times.”


Farrell nodded. “Yeah, good times.”


“Cheer up,” said Blaine as he hoofed it up the rolling stairs. “You’ll like my plane. It’s got a beer fridge.”


“That I like,” said Farrell as he strode into the plush cabin. Two rows of tan leather seats, some facing forward and some backward with a table between. “Where should I sit?”


“Pick a spot and I’ll get us a couple of cold ones.”


“I thought we’d be driving all day in the fuckin heat to pick the bitch up,” said Farrell as he settled into one of the comfy seats. “This was one of your better ideas.”


Blaine handed him a Shiners. “How often do I have bad ideas?”


Farrell shook his head. “I lost count.”


“Ready when you are, Sam,” hollered Blaine.


 


El Paso Police Department. Downtown El Paso.


“APPRECIATE y’all picking us up at the airport,” said Blaine. “Saved getting a rental for an hour.”


“No problem,” said Officer Garcia, “Always happy to help out the Rangers.” He parked out front. “I’ll park here and have a smoke. It won’t take y’all long to take custody of herself and bring her out.”


“Thanks,” said Farrell as they hopped out and went inside.


Blaine checked his phone and said, “I need to speak to Sergeant Martinelli. Blaine Blackmore here to pick up Mrs. Endicott.”


The desk sergeant grinned. “Could hear that one screeching all the way into next week.” He waggled a finger. “Y’all watch yourselves.”


“Thanks,” said Farrell without a smile. “We will.”


It was a couple of minutes before Martinelli appeared from his office in the back of the building. “You boys made good time. Didn’t expect y’all until later in the day.”


“We flew,” said Blaine. “I’m a bit short on time these days.”


“You flew. Uh huh.” He pointed down the hall. “Have a seat in my office and we’ll take care of the paperwork while one of the boys brings your girl up here.”


“I’m glad I alerted border patrol,” said Blaine, “She would have been in Mexico and gone.”


“Murdered her lawyer is the rumor I heard,” said the Sarge. “Some of them do want killing.”


“Hey,” said Blaine, “Go easy.”


“Oh, fuck. You one of them?”


Blaine nodded. “Passed the bar but haven’t had much time to dick around with it.”


There was a clanking of chains in the hall and then the door opened. A uniformed officer shoved Renee into the office. “Here you go, Sarge. She’s ready to transport.”


Renee twisted and turned and tried to kick the officer holding her arm. “You fucking bastards let me go. I haven’t done anything and I’m gonna sue the asses off every single one of y’all.”


“Sit down, Renee,” said Blaine, “and shut up. You are under arrest for the murder of Larry Appleton and I’m taking you back to Austin.”


The uniform pushed her into a chair, gave a wave and closed the office door, glad to be rid of her.


“I won’t shut up. I have rights. I want a lawyer and you can’t stop me from having one.”


Farrell glanced over at her, her face screwed up in rage, her hands shackled to the chains on her ankles. “You killed your lawyer, Missy. Dead meat in the fuckin morgue. He ain’t gonna help you.”


Sergeant Martinelli smiled. “Here’s the paperwork I need signed. Says I turned Mrs. Endicott over to Ranger Blackmore and Deputy Donovan.”


Blaine signed, and received a copy that he folded and put in his briefcase.


“Y’all will want this,” Martinelli produced a gun, from his desk drawer, bagged and labeled. “This is the weapon found in the glove box of Mrs. Endicott’s rental.”


Blaine smiled. “This gets better and better. I owe you, sir.” He stood and shook hands with Martinelli. “Pleasure to meet you. If you’re in Austin, give me a call and I’ll buy you a steak.”


“I’ll remember that, sir, and hold you to it.”


“That’s not my gun,” Renee yelled. Her voice was beginning to give out from all her hollering, but she kept it up. She bitched and screamed all the way down the hallway, across the lobby and out to the squad car.


Blaine noticed the color in Farrell’s face and figured his brother was about to blow a fuse.


Garcia butted out his smoke, opened the back door of the cruiser and secured Renee in the back, so her movement was limited.


Farrell reluctantly got in beside her.


 


El Paso Airport. Charter Terminal.


BLAINE left Renee in the squad car with Farrell while he found Sam in the pilot’s lounge and told him they were ready to return to San Antonio.


Once the plane was checked and the flight plan filed, they were in the air.


Blaine escorted Renee to the seat farthest away from where he and Farrell had chosen to sit. She screamed and kicked at him as he struggled to attach her shackles to a metal ring on the side of the seat.


“Your father had a heart attack because of you, Renee. He couldn’t take any more of your shit and he collapsed.”


“You liar. You goddam cops will say anything.”


Blaine shrugged. “Too bad you won’t be able to visit him in intensive care.”


After hearing about her father, her screaming mellowed into a more tolerable combination of sobbing and cursing.


 


San Antonio Airport.


RENEE was cried out and screamed out by the time the boys loaded her into the back seat of Farrell’s truck. She flopped over sideways and slept the whole way from San Antonio to Austin, not even waking up when Farrell did a drive-through for burgers and coffee.


“Never been so glad to hear a woman shut up in my whole fuckin life,” Farrell whispered.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


“HOW in hell did they know we were bringing her back this afternoon?” Blaine was astonished at the number of media vehicles waiting across the street from DPS.


“Maybe something else is going on that we don’t know about,” said Farrell.


“Could be, but I doubt it.”


Farrell parked in front of the building, and as they hauled Renee out of the back of the truck, reporters and camera men swooped in flashing pictures and filming clips for the news.


Renee began screaming obscenities, shaking her chained hands at them and making faces and the media people lapped it up.


“Got a word for us, Mr. B.?” one of them hollered.


Blaine made a circular motion above his head that meant later, then he held the door open with his good arm and let Farrell tow the Harpy inside.


On his way home for the day, the Chief met them in the hallway when he heard the ruckus. “Shove her in room three and lock her down.”


Farrell attached her to the table then backed out of the room. “I need a coffee. I’m almost fuckin deaf,” he growled as he headed for the lunchroom.


“I take it your trip to El Paso wasn’t that pleasant?” asked the Chief.


“She never shut up,” said Blaine. “I have a headache.”


“Do you want someone else to question her?”


“Nope. I’ll do it, then I’ll book her and get out of here.” He had his hand on the door knob when his cell rang on his belt. “Judge Campbell, nice to hear from you.”


“I’ve been following along in the paper and I know how busy y’all have been. Before I go full blast into the end of my campaign, I want to have a meeting with you.”


Blaine checked his watch. “It can’t be today. I’m just going into an interrogation.”


“No, I was thinking dinner tomorrow night.”


“Sure. Where and when?”


“I’ll make a reservation at Harpo’s for seven-thirty.”


“That’s fine, I’ll see you there.”


Farrell returned from the lunchroom with his Styrofoam cup in hand. “I called Mary and we’re having dinner tonight.”


“Good, that’s a start. You go on home and get ready. Send Jack in an hour to pick me up.”


Farrell nodded and left.


Blaine sat down opposite Renee Endicott and looked her over. Skinny as a stick and butt-ugly. She had less than zero going for her.


“Don’t look at me,” she snarled.


Blaine set the recorder on the corner of the desk and turned it on. “This is an interview with Renee Endicott,” he gave the date and case number.


“I’m not giving an interview to you or anybody else. I want a lawyer and I’m not saying a goddam word until I get one.”


Blaine read her the Miranda and had her sign it.


“I know my rights. I’m innocent and y’all will never prove otherwise.”


“Okay,” said Blaine. Exhaustion was overtaking his body. He needed food, sleep and his meds. “Let’s get you booked and then you can have your phone call.”


“I want a phone call right now.”


Blaine shook his head. “Not the way it works, Mrs. Endicott.”


“Fuck you, punk, I want to see somebody higher up the ladder.”


Blaine smiled. “There is nobody higher than me, Renee. I’m head of Violent Crime in this state. You’re starting at the top.”


“I don’t believe you.”


Blaine opened the door and called for a deputy to take Renee to booking and get her started. Once she was on her way he checked a message he had missed. Annie.


“Jesse decided to stay at Quantrall for now with Charity. I need to see you and Farrell. I need my boys to come home.”


“I’m on my way, Mom. Love you.”


Blaine called Farrell. “Hey, bro, Jesse didn’t come home to Coulter-Ross. Mom needs us.”


“Fuck, she must be so sad. I’ll turn around and pick you up in fifteen.”


“Thanks. What about Mary?”


“She’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE’S gray eyes were red-rimmed from crying when she hugged Blaine and Farrell in the foyer. “Did you get her?”


“Yep, she’s in booking right now. I’ll talk to her tomorrow after she gets a lawyer.”


“I hope I didn’t interrupt anything important.”


“Course not,” said Farrell. He took her by the hand and led her to the granite island in the kitchen. “Nothing I’d rather do than toss a few with my beautiful Mom.”


“How long is Jesse staying at his own ranch?” asked Blaine after he chugged the first half of his Corona.


“It sounded indefinite,” said Annie, “and I thought… never mind what I thought. I was wrong. He wasn’t happy here.”


“He wants to be with you, Mom,” said Farrell, “but Quantrall has a life of its own, and Jesse is the wheel master.”


“True. He has customers, and Ty can’t ready the horses like Jesse can.”


Annie slumped on her stool and leaned on the island. “I thought he was settling in. I feel so stupid.”


“Nope, Jesse is stuck between two loves, you and his ranch,” said Farrell, “Not a goddam thing he can do, and neither can you.”


Blaine smiled at Annie, “But there is something you can do right this minute, Mom.”


“What sweetheart. You name it.”


“You can make us some food. Me and Farrell are about to keel over.”


Annie giggled and walked to the fridge.






 




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Monday, September 24th.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE was sleeping the sleep of the dead when his cell rang. Bleary eyed he tried to read the name on the screen. Linda Moffatt.


“Mrs. Moffatt.” His voice came out all rough and gravelly from too many smokes the night before. “What can I do for you?”


“I need Renee.” She was sobbing out the words. “Bill died early this morning and I need my daughter.”


“I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs. Moffatt. I’ll see if I can arrange a visit for you later today.”


“When will she be coming home?”


“She won’t be, Mrs. Moffatt. A judge doesn’t grant bail too often for murder charges.”


“But she didn’t kill anybody.” More sobbing.


“I’ll call you with a time, Mrs. Moffatt.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


BLAINE had Renee brought up from the holding cells in the basement to one of the interrogation rooms, so her mother could see her for five minutes and give her the news about her father’s death.


He met Mrs. Moffatt in the lobby and escorted the woman down the hallway. She was still stooped forward from her back injury and shuffling along with one hand on the wall for support.


“In here, Mrs. Moffatt.” Blaine opened the door to the tiny room and pointed to the table. “Please sit down on the chair.”


Linda Moffatt looked at him with contempt. “Could we have a little privacy please?”


“No, I’m afraid that’s not possible. Everything you say will be recorded, Mrs. Moffatt. This isn’t a luncheon at the Country Club. Your daughter has been arrested for murder.”


“Ludicrous,” she said, then turned her attention to her daughter. “How are you, Renee?”


“How does it look, Mother? I’m a mess and I’m in trouble.”


“I came here to tell you some terrible news, dear.” Linda pulled a tissue out of her pocket and wiped her eyes. “Daddy died this morning. His heart just gave out.”


“No,” Renee screamed and tried to jump up. The shackles clanked against the metal table and jerked her down. Sobbing, Renee laid her head on the table.


“What day do you want the funeral, dear?”


Glassy-eyed, Renee looked across the table. “Why would it matter to me, Mother? I won’t be going.”


“I’m sure they’ll let you go to your father’s funeral, as soon as you clear up this mistake.”


Renee was about to say something, then looked at Blaine and kept her mouth shut.


“Renee has to go back to her cell now, Mrs. Moffatt. I’ll see you to the lobby.”


“I’m not finished talking to my daughter.”


Blaine stuck his head into the corridor and beckoned for a deputy. “Take Mrs. Endicott back to holding.”


“Yes, sir, Mr. B.”


 


Harpo’s Fine Dining. Austin. 


BLAINE stepped into the vestibule of the elegant restaurant and could barely see the hostess or the lectern she stood behind. The lighting was ambient to the point of being negligible.


“I’m joining Judge Campbell,” he said, and the hostess nodded.


“Come with me, Mr. Blackmore. I’ll show you to your table.”


Judge Campbell sat alone in a secluded corner almost invisible behind a potted palm. A glimpse of the auburn hair was all Blaine saw as he turned the corner and took the chair opposite her.


“I’m a bit late, sorry,” he said. “Not my usual style.”


The judge smiled. “But you do have a lot of style, sweetie. The entire city knows what you’re all about.”


A tall waiter came by, introduced himself and scurried off to get Blaine a Corona. Judge Campbell had a bottle of wine on the go, and the waiter refilled her glass while he was in the area.


The Judge tapped the closed menu next to her right hand. “The fish is good here.”


“The only fish I eat is what I catch in the Colorado at home. My Mom cooks it for me with home fries.”


“Annie Powell cooks?”


“Fantastic cook,” said Blaine with a grin.


“You always smile when you talk about your mother. I find that interesting.”


Blaine shrugged. “Can’t help that, can I?”


The waiter returned with Blaine’s beer and took their dinner order.


“What I want to talk to you about is kind of a ‘what if’ situation.”


“Okay,” said Blaine, “this conversation is hinging on the outcome of the election?”


“More or less. Yes, it is.”


“Go ahead.”


“If I’m elected Governor of Texas I want you to work for me.”


“I may work in connection with the Capitol, but I don’t work for anybody.”


The Judge leaned forward, annoyance creeping into her voice. “You worked for Governor Richardson for years. I know you did.”


Blaine shook his head. “I worked through his office on a different level.”


“What level are we talking about? You lost me.”


“I pick the cases that I take, but sometimes urgent cases are directed to me.”


“By whom?”


Blaine tipped up his Corona and finished it. “That’s something I can’t discuss.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


AFTER dinner with the Judge, Blaine relaxed on his front porch steps with a Corona in his hand. He’d spent a half hour glancing through the photo albums that Lil had picked up from the album lady, and they were well put together. No ribbons or hearts, but well thought out and tastefully displayed.


Every time I see pictures of my family I nearly come unglued. I wish I knew the truth.






 




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Thank you for reading.

I sincerely hope you enjoyed The Turn, book seven in the Blackmore Agency Series. If you would like to continue to book eight in the series, Final Table, I’ve included some pages for you.


 


If you’d like to be kept in the loop on my release dates and


receive my newsletter, subscribe here: Mailing list 


 


If you’d like to know more about my other series’ drop by my


Facebook page.


 


Reviews on Amazon and Goodreads help other readers find books. I appreciate all reviews and look forward to hearing your thoughts.
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Rolling along with the Blackmore Series and hoping all of you are enjoying Blacky and the Agency Crew as much as I enjoy writing them.


 


A special thank you to the fans who take the time to reach out and share their ideas, support, and opinions. You know who you are, Holly, Lynn, June, Dorothy, Shelley, Diane, Wendy, Shirley and Freda, Jerry, Dawn, Alice, Billy and Melinda, Jim and Gayle, Ava, Terry, Renee, Dolly, Tammy, and Celestia, Pat, Barb, Phyllis and Robin to name a few. If I missed you here, message me and I’ll add you to the list.


 


Any mistakes in any of my books are mine and mine alone.


To access my author page on Amazon and see all my books published so far, click here.


 


Carolina Mac is the author of forty-five books in four different series. The Regulators biker series, The Quantrall PI series, The Paradise Park series and The Blackmore Agency series. Kin is an ongoing serial. Carolina lives with her family in Ontario, Canada. 






 






[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE




October 28th.


 


Apache Springs Sheriff’s Office. West Texas.


“WATCH the store while I’m gone, Doris, and keep an eye on the Watson boys if they wander in. I think those sons of bitches have been lifting smokes when your head is turned.”


Doris muffled a giggle and peered at the Sheriff over her glasses. “Oh, I don’t think so, Sheriff, those boys are barely into their teens. Way too young to smoke.” She focused her attention on her calculator, adding up the receipts from the previous day.


Sheriff Newcomb hitched up his uniform pants. They were riding low, weighted down by all the gear on his belt, and forever tripping him up. He shoved a hand into his pocket and pulled out the keys to the SUV. “Doris, would you keep an eye open anyway?”


“Course I will, Sheriff, don’t I always?” She pointed a stubby finger at the land line beside the cash register. “Should I relay any emergency calls to y’all?”


“Of course, but I doubt there will be any. The town’s been pretty damn quiet since the DEA shut the bikers down.”


Doris shot the Sheriff a worried glance. “Y’all aren’t gonna make trouble where there isn’t any, are you, Stan?”


The Sheriff chose not to answer, and instead waved an arm in the direction of his Deputy who was helping himself to a nutty buddy from the ice cream freezer. “Let’s go, Ronnie.”


They drove north through the business section of Apache Springs. Three blocks of store fronts, the businesses inside barely hanging on. The Asian couple who ran the cleaners had given up and moved back to El Paso. A red and blue ‘for sale’ sign decorated the front of their building. The co-op had added a large hardware section when Hank went broke and now they did double duty. Angela’s diner was a bright spot—good food people could afford. Angie had to let her cook go and cook herself. She did double duty too but managed to stay open. The bank had gone on reduced hours to save manpower. If you needed to access your account on any day but Tuesday or Thursday, the ATM was your only choice.


Stan operated the only gas station for twenty miles and stocked essentials in the attached convenience store. He kept more grocery items on hand now that Harrison’s Grocery called it quits, but he had not room for produce. The locals had to drive for miles or grow their own. The last building heading north was the New Moon Motel. Stan glanced at the parking lot to see if Karen Rose had any customers. One truck. He didn’t know how long she’d be able to hold out.


Ronnie ate his ice cream in the shotgun seat of the Sheriff’s SUV and never uttered a word until he was finished. The second he crunched the last of the cone he asked in his whiny twang, “Where we going, Sheriff? We get a call?”


“Nope, no call, son. Heard a couple rumors about the Varmints. Old Petey Price thought he saw three or four Harleys together—like in a convoy—heading east off the highway up here a piece. It’s my duty to see where the Varmints hightailed it to and it’s my duty to see if the bastards have set up another meth lab.”


Ronnie shook his blond head so hard his hat almost fell off. “No, it ain’t Sheriff. Ain’t one bit your job. We crossed the county line ten minutes back and that means it ain’t our problem. You’re heading into the mountains again, ain’t ya?”


Ronnie Slater was worse than nothing as back-up. Couldn’t lick nothing tougher than an ice cream cone, but he was the only choice. Nobody else in town wanted the job. It paid next to nothing with the county holding tight to its purse strings—so tight, in fact, Stan had to run the Sheriff’s Office out of the back room of his gas station. He paid Doris to run the store and pump gas and act as dispatcher for him on the side. He was lucky he had a uniform to wear and the county vehicle to drive. Didn’t even have a fuckin holding cell.


“Just for a look-see. Nothing else.” The Sheriff flicked on his blinker and turned off route fifty-four. “Recon only.”


“We went this way last time,” Ronnie ragged on and the Sheriff turned up the volume on the radio. “Drove for miles around these winding dirt tracks and never found dickshit. Remember that, Sheriff?”


“Have a smoke, Ronnie, and shut the fuck up.”


Ronnie pulled a pack of Spirits out of his shirt pocket and lit up. He lowered his window and puffed away silently for the next five minutes.


Stan turned down another narrow dirt road running through thick bush and brush. No buildings except the odd hunting cabin. They were climbing now, circling around and through the Apache range. They approached a crossroads—two dirt roads intersecting in the middle of nowhere.


The Sheriff stopped the SUV, looked to the left and then to the right and pondered his decision for a minute or two.


“Which way, Sheriff? Ronnie asked in a whine. “Are we fuckin lost?”


“How could we be lost? We have GPS.” Stan glared at the skinny kid. “And wipe that fuckin ice cream off your face.”


 


Apache Mountains. West Texas.


SANTANA leaned back in the only chair on his newly constructed deck and filled his lungs with fresh mountain air. From where he sat the mountains surrounding him looked more like big tree covered hills. None were high enough to have snow caps, but they were called mountains all the same.


October. He’d hoped to have the clubhouse up and running by now, but things took time. Even longer when you delegated physical labor to an army of idiots whose best skills were toking and drinking beer.


But the lab was his first priority—it supported the club and made all other projects possible. Out of sight, about a quarter mile back in the bush, hidden in the trees, it was running at peak performance. He’d hired some guys that were long on experience and knew what the hell they were doing. After his crew had been arrested at the last site, he’d had no choice but to look for new people. New people. Better people. Their second shipment was almost ready for delivery. Twice as much product and twice as much income for the club.


His second project since moving here onto the club’s hunting property and target range, was the clubhouse. There was no meeting place and no place big enough for poker. The boys liked a game every night, and this far from bars and strip joints what the hell else were they gonna do?


The boys had hauled their personal mobile homes here and set them up—twenty or more set on blocks in kind of a semi-circle backing into the forest, but they had no sewage system or running water—not yet. Things took time.


The boys bitched and hollered about bringing their women to stay with them permanently, but Santana had vetoed that idea until they had running water. No choice. Women needed water more than men.


Hondo had come up with a temporary solution to the sanitation problem one Sunday when he ripped off a half-dozen ‘Johnny on the Job’ portables from a construction site. The portables helped out, but the camp needed something more permanent.


“Hey, boss, see you for a minute?” hollered Gage from the doorway of the newly erected building. It was one of those prefab deals that came in sections. All the boys had to do was read the directions and put the fuckin thing together. Could they do it? They hadn’t managed to finish it yet. “Need your opinion on a couple of things.”


Gage Garland was number three man in the club. Enforcer, collector and all-round handyman. He was about the tallest of all the boys at six feet three or four and he worked out every day to keep in top shape. He hadn’t liked the idea of moving the club into the mountains and starting a new venture, and he’d voted against it at church, saying they were better off moving closer to El Paso where they had long-established customers. Everybody knew and respected the Big-V in the city, and the El Paso cops tolerated them. Hated them like poison but tolerated them.


Santana strolled across the hard-packed dirt in front of the new building, a space that eventually would be a parking lot for customers or poker players if he decided to let a few outsiders play when they ran a big tournament. Yep, it was all coming together. He went inside with Gage to see what the problem was. 


“The electrician wants to know where the air conditioning unit is going to sit, so he can run the wires from the panel.”


“It’ll sit outside on a slab,” said Santana. “It’s marked on the plan. Can’t anybody fuckin read?”


Gage looked up and he wasn’t smiling. “Guess I didn’t notice it, boss.”


Santana grabbed the blueprint out of Gage’s hand and pointed. “How could you not notice it?”


“Sorry, boss,” said Gage and changed the subject, “Hear anything from Roberto?”


“Not yet. He had to drive to San Antonio to get the right fuckin cards. The plastic-coated ones that don’t fuckin split.”


Gage checked his messages. “The tables are ready. I’m renting a truck and picking them up tomorrow.”


Santana nodded. “Good, let’s have a meeting later and work on a final list of shit that needs to get done.”


“Sure, boss.”


Santana lit up a smoke, leaned on the wall and watched his dream take shape. With the Banditos pushing them like they were, this would be the best thing for his club. They just didn’t know it.


His cell rang on his belt and he glanced at the screen.


Parker at the gate.


 


PARKER had only been with the club for a couple of years, but he liked the guys and enjoyed the lifestyle. He was younger than a lot of them but got along okay with most.


He had grown up in Vegas and been a member of The Rule when Ogilvie got out of prison and took the club down. Wanted in Vegas for a couple of robberies gone sour, Parker had laid low in Mexico for a while, then crossed back stateside and worked as a bike mechanic in El Paso. That’s where he met Hondo. Hondo like him. Thought he was a decent mechanic, and sponsored him into the Varmints. Best move he’d ever made.


He’d been on gate duty for a couple of hours, sitting on a log some ways back from the road and invisible in the trees with his new Windham Blackout slung over his shoulder. Nobody was coming to the camp, as far as he knew, except for Roberto—big boss’ go-to—who’d gone to San Antonio for shit they needed.


When he heard the engine laboring up the incline, he jumped to his feet thinking it had to be Roberto. His heart skipped one when he saw the logo. Fuckin Sheriff’s ride. He grabbed for his cell and called Santana.


“Sheriff’s vehicle approaching the gate.”


Santana paused for a minute then said, “Smile nice and let him in. Tell him to follow the trail.”


“Roger that, boss.”


Parker stood in front of the closed gate, his gun hanging loosely at his side. “Hey there, Sheriff. Ain’t you out of your territory?”


“A bit, but I’ve been curious where you boys got to.”


Parker flashed a friendly smile. “Now you found us. Want to talk to the boss,” he hooked a thumb over his shoulder, “or you and your Deputy heading back home?”


“Santana available?”


Another grin. “Sure is. He’s got no quarrel with y’all. Follow the two-track and you’ll see him. Hang on until I get the gate for you.”


 


SANTANA sauntered from the unfinished clubhouse to his own trailer and sat on the deck waiting for the Sheriff.


It’s gotta be that asshole Newcombe.


He lit up a smoke and watched the trail until the nose of the white SUV poked through the trees.


Sheriff Newcombe stopped on the road when he saw Santana waiting for him on the steps of his deck. “Been looking for you boys for a while.”


“Why?” Santana strode around the SUV and stood at the open driver’s window staring at Stan Newcombe. The Sheriff’s flabby face was flushed bright pink—the asshole was scared shitless. “We ain’t on your turf no more.”


“I like to know where all my problems are located,” said Newcombe.


“You ain’t a real Sheriff, Newcombe, and you sure as hell don’t deserve to wear a badge. You ain’t nothing but a snitch for the DEA. How much they pay you for selling me out?”


A group of Varmints had gathered around the SUV.


Newcombe’s hand shook as he reached for the ignition. No time to turn the key.


Santana took one step to his left, away from the Sheriff’s window.


Gage stepped in, raised his Glock and pulled the trigger. The noise was deafening as the nine millimeter bullet penetrated the Sheriff’s left temple.


The scrawny Deputy screamed as the Sheriff’s body lurched sideways onto the console. Blood and brains exploded out of Sheriff Newcombe’s head and splattered all over Ronnie’s scrawny arms and his clean uniform.


Hondo reefed the passenger door open, grabbed a toothpick arm and jerked the deputy out. With one crack Hondo broke the kid’s skinny neck and tossed him on the ground.


“Bury them deep in the bush so the dogs won’t dig them up,” said Santana. “I’ll think about where we’ll dump the truck.”


 


 


To continue reading, Final Table, click to go to Amazon.
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