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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 do the cooking 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 no room for produce. The locals had to drive 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 portable toilet’s 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 a 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 quick 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 to dump the truck.”






 




CHAPTER TWO


Monday, October 29th.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


LILY zoomed through his office tidying up before the first candidate arrived. “I skimmed through the resumes and these are the top three.” She plunked three blue file folders on his desk and picked up his empty coffee mug. “Are we offering them coffee?”


Blaine shrugged. “Okay, we could. See if Carm has a fresh pot on.”


“And what about Farrell?” asked Lily, “Is he sitting in on the interviews?”


“I want him to,” said Blaine. “The guy we hire will be his partner, and he has to like him.” Blaine took a hard look at his personal assistant and thought there was something different about her today. Tall, blonde and beautiful, she always had a well-put-together look about her, but this morning she was flushed and fidgety.


Lily was super private about her personal life, but he took a shot and threw it out there. “How are things going with Rick?” Rumor floating around the Agency said Rick, one of his team, was hot for Lil.


 Lily nodded. “You know about that?”


Blaine grinned. “I’m supposed to know about everything that goes on here. I’m the boss.”


“He’s nice,” said Lil as she walked out of the room.


Blaine smiled. Yep, something was going on.


Blaine had restored an old Victorian in East Austin and made offices for himself and Lily at the back of the house. He ran the Agency from home and liked it that way. Recently he’d enlarged the property and upgraded the fencing from wood to wrought iron and ramped up the level of security.


Carm stuck her head in the office. “I made a zucchini loaf for the people,” she said in Spanish, “It’s in the oven.”


Blaine smiled at her. “You’re too nice. They won’t want to leave when they taste your baking.”


Carmelita Flores was like a second mother to him. Blaine had been in love with Carm’s daughter, Fabiana, and after Fabiana died on a DEA assignment, Blaine couldn’t bear to leave Carm alone. He’d moved in, bought the house from her and renovations were still underway. It was an arrangement that was working surprisingly well.


Thoughts of his adopted mother, Annie Powell began infiltrating his brain and he was smiling as Lil brought the first candidate in and introduced him.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE sat at the harvest table in her oversized kitchen and sorted through the mail. “Ooh, there’s one here from Bianca, Rosie. You might have to help me with it.”


“Si,” Rosalie smiled, left the batter she was stirring in the prep area on the far side of the room, skirted around the huge granite island in the center and brought her coffee cup to the table.


Annie gave the single page to Rosalie to read. She translated and read it aloud in English.


‘My daughter, Portia Anne:


I miss your beautiful face, but I am thankful for you every day. My garden was bountiful, and Andrea and I have made preserves and pickles.


My eyesight fades with age and my heart wishes to see my youngest son before I die. We did not speak of my second marriage and George’s half-brother, Santana, when last we visited.


Please find him for me and bring him to me soon.


Your loving mother, Bianca Ross Dela Cruz.’


“George had a brother?” asked Rosalie when she finished.


Annie shrugged and tried to hold back the tears. Her mother-in-law was so sweet and had endured so many hardships, she could hardly deny her anything.


“I didn’t know,” said Annie. “His name must be Santana Dela Cruz if I’m reading this right.”


Rosalie nodded. “How will you find him?”


“I don’t know.”


“Will he be like George?” asked Rosalie, her black eyes welling up.


Annie couldn’t hold back a sob. “I hope so, Rosie. I miss George so much it kills me some days.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


FARRELL wandered into Blaine’s office and sat in one of the wing chairs next to the unlit fireplace. He leaned down and stroked Lexi’s ears. “This gonna take all morning, bro?”


Farrell Donovan was Blaine’s foster brother—one of many juvenile bikers who had been rescued and raised by Annie on her ranch. Tall, blond and muscular, he looked nothing like Blaine who was a black-haired Latino.


“You missed the first guy,” said Blaine, “but you didn’t miss much. He wouldn’t have been a good fit for you.”


“Why not?” Farrell pried himself out of the leather chair in order to take the three steps to the coffee tray. “I love this fuckin zucchini stuff Carm made. She grew those little green guys in her garden.”


Blaine grinned. “Yep, she did so.”


“Why wasn’t the first guy any good?”


The question hung on the air unanswered as Lily showed the second candidate into the office. “This is Hamilton Chisholm.”


Blaine took stock of Chisholm. Over six feet tall, broad in the chest, the sleeves of his navy suit stretched tight over his biceps, shaggy brown hair hanging in his brown eyes. He nodded to Lily as she left the room, took a step towards Blaine and offered his hand.


“Nice to meet you, sir. Feel like I know y’all. The Agency is in the news so much.” He showed a wide smile with nice white teeth.


Blaine stood to shake hands, then pointed to Farrell. “Farrell Donovan.”


Chisholm shook hands with Farrell then sat down in one of the club chairs in front of Blaine’s desk. “I’ll let you ask the questions, but when the employment group I’m registered with told me y’all were hiring my heart skipped a beat. Y’all have a rep.”


“I’ve read your file, Mr. Chisholm,” said Blaine. “MP for the past six years. How long have you been out of the army?”


“Couple of months. My first week I spent in Corpus Cristy, just fishing and trying to unwind, then I came home and caught up with my Mom. Did some repair work around the house for her. I guess I could get my own place but not yet. She’s happy to have me back home.”


“Mom’s are like that,” said Blaine and Farrell nodded. He’d been in silent mode ever since his break up with Mary Polito.


“Would you like coffee?” Blaine pointed to the tray on the sideboard next to his desk.


“Thanks, I could use a cup. I’m a bit nervous.” He strode from his chair, filled a cup, added cream and sugar and went back to sitting. “This is a gorgeous house.”


“Thanks,” said Blaine, “the renovations never end.”


Farrell got up for a refill, then pulled his chair closer to Blaine’s desk.


“You can ask questions, bro,” Blaine said by way of encouragement.


“I’m okay,” said Farrell.


Chisholm gave Farrell the once over but didn’t comment.


“Let’s talk about your skills,” said Blaine.


“Regular cop skills, I guess, with a military discipline. One thing I don’t have that y’all had in your wants is a PI license.”


“If we hire you, you can get your hours in as you work and get it later.”


“You both are Texas Rangers?” asked Chisholm. “I never could figure out your status, but I know you work out of DPS.”


Blaine smiled. “We like to keep our status cloudy. It’s complicated.”


“Somehow I figured it was. All I know is how to take orders from someone immediately above me. I’ve watched your cases and read about y’all in Mary Polito’s column, and I had the feeling you operated from a place of power.”


Blaine terminated the conversation by rising to his feet. “I’ll show you into Lil’s office and she can set you up. Be here at eight in the morning.”


Chisholm raised an eyebrow. “Y’all are hiring me?”


Blaine stuck out his hand. “You have great qualifications and I’d like to give you a shot. See how the first three months go and if we haven’t killed each other by then, we’ll be a good fit.”


“Thanks, can’t believe I’ll be working for the dream team.”


Blaine walked Chisholm down the hall towards the back entrance and showed him into Lil’s office. “Mr. Chisholm is starting tomorrow morning, Lil. Do your thing.”


“Y’all can call me Hammer. That’s what I go by mostly.”


Lily flashed her gorgeous smile as she got ready to type. “Put your ass in that chair, Hammer, and give me your details.”


“Yes, ma’am, happy to oblige.”


 


BLAINE took Lexi, his big Newfoundlander, out to the backyard to have a smoke between interviews. He sat on the bench next to the fountain he’d had installed for Carm and watched the fish swimming in circles. He could relate. He’d been treading water since the most recent breakup with Misty—was it the second or third one? He’d lost count. How could you have a sane relationship with a person who was a little left of sane?


His cell rang, and he put Misty out of his mind for the moment. “Judge Campbell, nice to hear from you.”


“Dinner, sweetie pie. How about it?”


“Could do. Where?”


“You pick.”


“Let me think. How about Tulley’s?”


“I like their crab cakes.”


So does Misty.


“Do you want to meet me, or can I pick you up?”


“I’ll meet you there at seven thirty and bring Donovan.”


“Hired a new guy today and doing another interview in a couple of minutes.”


“More crime fighters. I like it.”


Blaine ended the call to Judge Campbell and headed back inside for the eleven o’clock candidate.


Farrell met him in the office with a baloney sandwich in his hand. “I need fortification for the next interview.”


“It’s not even noon yet,” said Blaine. “Let me see what the next guy’s name is.” He opened the folder Lil had given him. “Fletcher Bowden.” He read down the page. “Used to install security systems, then became a corrections officer.” Blaine screwed up his face. “Not something I’d want to do.”


“Fuck that,” said Farrell. “Bad enough catching the fuckers and putting them in there. Wouldn’t want to look at them and listen to their bullshit night and day.”


“Me neither,” said Blaine.


Fletcher Bowden was right on time for his appointment. Blaine stood on the front porch and watched Jack let him through the ten-foot wrought iron gate and point at a spot where he wanted the guy to park his black F-150. Shining like a dollar, chrome glistening—nice looking truck.


He hopped out and Blaine had a chance to size him up. Tall and slimmer than Farrell, but rangy and angular. Sandy colored hair sticking out from under his cowboy hat. No suit like Hammer Chisholm had worn. Jeans and a snap-front blue cotton shirt with a denim jacket over top.


He strode up to the front steps without realizing Blaine was watching him. He looked up and colored slightly, then offered his hand. “Fletch Bowden.”


“Blaine Blackmore, nice to meet you, Fletcher. Let’s go inside.”


“Beautiful house.” Fletch glanced around the foyer that Blaine had renovated as close to Victorian as he could manage—with Annie’s help.


“Ongoing project,” said Blaine. “Come on down the hall to my office. Can I get you a coffee?”


“No thanks, I’m good. Maybe too nervous to drink anything.”


“No need to be nervous, just you and me and Farrell.” Blaine gave a shout out and Farrell appeared from the kitchen doorway with another piece of the zucchini loaf in his hand. “This is Fletcher Bowden, Farrell. Come and talk to him.”


“Yep, be right there.”


“Farrell’s my foster brother,” said Blaine.


“He don’t look much like you, Mr. Blackmore.”


“Hence the word ‘foster.” But Fletch didn’t get it. Blaine read from the open folder Lil had prepared. “Your last job was at Travis County Jail.”


Fletcher nodded. “Worked there for a year but couldn’t see no future in it.” He screwed up his face, “and it was nasty work.”


“I bet it was,” said Blaine. “So you quit your job?”


“Only after one of the assholes stuck me with a shiv for no reason, and my boss said I should have been more careful.” He touched his side, then jerked his hand away.


That would have pissed me off too.


“Let’s talk about before you went to work at the prison, you installed security systems?”


“Yep, did that for a couple of years. Didn’t mind it, then the company went under and I lost my job.”


“We have a surveillance unit with some state of the art equipment. I’d be pleased if you were familiar with some of it.” Blaine called to Farrell. “Hey, bro, take Fletcher out to the unit and see what he knows about our equipment.”


“Right boss.”


 


Tulley’s. Downtown Austin.


TULLEY’S peak dinner hour must have been seven thirty. Blaine should have picked a less popular place, although he had slipped the hostess a twenty to put him and Farrell in the back corner, so he’d be able to hear what the Judge was saying.


“Why the hell did I have to come?” Farrell chugged his first beer and was working on his second.


“Her Honor asked for you specifically, bozo.”


“Fuck that,” mumbled Farrell. “She’s too old for me.”


Blaine chuckled and tossed back half of his Corona. “I don’t think she planned on doing you on the table between the crab cakes and the dessert.”


“Never know what women are thinking,” said Farrell. “Learned that lesson the hard way.”


Blaine stood up. “Here she is. Try to act civilized.” He beamed a smile in Judge Campbell’s direction and took her hand.


Her red hair was newly cut, shoulder length, shorter than the last time Blaine had seen her. Perfect makeup and she wore a low-cut black v-neck sweater with tan pants and black stilettos.


She’s looking pretty goddam sexy for a business meeting. Maybe she is hot for Farrell.


“A good evening to my two handsome dates.”


Blaine pulled out her chair for her and she sat beside Farrell, facing Blaine.


“Am I behind on the drinks?”


“You can catch up,” said Blaine. “What’s your pleasure?” He waved to their waiter at the next table.


“White wine,” she said, “I’m not fussy. House wine or whatever. Doesn’t matter what it is.”


When the waiter returned with the wine, they ordered.


“Okay, let’s talk before the food gets here,” she said.


“Sure,” said Blaine, “what’s the purpose of the meeting?”


“I think you know,” she said, “we had a brief conversation earlier in the fall about the election and what I want from you if I move to the Capitol.”


“Uh huh, and we can help you to a degree,” said Blaine, “But only if we aren’t otherwise engaged.”


“What if I want you exclusively? Who’s pulling your strings, sweetie? I’ve tried to figure that out for the past month or so.”


“Nobody controls me. Blackmore Agency is a free agent working in cooperation with several higher powers. I’m nobody’s puppet.” There was an edge to his voice that he didn’t intend.


“I’ve insulted you, and I apologize.”


Farrell felt the tension and escaped to the men’s room.


As soon as Farrell left the table, Judge Campbell said, “I heard Donovan lives with you.”


Blaine’s eyes narrowed, and he could feel his fuse burning down. “He’s my brother.”


The Judge smiled. “Try again.”


“What are you getting at? I don’t have to explain myself or my family to you or anybody else.”


“I’m digging a hole I can’t get out of,” she said. “Can we start over?”


“Don’t think so,” said Blaine. “If you were trying to upset me for some reason, I think you’ve succeeded. I’m protective of my family.”


Farrell returned at the same moment the food arrived. “Thank God,” he said, “I was about to pass out.”


After the meal was consumed in silence, Judge Campbell apologized again. “I’m sorry, Blaine. I wanted us to work together and develop a sense of trust.”


Blaine’s black eyes flashed. “By questioning my allegiance, my work ethics and my family ties, you hoped to gain my trust?”


“I can see where I went about this the wrong way.”


“Ready, Farrell?”


Farrell jammed in his last bite of pecan pie and wiped his mouth on his napkin. “Yep, ready to roll.”


 






 




CHAPTER THREE


Tuesday, October 30th.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


LEXI raised hell at eight a.m. Strangers at the front door gave her doggie life renewed purpose. Lily got the door, and after Lexi greeted the newcomers, Lil showed Hammer and Fletch into the kitchen.


“Boss can’t work until he’s had at least three coffees,” she said. “Have a seat and I’ll get y’all one. Have you had breakfast?”


“I had a taco on the way said Fletcher, but a coffee would be great.”


“I didn’t have time to eat,” said Hammer, “Couldn’t risk being late on my first day.”


Farrell sauntered into the room and sat down on the same side as Blaine. “Morning to y’all.”


“Today’s going to be orientation,” said Blaine, “Meeting the rest of the crew, discussing a few rules I have in place—I don’t have many—then we’ll have a gun drill and after lunch drive out to the range on my Mom’s ranch and see if anybody needs work on their accuracy.”


Blaine’s cell rang on the table beside him. He glanced at the screen and said, “It’s Chief Calhoun. Maybe we won’t be doing any of that.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


RIGHT AFTER breakfast, Annie closed her office door and began research on Santana Dela Cruz. She Googled the name and it came popping up on the first try. Santana Dela Cruz, forty-four-year-old leader of a motorcycle club called the Varmints. Once headquartered in El Paso, the club had moved farther out of town and their meth lab had been busted outside of Apache Springs by the DEA. Many members were arrested at the take down and were now serving sentences. Dela Cruz was not at the lab when the DEA busted it and his lawyer was able to get the charges against him dropped. The club had disappeared after the bust.


“Oh, great,” mumbled Annie to herself. “I’m looking for a biker who’s gone into hiding.”


She opened the drawer of her desk and pulled out a full-sized map of Texas. “Let’s see where my brother-in-law is.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


BLAINE set a tray of Starbuck’s coffees on Chief Calhoun’s desk and introduced the new hires. “This is Hamilton Chisholm—goes by ‘Hammer’—and this guy is Fletcher Bowden. Hired them both yesterday and they started this morning. Haven’t got them broke in yet, so have to do it on the fly.”


The Chief shook hands with both boys. “Nice to have you on board. Blacky was running a bit shy on manpower with him and Farrell hurt and Travis in the ICU.”


“Pleasure to meet you, Chief,” said Hammer. “Honored to be sitting in your office.”


Calhoun colored slightly and said, “Thank you, son.”


Fletcher shook hands, appearing more nervous than Hammer and said nothing.


“What have you got for us, Chief,” asked Blaine, “You said robbery on the phone. Ain’t usually our gig.”


“Not usually. We have a department for that, but this is the third robbery in Barton Hills and last night a woman surprised the thieves—at least that’s the consensus—and they killed her.” He pushed a slip of paper across the desk. “This is the address. Uniforms have the site secure and Sue is on her way with the techs.”


“We’ll go have a look. Have one of the girls send the files on the other robberies to Lil.”


“Already did that, son.” The Chief picked up his coffee and pulled the tab. “Keep me in the loop.”


 


Bee Hive Lane. Barton Hills.


BLAINE parked across the end of the drive just outside the yellow tape and Farrell wedged his red Silverado in behind him. The opposite side of the road was parked solid with media vans. Reporters and cameramen were pacing, filming the outside of the house—what they could see—and it wasn’t much because of the trees. They filmed police vehicles and police activity outside, but they were chomping at the bit for more.


As soon as Blaine set foot out of his truck they began yelling questions. “What’s going on, Mr. B? How many are dead? Is this another serial killer?”


Blaine held up a hand and hollered back, “Ease up, amigos. Give me ten.”


 A uniformed officer held up the yellow tape for the four of them to duck under. Blaine turned. “Gloves? Headsets? Notebooks?”


The boys nodded.


The victim, wearing only a blue nightgown, lay sprawled in the front foyer right at the bottom of the staircase leading to the second level. Most of her blood had seeped out of the three holes in her chest and had pooled underneath her body.


Mort Simon was standing to one side of the corpse speaking to his assistant, Tim Mooney, who held a body bag in his hand.


“Doctor Simon,” said Blaine. “Anything?”


Mort knew that when Blaine asked for something or anything, he wanted anything out of the ordinary and nothing more. Neither of them ever wasted time on the obvious.


Mort shook his head. “Just how it looks.”


Off to the right of the front hall was a large living room, nicely furnished with a stone fireplace on the far wall. A man in a navy running suit sat on the leather sofa with his head in his hands, while several uniforms asked questions and took notes. Blaine forged ahead with his crew behind him, “Mr. Melanchuck, I’m Blaine Blackmore. I’m sorry for your loss, sir, but I need to ask you a couple of questions.”


Melanchuck gazed at Blaine through watery eyes, not really seeing him. “Uh huh. I was asleep, and I didn’t hear anything until I heard the shots.” He stifled a sob. “Why didn’t she wake me up? I should have helped her.” He covered his face with a handful of tissues and blew his nose.


Blaine took a step closer. “Did you hear the alarm?”


Melanchuck shook his head. “No.”


“Did you set it before you went to bed?”


“Yes, I always do. It was on.”


“Okay, thanks.” Blaine turned to Fletch. “Examine the panel. Take some notes and I want a comparison with the systems in the previous robberies.”


“Yep.” Fletcher headed for the foyer.


“Hammer, see if the uniforms came up with anything on the D to D. Also find out if they checked neighboring properties for cams facing the road. A lot of these properties are gated and have heavy security. Find out if there have been any vans cruising the area—like plumber, lawn care—the ones people tend not to notice.”


“Uh huh.” Hammer left on his mission.


“I’ll talk to the media,” said Blaine. He and Farrell strode into the street and the reporters mobbed them. Blaine held up a hand. “This was a robbery gone bad,” said Blaine. “The lady of the house woke up and interrupted a robbery in progress. That’s about all I can give you for now.”


Dozens of questions were shouted out and Blaine shook his head. “I don’t have the answers yet. Y’all will have to be patient.”


“What about Lovell’s trial, Mr. B?” asked a female reporter. “Will y’all be testifying?”


“Yes, we will. I believe Mr. Leighton’s team will begin calling witnesses tomorrow.”


“Do you think Lovell will get the death penalty?” shouted a red-headed reporter from the back of the crowd.


Blaine thought he recognized him and tried for a moment to recall his name. “That would be a positive outcome for me and my team, Mr. Burton.”


Mary stood near her car, lingering behind to speak to Blaine.


Hammer caught up with his notes in his hand and eyed Mary across the street. “That’s a hot looking reporter,” he said with a grin.


Farrell spun around and gave Hammer a shove. Blaine stepped between them and pushed Farrell backwards. “Don’t even think about it, Farrell. Get in your fuckin truck.”


Farrell slunk to his truck and Blaine clued Hammer in. “Mary is Farrell’s ex and he’s not over her. You didn’t know, but now you do. Farrell’s tense when she’s around, and she’s around a lot because Mary Polito is our press liaison. She’s part of our team so get used to seeing her.”


“Sorry, didn’t mean any harm,” said Hammer.


“Don’t worry about it. First days are brutal.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE lingered at the breakfast table catching up with his brothers. It felt good to be home, but he was still having pangs of guilt over leaving Annie at her ranch. He couldn’t have it both ways, and right now this was best for him and for Charity. She was a Quantrall and should be raised in her own home.


And best for Tyler. He was miserable without the baby.


Brian, the oldest of the five brothers and a doctor, asked Jesse the same question he did every morning. “How are you feeling today, Jesse? Any pain?”


“I’m feeling stronger every day now that I’m home. I have a little stress because I’m missing Annie, but we’ll still see each other. She understands.”


Tyler took the last piece of cornbread and buttered it. “Can’t tell you how happy I am to have my baby back. While y’all were gone pretending you belonged at Coulter-Ross, I nearly had an infarction of my own.”


Jesse smiled at his younger brother. They looked enough alike to be twins. Dark hair and eyes. Same height, although Tyler was more muscled up and the stronger of the two since Jesse’s run of coronaries—used to be the other way around. Funny how things change.


Jesse’s cell rang, and he set his coffee down. “Hey, Blacky, what’s new?”


Blaine updated him on the two new hires and brought him up to speed on the new case. “I’ll send you what we have, plus copies of the two previous robberies in Barton Hills. Take a look and see if you can connect anything.”


“Sure will. I’ll drive in for the next meeting. Let me know when you want me.”


“You guys get a new case?” asked Tyler.


Jesse nodded. “Bunch of robberies in Barton Hills, but last night one of the homeowners was shot and killed during the robbery. The Chief gave us the case.”


 


Apache Springs. West Texas.


DORIS BROWN’S hand shook as she made the call. “Hello, Sheriff Dobson, this here is Doris Brown, Sheriff Newcombe’s assistant.”


“Yes, I remember meeting you a time or two, Ms. Brown. What can I do for you?”


“Sheriff Newcombe went off somewhere day before yesterday and never came back. He’s been gone on a case overnight before, but he always calls in. Ronnie’s gone too, his deputy, and Ronnie’s mother keeps calling me.”


“I don’t know what I can do for you, Ms. Brown. Not my county.”


“I realize that, Sheriff, but I don’t know who else to call. What should I do with Stan’s store and with the calls that are coming in? I could use a bit of help.”


“What was Newcombe working on? Do you know?”


“No. Sorry. He never discussed police business with me. I only answered the calls and wrote them down on a message slip.”


“Why don’t I send a deputy over there to look through the office and see what we can come up with?”


“Thank you so much.”


“In the meantime, if Stan calls in or comes back, let me know.”


“I’ll be sure to do that. Thank you, Sheriff.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


THE crew sat around the kitchen table after lunch and shared their thoughts on the case.


“What did you get from the neighbors, Hammer?”


“The only thing that might be a possibility was the blind truck,” he said. “A lady living two properties away from the crime scene saw a van with something about window blinds painted on the side. She said she saw it more than once.”


“Lil, check with blind companies in the city to see if they had deliveries in the Barton Hills area in the last few days,” said Blaine, “and get them to send pictures of their vans.” Lily put it on her list. “And make appointments with the last two robbery victims. Set up a time for Fletcher to examine their systems.”


“Uh huh.”


“Hammer, go through all three cases and list the items that were stolen. Let’s see what the fuckers are after.” To Farrell: “Fences, bro?”


“Yep, once Hammer has the list we can go visit a few and see who’s lying.”


“Good. Do that and squeeze them hard. We need a name or a description or some fuckin thing to start with. I have to go to the rehab hospital to see if Travis can testify tomorrow.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE tossed a suitcase onto her bed and wondered what she should pack. She didn’t even know how long she’d be gone. Sarah would sleep in the main house with the kids and put them on the school bus each morning. Declan was there to keep an eye on things, and Rosalie would cook for the cowboys. Annie was covered, but she didn’t like leaving the kids. It made her antsy.


After packing her clothes and toiletries, she stood in front of the gun cabinet in the great room wondering what she’d need for protection in biker land. A sawed-off, for sure, her Remington with the night scope, a couple of Berettas, maybe her twenty-two just in case—and a Taser—always handy to have in your purse. She gathered her arsenal together, put them into cases so they wouldn’t get scratched, and stowed them in her truck along with ammo for each. She ran back and grabbed a gun cleaning kit.


When the boys were at the barn for chores, she opened up the garage and loaded her Softail onto a trailer and hooked the trailer to her dark blue pickup. She’d have to get a new truck soon, but she hated to. She loved her old Ram with the Viper engine. It reminded her of Jackson Traynor.


She kissed the kids goodbye and told them to be good for Sarah, and she was off.


What if I can’t find Santana for Bianca?


 


Austin Convalescent Hospital. South Austin.


TRAVIS sat by the window in his room staring at the lake. He had a long road back before he could work or be any use to anybody. Ginny had been good to him and visited him everyday since he’d been shot, but did he love her? He didn’t think so. Was liking her enough to start a relationship? Not for him. After the passion he’d shared with Annie when they’d been a couple, he’d had trouble starting over.


Ginny had been insisting he come stay at her house when he was released, and he had to make a decision. Life sucked so bad for him at that moment.


“Hey, bud,” said Blaine as he breezed in the door. “Heard you were leaving here soon.”


“Yeah, end of the week,” said Travis. “I’m glad to see you. Catch me up on what’s going on.”


They had a long talk about the new case and the two new hires and Travis sounded sad when he said, “You need manpower, boss, and I won’t be any good for months yet. I feel like shit.”


“Don’t get down on yourself,” said Blaine. “Court tomorrow, and you’re gonna put Lovell away. Your testimony alone can do it.”


“The DA’s office is sending a squad for me at nine,” said Travis. “Hope I’m up to it.”


 


Comfort Inn. Sonora.


ANNIE checked into the hotel and headed upstairs to her room. Texas was so huge, it had taken her four hours to get this far—about halfway—and she was tired and out of sorts. She needed food and a good sleep before she could think about how in hell, she was going to find a biker that was doing his damndest not to be found.






 




CHAPTER FOUR


Wednesday, October 31st.


Hallowe’en.


 


Apache Mountains. West Texas.


SANTANA couldn’t sleep. He gave up trying at first light, shoved his feet into his Harley boots and brewed a pot of coffee on his Coleman stove. Having no electricity in the trailer was no hardship for him. Roughing it was all about getting back to basics. To hear some of the other guys talk it was the end of the fuckin world. He’d cleaned up his trailer the day before and it still looked decent. Couldn’t stand a mess. Never could. His mother had raised him and George better than that.


Although George hadn’t stuck around too much after Santana’s eighth birthday—his big brother turned eighteen and he was gone—but Santana’s memories of George were crystal clear and etched into his brain. Tall and strong, with long black hair and black eyes that burned right into your soul. He told you something and you listened. Santana was the image of his brother and hoped he’d be half the leader George had been.


Santana had kept track of his brother through the years. George had moved to Canada and founded his own club. He was president and the power behind one of the most respected clubs in Toronto—The Regulators. Sadly, Santana also knew his brother had died a few years back. News got around.


Why didn’t I make an effort to see him?


Santana put aside the memories and the guilt and focused on the present. The second shipment had gone out and the club had enough money now to finish the clubhouse and buy what they needed to pump water out of the river running behind the lab. Santana figured they’d pump it up into a holding tank and let gravity do its thing.


He poured himself a mug of coffee and sat at the built-in kitchen table smoking. Soon the new home of the Varmints would be functional, and they could concentrate solely on club business.


He could use a good woman, but other than that one little detail lacking in his life, everything would soon be perfect.


 


Apache Springs Sheriff’s Office.


DORIS opened the store at seven, turned on the lights and the power for the gas pumps, started the coffee and swept the floor. She hadn’t even had time to count the float when a young Deputy in uniform strode through the door.


“Ms. Brown? I’m from Sheriff Dobson’s office. He sent me over to have a look at Sheriff Newcombe’s desk and his files. See if I could figure out where he might be at.”


“Yes, please, Deputy. I’m so worried about him. This isn’t like Stan at all. He always calls in from the cruiser and lets me know where he is.” She pointed down the back hallway. “I’ll show you his office.”


Doris led the way past shelves of bread, donuts, and hot dog buns, and opened the door at the end marked Sheriff’s Department. “Could I get you a coffee?”


“That would be mighty neighborly of you, ma’am. Could sure use one.” He sat down in Stan’s chair and Doris looked away. A feeling swept over her and she suddenly felt nauseous.


Doris took him a mug of coffee and the deputy from the neighboring county remained in the office with the door closed most of the morning. He emerged from the hallway when he was finished and stood by the front counter. “Didn’t find anything helpful, ma’am. You don’t have any idea what he might have been working on, you said?”


“No, I’m sorry. He was always out looking for the Varmints—you know, the bikers—but they left after the DEA busted their lab. They’re nowhere around here anymore.”


“Guess I better pay a call on the young deputy’s momma. She’s been worried?”


Doris nodded her gray head. “Thelma has called here at least a dozen times to see if the Sheriff came back with Ronnie. He’s her only child.”


“Give me the address and I’ll scoot on over there and see what she knows.”


“Thanks so much, Deputy. I feel better already.”


Doris checked to make sure no customers were in the store, then ran into the washroom and threw up.


 


Comfort Inn. Sonora.


ANNIE woke early, awake but not rested. She’d been uneasy since she received the letter and couldn’t figure out why. She forced herself out of bed, showered and dressed and she was the first one at the complimentary breakfast in the room just off the lobby.


She poured herself a coffee, took two tiny creamers and claimed a table. She popped down a bagel, sat down and checked her messages while she waited. Not a single message. Nobody even cared she was gone. Not even Jesse. He’d communicated very little since he’d moved home to his own ranch. She loved him and missed him, but some things were not meant to be.


Her reverie was interrupted by a voice behind her. “Miss, is this your bagel?”


She turned and a tall, good-looking guy in his twenties was pointing at the toaster.


“Yep, sure is. Thanks.” She put it on a plate and grabbed a knife and a single serving container of cream cheese. While she ate she unfolded her map of the state and studied the unfamiliar section of Texas she was heading to.


About two hundred and sixty miles to route fifty-four. I turn north there to get to Apache Springs. From there? Who knows? Apache Springs is a starting point, I guess.


 


Travis County Courthouse. Austin.


GUADALUPE was almost impassable; the street so clogged with media vehicles parked illegally on both sides, two moving vehicles couldn’t pass in the narrow alleyway in between. Blaine spotted a couple of uniforms writing tickets and tucking them under windshield wipers.


“Ticket every one of the fuckers,” he hollered out his window. He suffered no bigger thorn in his side than the media. They dogged him on every case and made his life hell.


Farrell growled as he squeezed his big Chevy truck through the narrow space, holding his breath and mumbling about the candy apple paint job on his Silverado. “If the street is like this, bro, what the hell is the parking lot like?”


“Must be full,” said Blaine, “and this is overflow. Jesus, this is a mess.”


“I’ll go around the block and see if I can drive in the back way.” The back of the courthouse was almost as bad, but far fewer media vehicles. Farrell urged the big red Chevy up and over the curb and he parked on a sliver of grass under a tree. He shut off the engine and heaved a sigh. “Wonder if I’ll get blocked in?”


Blaine slammed the door of the truck. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll have every fuckin one of these assholes towed. We’ll get out.”


Farrell smiled. Blacky had a short fuse.


 


DOCTOR GINNY RODRIGUEZ pushed Travis towards the witness room in a wheelchair as Blaine and Farrell made their way down the crowded corridor. Photographers and TV personnel loaded down with equipment, jockeyed for position and compounded the already claustrophobic situation. Cameramen pushed in closer to film the beautiful celebrity doctor and her patient. Travis sat slumped in the chair looking like he shouldn’t be out of his hospital bed, his eyes closed and his chin on his chest.


Ginny wore a pale blue designer suit that accentuated her olive skin and long ebony hair. Having dropped out of the race for Governor after her kidnapping, she was old news—but still news. Many voters were still campaigning for her to re-enter the race. She had a faithful following all across Texas who hadn’t given up on her.


Farrell grabbed the door to the witness room and held it open for Ginny as she squeezed the wheelchair through. “Holding it together, partner?” asked Farrell.


Devoid of color, Travis nodded. Almost unrecognizable in a dark blue suit and navy tie, Blaine wondered about the wisdom of having him testify. “Ginny, maybe he should have been deposed.”


Black eyes flashed. “I argued for exactly that, but Travis wanted to personally put Lovell where he belongs.”


Blaine smiled down at Travis. “Yeah, he can be a bit mulish at times.”


The door opened from the courtroom side and the DA himself, Perry Leighton, entered the room. “Good, you’re here, Major Bristol. I was hoping you’d be up to testifying in person.”


“I want to.” Travis spoke in a barely audible whisper.


“Let’s get you into the courtroom. You’ll be first up so you can get back to the hospital.” To Blaine: “I want you sitting at the prosecution’s table, so you’ll be close enough if Major Bristol needs assistance.”


“Okay,” said Blaine. “Ready, Trav? Let’s do it.”


They entered through the ante-room at the left side of the courtroom, Blaine pushing the wheelchair and Leighton walking behind. Farrell and Ginny had gone the long way around to try to find seats where there were none.


Mary Polito sat two rows from the back with her notebook on her lap. She motioned to Farrell and he hesitated for a moment, but then squeezed in beside her. Ginny opted to stand near the door and wait for Travis to finish.


The court was called to order and the prosecution called their first witness in their case against Benson Lovell.


Unable to get out of the wheelchair and into the witness box, Travis was sworn in sitting down and remained in the chair.


Rory Lumley, one of Leighton’s heavy hitters was prosecuting the case. Dressed in a silver suit, a perfect match for his silver-rimmed glasses, the tall, slim, ADA towered over Travis in the chair. “Ready to begin, Deputy Bristol?”


Travis nodded, and Blaine inhaled a breath and held it. Travis had never looked worse.


Lumley paced back and forth a couple of times then smiled at the jury. He’d probably given a dynamite opening argument and Blaine was feeling bad he’d missed it. He would have been in court except for the new murder case.


Lumley began by reciting Travis’ stellar qualifications, his military training and his years of experience in law enforcement.


“Let’s begin with you sitting in your truck, Deputy Bristol. Mr. Lovell was the prime suspect in four murders and you were watching Mr. Lovell’s building.”


 “I was doing surveillance of the suspect’s residence,” said Travis, “when I got a call from Blaine telling me the lab had positively matched Mr. Lovell’s thumbprint to a print on JoAnne Engels’ neck.”


“Blaine being Ranger Blackmore, head of Violent Crime?”


“Yes.”


“Miss Engels was victim number three.” Lumley said to the jury to refresh their memories.


“Yes.”


 Blaine didn’t turn around to look, but he was sure the parents of all the murdered girls were seated in the crowd behind him.


“Go ahead, Deputy Bristol.”


“Ranger Blackmore said we were bringing Mr. Lovell in for another round of questioning now that we had solid new evidence, and he was on his way to my position. I said I’d go up to Lovell’s apartment, get him and meet them in the lobby.”


“You didn’t wait for backup?”


“Blaine asked me if I wanted to wait for Farrell, Deputy Donovan, and I said arresting Lovell alone wouldn’t be a problem for me.”


“You’ve arrested dozens of suspects on your own?”


“Yes. Many.”


Travis took a breath and continued. “I went up to his floor, I think it was the sixth, knocked on the door and announced myself.”


“What did you say, Deputy Bristol, for the record?”


“Mr. Lovell, this is the police. I need to speak to you.”


“And did Mr. Lovell open the door?” 


“Yes, he opened the door and shouted at me. He said he was free on bail and the police couldn’t touch him.”


“Then what did you do?”


I walked through the door with cuffs in my hand and said,  “You are under arrest, Mr. Lovell. I need you to come with me.”


“And what did Mr. Lovell do?”


“He yelled that he wasn’t going back to jail. Then he reached behind him, pulled a gun and shot me.”


“And you’ve been in hospital ever since that moment?”


“Yes, sir. I’m in a convalescent hospital now.”


“Thank you, Deputy Bristol.” He turned to the defense table and said, “Your witness.”


“No questions.”


“You may go, Deputy Bristol,” said the Judge.


Blaine jumped to his feet and pushed Travis into the ante-room to wait for Ginny Rodriguez. “You did great, Trav.”


“Thanks, I’ll need to sleep for a week after that one.”


 


Apache Springs. West Texas.


ANNIE parked on the main street in front of the diner about one thirty. She’d driven straight through from Sonora and hadn’t bothered stopping for lunch.


Inside the small restaurant, not much was going on. Two old guys in a corner booth were drinking coffee. They gave her the once over and went back to chatting.


She sat in the second booth from the door. A long narrow diner with booths down one wall and a counter with stools on the other side. Door to the kitchen at the back beside a door with a washroom sign.


Annie picked up the plastic menu, and when the woman with ‘Angie’ embroidered on her pink uniform came and stood at her table she ordered a tuna melt and a coffee. As soon as she ordered, she used the ladies’ room, washed her hands and came back to her booth.


Angie brought her coffee first. A tall, thin woman with honey colored hair and too much makeup, Annie placed her on the high side of forty-five. She might have been pretty a few years earlier, but the wrinkles taking over her face were wreaking havoc with her looks. Annie guessed Angie was a heavy smoker.


“Your order won’t take long,” she said as she paused a moment to stare. “I haven’t seen you in here before.”


“I’ve never been to Apache Springs before,” said Annie.


“Just visiting?”


“I’m looking for somebody. Maybe you know him. Santana Dela Cruz?”


Angie shook her head. “Never heard of him, but that don’t mean nothing. A lot of wide open country out here. He could be anywhere.”


“Do any bikers come in here to eat?”


Angie raised an eyebrow drawn in brown pencil. “Uh huh. Sometimes they do. They have a camp somewhere up in the mountains. Don’t know where.”


“Thanks.”


“Be better if you didn’t mess with them,” said Angie, “Better for your health.”


Annie smiled. “I won’t mess with them.”


 


New Moon Motel. Apache Springs.


THE SIGN flashed ‘Vacancy’ and there wasn’t a vehicle parked in front of any of the rooms. “My God, how do the businesses survive out here in no man’s land?”


Annie parked her truck in front of the office and went inside. The office was small, but clean and warm and smelled of baking. Maybe the owner lived in the front portion of the building. One counter with a few shelves on the wall behind offering essentials like toothpaste and razors. Two vending machines—one for Cokes and the other for candy and potato chips. Two chairs in front of the window. Hooks in the ceiling held macramé plant holders. Pots filled with vines turning brown.


“Can I help you?”


The short lady behind the counter had brown curls flopping forward into her brown eyes. Her cheeks were chubby and round, and she reminded Annie of Mrs. Santa Claus, only years younger.


“I’d like a room for a few days.”


 “A few days? Do you have business in Apache Springs?”


“Yes, I do. I don’t know how long it’s going to take, so I don’t need a check out date yet.”


“Fine by me. I don’t have many customers, so you can stay as long as you like, ma’am. We’ll play it by ear.” She shoved an old-fashioned registration form towards Annie as she introduced herself. “I’m Karen Rose. Karen Rose Moon. I inherited this motel from my Daddy. Not that I wanted it, but its my duty to keep going, even though its not my calling. I’m a writer and I send short stories to a couple of magazines.”


“You supplement your income,” said Annie as she wrote on each line of the form. “That’s a good thing.”


Karen Rose smiled. “I don’t have one of those free breakfasts,” she said, “for one thing I don’t have a place for it, and for another, I can’t afford it, but I do offer coffee and muffins in the morning. I get up at six and bake them. Y’all can come in and help yourself.”


Annie beamed a smile. “Thanks, I do need coffee first thing in the morning.”


“Why don’t you take room twelve. That way you won’t hear me clunking around, but you’ll be close enough to run over for coffee or sodas from the Coke machine.” She shoved a key across the green Formica counter.


“I brought my bike,” said Annie, “It will be noisy when it starts up.”


“You going riding up into the hills?”


“I think I might.”


“Watch out for the Varmints. I heard a rumor those bad boys were up there somewhere.”


“Do you know where?”


“You want to have a run-in with a bunch of bad-ass bikers?”


Annie giggled. “No. I just wondered where they were.”


Annie moved her truck and parked in front of unit twelve. The key was a bit tricky, but it worked after a bit of wiggling. The room was basic. Two double beds with age-old comforters and carpeting from the sixties, but it smelled clean and that’s what counted. All she needed was a clean bed to sleep in and a shower that worked. And coffee in the morning.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


AFTER COURT Blaine held an impromptu meeting in the kitchen with the crew. “How did you guys do today on your own?”


“Not bad,” said Fletch. “Lily made the appointments and I was able to see the security panels in the homes of the first two robberies up in Barton Hills. Both those panels were installed by Five-Star Systems.”


“And what about the one yesterday?” asked Blaine.


“Same,” said Fletch. “We’ve got three that match.”


“Bingo.” Blaine pointed across the table at Lily. “We’ll need a list of their installers, and also any sales reps or installers who quit or got their asses fired in the last six months to a year. Maybe somebody is super pissed at the world.”


 


Angela’s Diner. Apache Springs.


ANNIE was one of three customers having dinner at the diner. She watched and waited, hoping one or two of the bikers would come in for a burger and she could follow them back to wherever they were hanging out.


No such luck. She ordered a cheeseburger and fries and listened to recorded country music blasting out of a speaker in the corner. Angie offered her fresh-baked lemon pie, but she turned it down.


After dinner Annie shivered as she crossed the parking lot to her truck. With the sun gone, the wind had picked up and it was bone-chilling cold. Driving to the gas station to fill up, she turned the heat on to warm up.


The gas station had no more customers than any of the other businesses in town. Her truck was the only one at the pumps. If she got on some mountain trail, she didn’t want to run out of gas, there were probably bears roaming around up there. While she was inside paying, she bought a six-pack of Cokes, a six-pack of Lone Star, a large bag of Lays, a carton of orange juice and a twelve-pack of bottled water.


The older lady at the register wore a sad and tired look on her lined face as she rang the purchases through the cash. “That’ll be forty-two fifty with the gas, ma’am.”


Annie counted out the bills and laid them on the counter. “Are you closing up soon?” she asked the woman. “You look a little tired.”


“Haven’t had much rest in the last few days since the Sheriff’s been gone,” she said. “Don’t know where that man has got to.”


Annie nodded, not knowing what the lady was talking about. She picked up her change and carried the load to her truck. While she stacked everything in the back seat of the cab a couple of Harleys rumbled by on the highway heading north.


“Yep, farther north,” she mumbled to herself. She reached into her truck and grabbed a jacket. Last day of October and winter was coming.


 


New Moon Motel. Apache Springs.


ON her way back to the motel Annie wondered about Jackson’s and Lucy’s Hallowe’en costumes. She left them ready for Sarah, but she hated to miss taking the kids into town for trick or treating. They were always super excited. As soon as she settled in for the night, she’d call and tell Sarah to take lots of pictures.


 


Apache Mountains. West Texas.


SANTANA sat on his deck and watched the sun go down over the mountains. A warm amber glow lingered in the sky and he figured it would be a sunny day tomorrow. When in hell had he started caring about the weather? Since he had time on his hands? Maybe.


The clubhouse was up and running—not finished by a long shot—but usable. It was a roof over their heads and tonight would be the club’s first official meeting since they moved here. He’d been hearing a lot of flak and a lot of complaints about being so far away from everything—everything meaning women. But it was a better location for the lab. If they made enough meth in their new facility they wouldn’t need any of the other sources of income. He hated dealing with the hookers, and the young drug runners, and business owners who got behind on what they owed for protection. All the club needed was the meth—a big delivery every couple of weeks and life could become simple again.


Two of the boys came riding up the trail and paused in front of his trailer. “Ready for the first meeting in our new clubhouse, boss?”


“Uh huh. I’m ready.”


Hondo spoke out. “We’ve got a few grievances to discuss.”


“That’s what meetings are for,” said Santana.


 


SANTANA brought the gavel down and the members stopped chatting and complaining. A good turnout. Forty-two had showed up—some that still lived in El Paso.


Most had a beer in their hand and were ready when Santana raised a Shiners’ and said, “to the new clubhouse.”


The boys chugged their beer and waited for the first topic up for discussion.


“Pay the boys,” said Santana to Hondo. “Our second shipment was bigger than the first and the payout is bigger.”


Cheers went up as Hondo passed out cash to each member.


While the money was being handed out and the members were in a receptive mood, Santana said, “I know some of y’all have been antsy since we moved to the mountains, but I want y’all to give it a chance.”


“When can we get some women in here?” shouted one of the boys from the back of the room. “I’m getting blue balls.”


“Soon as we get the water system up and running. Should be by the end of next week if y’all get it done. After that, any of you who want to bring your woman to your trailer, do it.” Santana heard grumbling in the background. “Hey, work harder and make it happen faster.”


“Yeah, boss,” said Parker, “You’re right.”


The rest of the meeting was orderly with not too many complaints about the lack of sex, which seemed to be number one on everybody’s mind except Santana’s.


Is there something wrong with me?


 


 





 




CHAPTER FIVE


Thursday, November 1st.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE worked on his second coffee of the morning and wondered when the prosecution would call him and Farrell in the Lovell trial.


Lily pushed through the door wearing her pissed off look. “The owner of Five-Star won’t cooperate, boss. Says it’s no business of ours who installs systems for him.”


“What’s the address?”


Lily pushed a note across the desk to him. “It’s out near the airport.”


“I’ll visit him.”


Blaine strode into the kitchen. “Fletcher, you’re with me. Farrell, you and Hammer finish yesterday’s paperwork, talk to the Chief and update him, visit the lab to see if they caught anything at the latest scene, and get a date and time for the victim’s autopsy.”


“Yep,” said Farrell.


Hammer raised a dark eyebrow. “You get all that?”


Farrell shrugged. “If I forget anything, I’ve got you to remind me.”


“Oh, shit.”


 


New Moon Motel. Apache Springs.


ANNIE slept poorly in a strange bed and had been up a couple of times during the night worrying about the kids and the ranch. After a hot shower, she dressed in jeans and a warm hoodie and walked the few steps to the motel office for coffee. No other vehicles were parked in the lot. She was still the only guest.


Karen sent her back to her room with a refill on her coffee and an extra banana muffin wrapped in a napkin. Annie set the muffin on the table, sipped her coffee then spread out the map to see where she should go next. The map was useless, the scale too small. No mountain roads were marked.


She jumped when her cell rang. Jesse.


“Hey, sweetheart, how are you?” he asked.


“I’m fine, cowboy. Away for a couple of days.”


He sounded excited and didn’t bother asking where she was. “I’m working from home on a case with Blacky. I’m happy, Ace. I love you, and miss you, but I’m happy and so are my brothers. They missed the baby so much.”


Annie ended the call and couldn’t hold back the tears. “I’m glad you’re happy, Jesse. But I’m not, and neither are the kids. We miss Charity just as much as your brothers did. What about us? Don’t we count?”


She finished her coffee, slipped on her leather jacket and went outside to unload her bike from the trailer.


 


Five-Star Security Systems. Airport Road. Austin.


BLAINE parked his big Ram in front of a low square cinderblock building in an industrial area of similar buildings near Austin-Bergstrom.


“Doesn’t look too flashy. They must have good stuff if they’re getting high-end customers.”


“High tech systems,” said Fletcher. “These guys won’t be the manufacturers. I bet they order them already made and just install and maintain.”


Blaine nodded. “You’re probably right.”


On the way through the door, Blaine glanced at the name Lily had written, and said to the blonde-haired girl at the front desk, “I’d like to speak to Mr. Koss.”


“Do you have an appointment?”


Blaine flashed his creds and said, “We’re from the police, and I’d like a moment with Mr. Koss. It won’t take long.”


“One moment, I’ll see if he’s free.” She jogged down a hallway to the right of her desk and was back in seconds with her boss behind her.


Koss was medium height with short brown hair that gave him a military look, weathered skin and small dark eyes. Not handsome by any stretch. He managed a half smile and Blaine felt the vibe as they shook hands.


“Harry Koss, what can I do for the police?”


Holding his creds so Koss could see them, Blaine said, “I’m Blaine Blackmore from Violent Crime and this is Fletcher Bowden. We’re investigating a series of robberies and it would be helpful if you supplied us with a list of your installers—let’s say current employees, plus anybody who worked here in the last six months.”


Koss took a stance and Blaine knew instantly the guy had done time. “My employees are my business, Mr. Blackmore. Do you have a warrant?”


Blaine smiled. “I don’t need a warrant for a list of employees, sir. There isn’t a confidentiality issue.”


“To me, it’s an issue.” He waved an arm. “I give you a list and bingo, you go down the list questioning my men. That means they’re talking to you and they aren’t working and that costs me money.”


Blaine’s short fuse began to smolder. “Do you know what else would cost you money, Mr. Koss?  Having your business license pulled by the city, or maybe an IRS audit would suit you better. Which would you prefer?” Blaine pulled out his cell and dialed.


“Fuck you, Blackmore. You can’t bluff me.”


Blaine pulled cuffs off his belt and snapped one on Koss. As he spun him around to grab the other wrist, he said, “You’re under arrest for obstruction, sir.” To Fletcher: “Secure Mr. Koss to that railing outside. He’ll be nice and handy when Rocky comes to pick him up.”


Fletcher grinned and marched Koss outside.


Koss was hollering, “No. No. You can’t do this. I don’t want charges against me. I’ll let you see the fucking records.”


Blaine smiled and motioned for Fletch to keep going. He turned to the girl at the desk. “Miss, would you get me a list of all your employees, including any that have been let go in the past year?”


Blondie jumped up and tore down the hall. She was back moments later with a printout in her shaking hand and wet tears on her cheeks.


“Thank you, Miss,” said Blaine. “What’s your name?”


“Kelly. Kelly Koss.”


Blaine nodded.


The asshole is her father.


Blaine lit up a smoke as he and Fletcher stood in front of the building and waited for the squad to pick Koss up. Five minutes passed, then an SUV with a Ranger logo pulled up.


“Hey, Rocky,” said Blaine. “Got one here for y’all.”


Koss yelled, “You can’t arrest me for protecting my employees.” He kicked at the two-hundred-pound Ranger as Rocky approached.


Rocky grinned, grabbed Koss by the elbow and propelled him into the back of his Bronco. He secured the prisoner and slammed the door.


“Book him for obstruction and give him accommodation until tomorrow morning. He looks tired. Be best if he didn’t have any phone calls to disturb his rest.”


Rocky winked. “Got it, Ranger B.”


 


FLETCHER LIT up a smoke in the shotgun seat while Blaine went over the list. “Most fun I’ve ever had,” he said in a slow drawl.


“Uh huh,” said Blaine, “lots more where that came from.”


“I’m pumped,” said Fletcher. “What’s next?”


“This list says there are two installation teams—two men on each—plus three others that quit or were let go in the past six months. Pass me my tablet out of my case in the back.”


Fletch twisted around, retrieved it and passed it to Blaine over the console.


Blaine typed the names and addresses in and sent it to Lily. Then he called her. “Sent you the names of the installers. Have Farrell and Hammer question all of them and bring anybody interesting to headquarters. Farrell will know which ones.”


“Got it, boss.”


“How will Farrell know which ones to bring in?” asked Fletcher.


“Farrell was a street kid. His instincts are usually right on the money.”


“Oh.” Fletcher nodded.


Blaine reached for the key and before he could start the truck his cell rang. “Fuck, not her again.”


Fletcher raised an eyebrow.


“Judge Campbell, what can I do for you?”


“I’m apologizing again, Blaine. My speech writer wants to convey my hands-on approach to making Texas a safer state to live in and I need to know I can count on you and your team to help me accomplish that. She wants to say the Violent Crime team is on board.”


“Where are you, Judge?”


“Call me Cat, would you?”


Blaine huffed a chuckle. “That might take some getting used to.”


“Try. I want us to be friends.”


That may never happen.


“Can I meet you somewhere downtown?” asked Blaine.


“Where do you want me to be?”


“Capital Grille in half an hour.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


LILY called Farrell into her office and gave him the list Blaine had e-mailed to her. “The boss wants you to question these guys and bring in any that you get a reaction from.”


“Any of these guys have a sheet?” asked Farrell.


“Haven’t had time to run them yet,” said Lily, “but I’ll do it right away and call you.”


Farrell took the list and glanced at the number of names. “Seven, and four are in teams. Hope we can find them. I’m gonna start with the ones that don’t work there any more, then do the two installation teams when they quit work.”


“Sounds good,” said Lily.


“Any luck with the window blind van?”


“Still working on that,” said Lily, “Lots of companies in the city install blinds.” She shook her blonde head. “Way too many.”


 


Angela’s Diner. Apache Springs.


DESPITE the cold morning, Annie rode her bike to the diner and ordered coffee. A few locals came in for the breakfast special and pointed to the chalk board above the cash. Ham and eggs with home fries and a biscuit—coffee included for six bucks. You couldn’t beat it. At least the regulars thought so.


Annie could see why the diner was a one-woman operation. Angie couldn’t afford to pay anyone else. Even the busy time was a max of two or three customers.


Every time Annie got a refill on her coffee, Angie lingered beside her table and asked more questions. Why was she in Apache Springs? Who was she looking for? How long was she staying in town? Was she staying at the New Moon? She was the town gossip, plain to see.


After two hours of waiting around and numerous trips to the ladies’ room to get rid of the not-so-great coffee, two bikers strode through the door smelling of oil and leather and fresh autumn air. They settled in the next booth, ordered coffee and both of them looked at the menu.


They spoke in whispers to each other lamenting about the boss and how they hated living at the camp in the middle of nowhere. Annie thought she heard them mention a vote but didn’t hear all of the conversation.


Are they going to vote on taking Santana out?


She left her booth, headed for the ladies’ room again, but this time she exited out the back door to the parking area and tagged their bikes. Nobody was around. The whole town seemed deserted.


She returned to her booth, waited until they paid their check, then peeked out the back door and watched them rev up their rides. As soon as they left the parking lot, she jumped on her bike and followed.


The fields turned brown as she rode higher into the mountains and the air grew crisp and much colder. Gray clouds hung low over the crests of the highest peaks and they looked a lot like snow clouds. It rarely snowed in Texas, but Annie was Canadian and no stranger to bad weather.


Staying far enough behind that they wouldn’t notice her, she watched them turn off the highway. She wouldn’t need the tracker unless they got too far ahead, and she lost them in the bush.


A half hour later, that’s exactly what happened. So many dirt tracks through the hills, she couldn’t tell which way they’d gone. She stopped, pulled her tablet out of her saddlebag and hoped there was service. Enough. Just enough to see the bleep. She turned around, went south to the crossroads and made a right. She rode for two miles until she couldn’t go any farther. A gate stretched across the trail in front of her.


A dark-haired guy wearing a leather cut over a hoodie jumped out in front of her and waved a Blackout in her direction.


Annie smiled and asked, “Hey, sugar, am I at the right place?”


“Don’t think so, girl. You best turn around.” He stared hard at her with hungry eyes.


“I’m looking for my brother-in-law,” she said using her sweetest girly voice.


“We got none of those here.” He waved the gun again. “Turn around and find your way back to town.”


“I think I’m in the right place. Tell Santana that Annie is here. Annie Ross, his brother’s wife.”


“Boss don’t got a brother,” he mumbled.


“You’re right. Not anymore. My husband died, but I need to talk to Santana about something important.”


“Boss don’t talk much and never to women.”


“Just like his brother.”


“How’d you find us?”


“I’m smart.”


“Maybe you’re too smart.” He raised the gun and sighted her in—a threatening gesture.


She eased her right hand into her pocket and her fingers closed around the Taser.


“Can’t let you in, lady. I follow orders.”


Annie smiled sweetly as she swung her right leg up and over and hopped off her bike.


The guy shook his black head of hair. He was Latino, like Blaine. “No. Get back on your bike and take off. Last chance.”


Annie took a quick step towards him, leaned the Taser into his neck and pulled the trigger, all in one motion. As soon as he hit the ground, she flex-cuffed his ankles together, grabbed his gun out of his hand and tossed it into the trees. She opened the gate, started her bike and drove along the rough two-track.


 


Varmint Camp. Apache Mountains.


ANNIE slowed as she saw Santana sitting on his small deck with a beer in his hand. No question he was George’s brother. Ten years ago, they could have been twins.


She parked in front and used her boot to put her kickstand down into the hard-packed dirt. She grabbed her purse holding her Beretta from her saddlebag and ran up the three steps onto the deck. “Hey, sweetheart. Happy to meet you at last.”


She melted into an astonished Santana’s arms and kissed his neck.


 


SANTANA watched a turquoise Harley come out of the trees, drive along the dirt track and head straight for his trailer. His unit was the first one in the row of trailers and he planned it that way. He could see who was coming in from the road, and everything that was happening deeper in the camp at the same time.


Why the hell didn’t Roberto call me?


He checked his cell and hadn’t missed a message. He checked for service—sometimes better than others up here—and he had bars.


Whoever rode the bike had a lot of hair under that bandana. When the bike got closer he could see it was a woman.


What the hell?


He got to his feet and watched her kick down the stand, grab her purse and run up the steps towards him. That’s when he caught the first glimpse of her face and his legs nearly gave out under him.


Jesus, she is so goddam gorgeous.


There was no time for any other thoughts to enter his shocked brain before she was in his arms and kissing his neck. He missed what she’d said but didn’t care much as a warm sensation flooded through him. He held her close and didn’t want to release her. Her warmth, the smell of her. Oh, Jesus, he was so hard.


He tried for a couple of deep breaths and then asked, “Who did you say you were?”


“I’m Annie Ross, sugar pop.” She kissed his hand and held his knuckles to her lips. “I’m your sister-in-law, George’s wife.”


“Annie,” was all he could say.


 


Neely Residence. East Austin.


FARRELL parked in the narrow drive at the side of the frame rancher. First of November and if there had been flowers in the beds out front, there was no sign of them now. He rang the bell for the second time and the door opened a crack. “Mr. Neely? Police, we need to speak to you for a minute.”


“You woke me up,” he said, as he pulled the door open wider. “I work nights.”


“Sorry,” said Farrell, “this won’t take longer than five minutes. Mind if we come in?”


Owen Neely was short and stocky with a healthy head of brown shaggy hair. He’d pulled on a pair of wrinkled jeans and that’s all he was wearing.


“No, don’t mind.” Neely stood back and pointed to a small living room off to the left of the front door. “What’s this about?”


“Just a couple of questions,” said Farrell. “You used to work for Five-Star Security as an installer?”


Neely leaned on the back of a chair. “Yeah, I did, but it wasn’t for me. Koss has his daughter at the front and two of his sons doing installations. Not a good situation. Too much family bullshit going on and I always felt like an outsider.”


Hammer took notes and tried to keep up.


“There have been some recent robberies in Barton Hills. Did you ever install systems in that area?”


Neely nodded. “Yeah, sure. We installed all over the city. Some of the systems that Five-Star handles are fairly pricy, so it follows that we’d be in that kind of a neighborhood.”


“Uh huh. True enough,” said Farrell. “So you just quit and moved on?”


“I had to, man. Koss was impossible to work for, and when I had to pair up with one of his boys, they were just as bad.”


“Explain impossible to me,” said Farrell.


“Demanding. And he always wanted to know every detail of the houses we’d been to. If they had dogs and shit like that. My opinion—the guy is a fuckin nut case.”


“Thanks for your time, Mr. Neely.” Farrell handed him a card. “Hope you can get back to sleep.”


“What did you think?” asked Hammer when the jumped into the truck.


“Koss sounds like a good place to start. Blacky was going there first thing. I’ll call him.”


Hammer lowered his window and lit up a smoke.


“Hey, boss, what happened with Koss this morning?”


“He’s an asshole and I charged him with obstruction. He’ll be at DPS overnight. Why?”


“Just interviewed a former employee and he said Koss has his two sons and his daughter working for him and the guy is a jerk. Used to insist on knowing every detail about the houses where they installed.”


“Interesting,” said Blaine. “With Daddy out of the way until tomorrow morning, it might be a good time to bring the two sons in and let Jesse quiz them.”


“The daughter might know where they’re working if she’s the front end.”


“I’ll try her,” said Blaine.


 


Capital Grille. Downtown Austin.


THIS LOOKS fancy,” said Fletcher as he and Blaine waited at the hostess station. He looked down at his jeans and brushed them off.


“Don’t give it a second thought. They’re used to me eating here and I always look like fuckin ganger.”


Fletcher smiled.


“Hey, Kim,” said Blaine. “Judge Campbell here yet?”


Kim nodded her dark head. “She’s here and she took a room.”


“Jesus,” said Blaine. “I don’t have time for this.”


Kim walked ahead of them with menus in her hand and showed them into one of the small private dining rooms. “Here you go.” She placed menus in front of the boys, left the room and closed the door behind her.


Blaine introduced Fletcher. “Judge Campbell, this is one of my new hires, Fletcher Bowden. Comes to us courtesy of Travis County Correctional.”


Judge Campbell reached a hand across the table. “Nice to meet you, Fletcher. I need to know all members of Blaine’s team.”


“Yes, ma’am,” said Fletcher as he sat down.


Judge Campbell picked up the wine bottle near her napkin and refilled her glass. “You boys on duty, or can you have a beer?”


“I can always have a beer,” said Blaine. “I have a high tolerance level for alcohol.”


The server came, introduced himself as Philip, and scurried off to get the beer.


“When do you have to have the speech ready?”


“By tonight. There’s a dinner for me at the Hilton.”


Blaine glanced at the Cartier on his tattooed wrist. “Doesn’t give you much time. Is the speech woman a quick writer?”


“She’s competent and efficient, but I’m always on the lookout for somebody better.” She sipped her wine and set the glass down. “I heard you used to write speeches for Richardson.”


Blaine shrugged. “Sometimes, I did… when I wanted him to say something specific.”


“Self-serving little prick, aren’t you?” She giggled.


Fletcher stared at the red-headed Judge, her cleavage staring right back at him from her unbuttoned silk blouse.


“Just jot something down, and Jean can expand on it. I don’t want to use anything you’re not comfortable with. I know how pissy you can get.”


“I’m a prick and I’m pissy, Cat? This is how you’re smoothing things over?” He grinned at her.


“I’m glad your smiling, because I’m used to getting my own way in all things.” She glanced around the room like she just discovered someone was missing. “Where’s Donovan?”


“Working.”


“This is work,” she said. “Schmoozing the Governor is all part of the job.”


“I haven’t committed to you yet,” said Blaine. “I’m still not sure we can work together.”


“Of course, we can.” She turned to Fletcher. “You want to work for number one, don’t you, Fletcher?”


Fletcher colored a little and seemed relieved when the waiter interrupted to serve his beer. He grinned and pointed at Blaine. “I already work for number one.”


Blaine gave him thumbs up.


 


Varmint’s Camp. Apache Mountains.


STILL HOLDING Santana’s hand Annie walked towards the door of the trailer. “Let’s go inside and have a beer. I’ll tell you why I’m here.”


“Uh huh.” He turned and held the door open for her, unaware of the dozens of eyes on him. “Can’t wait to hear your story.”


Santana took two cold ones out of the cooler on the floor by the table and handed one to Annie.


“Thank you.” Looking at him, her eyes welled up. You look so much like George, I’d know you anywhere.”


Santana sat down across from her and couldn’t stop himself from staring. “You are so beautiful.”


“Thank you, sir.”


He drank half his beer down and set the can on the table. “How did you get past Roberto?”


“I have certain skills,” she said and then giggled. “You might want to send someone to the gate to untie him.”


A smile spread across Santana’s handsome face. He hadn’t had anything to smile about in a long, long time.


Annie reached across the table and touched his hand.


Santana leaned in closer. “Why have you come all this way?”


“Are you able to read Spanish?”


“Some. I could be better.”


Annie fished in her purse and pulled out the folded letter from Bianca. “A couple of days ago I received this letter from your mother.”


Santana’s black eyes widened in surprise. “You know where she is? I’ve been worried since I lost touch with her. The last address I had was in David City in Panama.”


“When George died, there was a stipulation in his will that I find his mother—your mother—and give her the money he left to take care of her. I hired a detective to search and he found her in Panama. Once we had an address, I flew down with a friend and located her. At that time, she was near death, dehydrated and starving, but after several months in a hospital she was well enough to leave. That’s when I bought her a little blue house by the river in Boquete. She loves it there.”


“Whose Andrea?” asked Santana, still staring at his mother’s handwriting.


“She’s a local woman. A domestic I hired to help Bianca.”


Santana stared across the table with gratitude in his watery eyes. “I thank you for all you’ve done.” He pointed at the page. “She calls you her daughter, and I can understand why.”


“She wants to see you, Santana. We’ll go together.”


He didn’t speak for more than a minute. “It’s not a good time for me to leave here. This project is barely under way and there’s so much to be done.”


“This place will wait, but your mother may not be there when you find the time.” Annie stood up and reached for her purse.


Santana got to his feet and Annie recognized the stance. He was digging in. “I’ll think about it.”


 


SANTANA stood outside and watched Annie Ross ride away. He stared after her until the taillight on her Softail disappeared into the trees.


It had been years since he’d felt anything so deeply, and now he was so full of emotion it hurt when he drew a breath.


The universe had shifted, and he knew his life would never be the same.


 


Five-Star Security Systems. Airport Road. Austin.


FARRELL and Hammer sat in front of the building waiting for the two teams to come back to the office at the end of their work day.


Kelly Koss told him the installers worked until five most days unless they were close to finishing an installation, and then they worked longer.


A Range Rover pulled up and parked beside Farrell. “Hey, the boss is here.”


“I thought Blaine was the boss,” said Hammer.


“Jesse is his partner,” said Farrell. “Come on, I’ll introduce you.”


Farrell and Hammer jumped in Jesse’s truck and Farrell said, “Hey, boss, nice to see you. This is Hammer, one of our new guys. Used to be an MP.”


Jesse offered his hand over the console. “Got some good experience behind you, I’m sure. We can use you.”


A van marked with the Five-Star logo pulled up and parked. Two guys in navy blue uniforms hopped out and went inside.


“Okay, let’s get started,” said Jesse. To Hammer: “I’m just getting over a coronary, so if anything physical happens, I’m gonna stand to one side like a fuckin useless prick and let y’all take it.”


Hammer smiled. “Got it, sir. Happy to jump in.”


Jesse took the lead inside. “Ranger Quantrall, Miss. I’d like to speak to the two gentlemen that just came in.”


“They’re finished work for the day. You’ll have to come back tomorrow.”


Jesse tilted his head and Farrell headed down the hallway with Hammer behind him. Farrell heard talking and pushed open a door. Locker room. “Evening boys, Deputy Donovan. I’d like to ask y’all a few questions.”


“I’m done work and I’m tired,” said a short blond-haired guy. “I need to talk to a bartender and a hot chick, not a cop.”


Hammer stepped closer to him and said in a military way, “State your name, sir.”


“I ain’t stating nothing, buddy.”


Farrell stepped behind short guy and snapped a cuff on his wrist. Hammer took over and finished the job. “Load him up,” said Farrell. To the other guy: “Do I have to cuff you, or are you going to be civilized?”


He pulled a sweatshirt out of his locker and put it on. “I’m civilized. What’s this about?”


“Just a few questions about some robberies we’re investigating. We could have wrapped it up here, but thanks to your pal, now we can’t.”


“I don’t mind answering a few questions, but I’d rather not go to the police station.”


“What’s your name?”


“Roy Feldman. I’ve only worked here for a couple of weeks, so I don’t know much about anything.”


Jesse wandered into the locker room and overheard Farrell. “Why don’t Roy and I talk in the office next door while you chat with the team coming in now?”


Farrell nodded and headed down the hall to intercept the second team. “Evening. We’re from the police and need to ask you a couple of questions.”


Tall guy with a buzz cut smiled and said. “Make it fast. What do you want to know?”


“First, I want to know your name,” said Farrell.


“Doug Koss. My father owns this business.”


“Uh huh. Do you know where your father is right now?”


“Probably went home for supper.”


“Wrong,” said Farrell. “He’s sitting in jail because he obstructed an investigation. Hear what I’m saying?”


Hammer returned to the outer office and blocked the entrance with his substantial body.


“Okay,” the other brother took a step closer. They looked a lot alike, but Doug might have been a couple years older. “We’ll answer your questions but not until we have a lawyer present.”


“Fine,” said Farrell. “Call your lawyer and have him meet us at DPS. That’s where we’re all going right this minute.”


 


New Moon Motel. Apache Springs.


ANNIE was chilled to the bone when she reached the motel, but before going inside, she loaded her bike onto the trailer and locked it down, so she could leave first thing in the morning.


She freshened up in her room, then headed to Angie’s café—the only choice in town for a hot meal.


 


Angela’s Diner. Apache Springs.


ANNIE labored over the meat loaf special. The green beans were undercooked, the mashed potatoes the consistency of cream of wheat, and the meatloaf devoid of flavor. Even with ketchup to help her out, she could only eat half. She pushed her plate away.


Angie came to her table, stared at the half-eaten dinner and removed the plate. She returned moments later with the rice pudding that was included with the special.


“Maybe you’ll like this better,” she snapped.


Annie smiled. Tired and feeling like her trip had been for nothing she stared at her phone and didn’t notice Santana come in until he slid into the booth across from her.


“Hey, I was just thinking about you,” she said.


“I bet it wasn’t half as much as I was thinking about you since you turned my life upside down.”


“Have you eaten?”


He shook the black hair. “No time.”


Angie strolled over, her eyes drinking in the whole package. Santana’s handsome face, his long black hair under a rolled blue bandana, his olive skin windburned from the ride, the smell of the leathers and the scent of the man himself. He exuded a presence, no question.


Angela’s change of attitude reflected in her smile. “I see you have a dinner date.”


“He’d like to order,” said Annie, not bothering with introductions.


Santana glanced at the menu and pointed at the chicken fried steak.


“Good choice,” said Angie, and hurried off to the kitchen.


He leaned in closer and said in a low voice, “I could tell you were disappointed when I didn’t agree to go to Panama right away.”


“Only because I know how much it would mean to Bianca to see you. I love her.”


“I could tell that when you talked about her, and I owe you for being her lifeline. That pulls big weight for me.”


“How big?”


He smiled, and her heart thumped in her chest. She’d been sad and lonely for such a long time.


“Can you give me one more day?”


“I was planning on leaving in the morning. I loaded my bike already.”


“Uh huh. I noticed that when I parked beside your truck.”


Angie arrived with Santana’s cutlery, a mug of coffee and a basket of biscuits. “Your order shouldn’t be much longer,” she said and flashed another toothy smile.


He didn’t even look up. Reached into the basket and grabbed a biscuit. Annie took one too.


“I didn’t eat much of the special,” she whispered, as she buttered the biscuit.


Santana grinned. “I’ve eaten here before.”


“What do you have to wrap up before you can leave?”


“When we arrived at the camp, I started many projects—too many at once—I realize that now in hindsight. Things are half finished—in limbo waiting for materials or waiting for the right guy to show up and show us how things should go—that type of thing.”


“This camp seems to mean a lot to you,” she said.


“Not as much as it once did. For whatever reason, my brain told me that the guys in the club would love it—just the way they love hunting—but they don’t. They don’t want to live there permanently.”


“But you do?”


“I thought I did until you showed up.”


Annie smiled and took his hand. “Sometimes our own brain screws us over.”


“That’s it.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


JESSE took the older Koss brother, Doug. He strode into interrogation room four, placed his yellow pad on the metal table and took his time turning on the tape recorder.


Doug Koss watched him. “I’m not saying one fucking word until my lawyer is here.”


“Okay,” said Jesse, “Your attorney is with your brother now, so we’ll wait until they’re finished and then we’ll start.”


“Kelly said you guys arrested Daddy.”


“I believe Ranger Blackmore brought him in for obstruction.”


“Where is he? Is he here… in this building?”


“I’m not sure. He could be downstairs in a holding cell.”


“I want to see him.”


Jesse shook his head. “Not possible. He’ll be arraigned in the morning. You can see him then.”


“What if I can’t wait until then? Can my lawyer get me in to see my dad?”


“No, he can’t,” said Jesse, ““Let’s chat until your lawyer gets here.”


“Nope. I’m done talking to you and every cop in here.”


“Okay. I’ll be back.” Jesse left Doug Koss waiting for his attorney and moved on to room two.


“Good evening, Mr. Deacon. Did someone offer you a drink?”


“Don’t want a drink. I wanna go home and watch the game.”


Jesse eased into the chair on the other side of the table and glanced at his notes. “I see you have an arrest record, Mr. Deacon and you’re on parole.”


“So what? I’m not in violation of my parole. I’m squeaky clean.”


“How long have you been working for Mr. Koss?”


“A couple of months.” He fidgeted with his hands. “Can’t remember exactly how long.”


“And you know quite a bit about security?”


“Not a lot when I started, but I’m getting the hang of it now.”


“And you like working for Five-Star?”


Deacon stared. “I don’t like working for anybody. I’m more of a loner. But you work to survive.”


“Uh huh.”


“Have you installed a lot of systems in the Barton Hills area of the city?”


“We install all over Austin. Check with Mr. Koss.”


“Three of the homes where Five-Star installed systems were robbed recently.”


Deacon stared until he figured it out. “So you assholes put two and two together and got what? Five? We installed the systems, so we would be the ones to go back and rob the customers blind? You gotta be out of your fuckin mind.”


 


Varmint Camp. Apache Mountains.


SANTANA banged the gavel down as he scanned the faces around the table. He took a second look at his followers, the way he was taking a second look at every facet of his useless life. After meeting Annie, his eyes were opened for the first time, making his past forty-four years a waste of time. His heart pounded in his chest when he thought of her, her gray eyes, her face, her hair, the smell of her.


Yesterday he’d been convinced that life in the Varmint camp was his destiny—not much of a life, but all he could hope for. Today, confusion clouded his mind with doubts and unanswered questions.


“Something has come up,” he started. His throat was parched. “And I’ll be away for a short while.”


“Why, boss? Where are you going?” asked Gage.


“There’s somebody I need to see, and it has to be right away.”


“Does it have something to do with the bitch on the bike that showed up here yesterday?” asked Hondo.


One of the members pointed. “The one who Tasered Roberto and hog-tied him?”


After a round of raucous laughter that didn’t die down, Santana banged the gavel again. “I won’t be gone long, and Hondo will take care of any problems while I’m away. Things should run smoothly.” He pushed two sheets of paper towards the second in command. “I’ve written it all out. What’s scheduled to be done and what needs attention. Nothing should go for a shit in the next few days.”


His men eyed him with suspicion. He couldn’t tell who was loyal anymore since a lot of his most trusted men had been arrested when the DEA busted the lab in Apache Springs. Ever since the bust, he’d had an uneasy feeling that he couldn’t shake.


Did one of these guys rat us out to the Feds?






 




CHAPTER SIX


Friday, November 2nd.


 


New Moon Motel. Apache Springs.


ANNIE showered, dressed and packed up her things. She hadn’t brought much with her, so it didn’t take long.


After a coffee and a muffin with Karen Rose, she paid her bill and checked out.


“It was so nice having you here, Annie. I get lonesome for company sometimes. Especially, female company.”


“I enjoyed our conversations, Karen. Maybe I’ll be back. I’m not sure when.”


“In Apache Springs, there isn’t much to come back for.”


“I’ll be out of my room by noon.” Annie gave her a wave and went back to number twelve to wait for Santana.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE lingered over his second cup of Panama blend as he waited for his crew to arrive. Nothing much had come from the interrogations of the installers. Both the Koss brothers had lawyered up and declined to answer questions, and this morning Mr. Koss would be arraigned, and he’d make bail easily on a lesser charge like obstruction.


No use arguing the point and he didn’t have time for it. He and Farrell had more important things to do. They were scheduled to testify against Benson Lovell today at the courthouse.


One good thing had come out of the rousting of the Koss gang. Jesse had taken advantage of the opportunity and tagged the head honcho’s office.


Blaine’s cell had been ringing since the moment he opened his eyes. Media people calling about him endorsing Judge Campbell’s campaign for Governor. Her speech must have been on the tube, but he missed it. Shit, what did that fuckin speech writer say?


Endorsing? Fuck that. Barely tolerating is more like it.


“Hey, boss.” Farrell was up and dressed in a suit. The top button of his white shirt still undone, and a blue tie that Blaine recognized as one of his own, hung loosely around Farrell’s neck “Who’s going to listen in on Mr. Koss when he gets freed up this morning? He should be ranting and raving like a drunken billy goat when he gets back to his office.”


“Fletcher is the best on the equipment—next to Travis—and Jesse can only sit, so I’ll send the two of them. You and I will be in court at least until noon.”


“I fuckin hope we ain’t there all day.” Farrell made a face and took a coffee mug from the cupboard.


 


Travis County Courthouse. Austin.


“I DIDN’T think there could be any more media trucks than the last time we were here,” said Farrell, “but I was wrong. Look at the fuckers.” He smirked across the console at Blaine. “I think they came out in droves to hear you testify.”


“Go to hell.”


Farrell snorted. “They watch you, boss. You the man.”


“Shut up Farrell.” Blaine parked in a handicap spot and flipped a wheelchair sticker into the window.


“Where the hell did you get that?”


“I got it for Travis. Ginny signed for it. Totally legit.”


“Yeah, I guess it is.” Farrell smirked. “Only Travis ain’t here.”


They sneaked in the back door and almost made it through the maze of corridors to the witness room… almost. One of the talking heads from the six o’clock news spotted Blaine and almost wiped out chasing him down the hallway in four-inch heels.


“Ranger Blackmore,” she hollered, “can you give me a minute of your time?”


“Sorry, Sandra, I’m late.” He pushed Farrell into the witness room and closed the door behind them. “I saved your ass. You owe me.”


“Not as much as you owe me,” said Farrell.


“What for?”


“I forget, but it was huge.”


Farrell didn’t even have time to sit down before the Bailiff fetched him to start his testimony. “Is my tie straight?”


“GQ,” said Blaine as he closed the door. He sat at the little table, alone in the room answering e-mails until it was his turn.


Lovell hissed at him as the Bailiff ushered him past the defense table to the stand. He was sworn in, sat down and nodded to the Judge that he recognized. Old Judge Bromley was trying the case. A hard-liner, but fair as the day was long. Known for not putting up with any grandstanding on the part of the attorneys, most legal beagles didn’t even bother.


Rory Lumley picked up a notepad and walked towards Blaine from the prosecution’s table. He smiled at the jury and was about to begin questioning Blaine when a shot rang out. People began screaming. They pushed each other out of the way like crazed animals to get out of the long bench seats. And then they ran for the door, screaming and yelling. 


“Take him, Farrell,” Blaine hollered as his brother leaped over a crowd of panicked spectators to get to John Engels.


Farrell grabbed hold of the front of Engels jacket, twisted it in his left fist and pasted Engels in the face with a hard right. He knocked the man down and jerked the gun out of his hand. The Bailiff dashed over, cuffed Engels and dragged him bodily into the ante-room.


Blaine stood behind Benson Lovell, blocking the view of the remaining looky-loos so their phones couldn’t take pictures for You-tube or some fucking gossip rag. Lovell was dead. His brains splattered all over the defense table.


One shot in the back of his head from close range—Engels must have arrived early and secured a seat in the first row for his mission. There was no sign of Mrs. Engels.


When Blaine had taken the stand, he’d seen John Engels sitting on the side of the defense and for a second, he’d wondered about it. He should have wondered a bit harder.


The Judge banged the gavel down and hollered to be heard over the bedlam. “Clear the courtroom.”


 


Varmint Camp. Apache Mountains.


SANTANA packed what few clothes he owned into his saddlebags. One last glance at the sorry looking trailer he called home and he was out the door. He checked the time as he strode down the steps to his ride. Already one o’clock. Annie might be gone. He’d have to catch up.


He cruised the New Moon Motel at ten to two and her truck was gone. As he drove south down the main street of Apache Springs, he glanced at the diner and she wasn’t there either.


He squeezed the gas and burned it south to the interstate.


 


Stockton. Texas.


ANNIE pulled into a Mexican restaurant with a Citgo service center next door. She need to rest, get a bite to eat and gas up before she went any further. She’d stop for the night in Sonora, but she was a good two hours away from the half-way point.


Disappointed that Santana hadn’t come with her, she sat down at a table in the restaurant and ordered a Lone Star and a burrito.


 


SANTANA whizzed by the Mexican restaurant doing close to a hundred, then realized he’d seen Annie’s truck with the bike trailer parked out front, and he turned around. He parked his Eagle next to her truck and went inside. The hostess approached him at the door and he pointed at Annie. “She’s waiting for me.”


He walked past a row of booths, chains rattling on his Harley boots and sat down. “You got ahead of me.”


She smiled, and his heart did a flip flop. So beautiful he couldn’t process her in his mixed-up brain.


“I thought you weren’t coming. I would have waited.”


“Too much to do, but I can’t miss this opportunity. To know you, to see my madre one more time. There is nothing that important in my life.”


The waitress came to the table and he ordered a beer and two spicy burritos.


“Are you going all the way home tonight?”


Annie shook her head. Her red bandana holding her mane of black hair in check. “Sonora is about half way. That’s where I stayed coming your way.”


“I haven’t been to east Texas.”


“You don’t talk much like a biker.”


He smiled. “I can.”


“I bet you can.”


The waitress brought Santana’s burritos and he ate in silence.


“How did your crew take the news of your leaving?”


He shook his head. “They haven’t been happy since we moved to the camp—most of them only agreeing because of me—so I made the tension worse. Some of them looked ready to slit my throat.”


“Do you think you’ll have problems when you go back?”


I don’t know if I’m going back.


“Hard to say.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL booked a sobbing and distraught John Engels for premeditated murder while Blaine sat in the Chief’s office and gave him the blow by blow of the courtroom fiasco.


Chief Calhoun shook his head, a sad look in his blue eyes. “I guess that’s that, isn’t it? Trial is over.”


“The media are swarming the courthouse and a bunch followed us over here,” said Blaine. “Do you want to say something official?”


“Hell, no. Do you?”


“I never want to,” said Blaine, “but sometimes it takes the pressure off.”


“Off who?”


Blaine grinned. “Me.”


“You’re always news, Blacky. Austin’s super cop.”


“You know that ain’t true.”


The Chief focused on him. “I’m in the best position to know the hours you put in and how much you do… and it is true.”


Farrell wasn’t finished with Engels, so Blaine trudged through the waiting area towards the door alone. He didn’t notice her hunched over in the corner of the room until she called his name.


“Mrs. Engels, I didn’t know you were here.”


Her sobbing garbled her words and choked her. She held a wad of Kleenex over her face and pointed.


“No, I’m sorry, you can’t see your husband. Wait for the arraignment and you can see him then. I’ll have someone take you home.”


She shook her head.


Blaine beckoned to one of the Rangers in the corridor. “See that Mrs. Engels gets home, Syd, and take her out the back way. She needs a neighbor or somebody to stay with her before you leave her residence. Don’t leave her alone.”


“Right, Mr. B. I won’t.” Syd helped Mrs. Engels to her feet and escorted her down the long hallway to the back of the building.


They lost their daughter, and now she’ll have no one.


Blaine walked through the glass doors and stood alone on the steps. He let the hoard move in closer then he spoke. “Ladies and gentlemen, today was a sad day in our justice system. When something this tragic happens, it propels us back years to the days of lynch mobs and firing squads.”


Questions were shouted at him and he held up a hand.


 “Yes, I believe Benson Lovell was guilty of murder, multiple murder, but he was a citizen of this state and was entitled to a fair trial, the same as every one of you.”


The shoved mics forward and he ignored them all.


“Y’all can sensationalize this as much as you want to, but the murder of Mr. Lovell as he sat at the defense table was a tragedy. We should lament that a regrettable act like this happened in Texas.” He turned his back and went inside.


 


Industrial Mall. Airport Road. Austin.


JESSE and Fletcher sat in the dark green surveillance unit a couple of blocks away from Five-Star Security. Fortified with large Starbuck’s coffees they waited for the Koss clan to arrive.


Wearing headphones, Fletcher heard a door slam. “Somebody is in the office.” He put the audio on speaker and Koss senior was cursing.


“The assholes kept me overnight and didn’t give me a phone call until this morning. I’m gonna sue their asses and make them pay. You’ll see.”


“Dad, maybe we should…”


“Shut up, Doug. The bastards were in here yesterday and chances are they have this whole building bugged.”


“Don’t think they had time for anything like that, Dad, and besides its illegal.”


“I’m buying one of those sweepers tomorrow at the electronics’ store. Let’s lock up and go home. We need to talk, and I need a beer.”


“That amounted to nothing,” said Jesse. “Have the vans been tagged?”


Fletcher nodded.


“I’ll put Jack and Greg on them in the junk truck.”


“I saw that cube van in the drive at the Agency,” said Fletcher, “and wondered if we picked up junk. Boss said he’d introduce us to those other guys, but we haven’t had time for a sit down or nothing. Been too busy.”


Jesse tried to explain about the junkers without giving away too much. “Four extra guys that are on Blacky for security. That’s their main purpose.”


“The junk truck is just a cover. I get it,” said Fletcher, but Jesse didn’t think he did.


 


I-10 heading east.


ANNIE left the Mexican restaurant in Stockton after Santana loaded his bike onto the trailer beside hers and secured it. He’d had a bit of trouble with it coming from Apache Springs.


“Don’t think I’ve ever ridden in a pickup with a woman at the wheel before,” he said. “A lot of firsts coming down for me.” He groped for the release and eased the passenger seat back a little to accommodate his long legs.


Already tired from the trip as a whole, Annie drove silently. She had a lot to think about.


“Tell me about George,” said Santana. “I was only eight years old when he turned eighteen and left home. He told me he was going to Canada and I didn’t even know where that was.”


Annie smiled at him across the console. “Okay, I can do that. When I met George, he was a gunsmith with his own shop in the east end of Toronto—in Scarborough, a suburb, but a city in itself. I had no clue about the Regulators, or any other details of his life. He was just a man who was kind to me and helped me when I needed help.”


“By the time I found out who he was and what kind of power he wielded in the city, it was too late for me. I was already in love with him and he turned out to be my soulmate, my teacher and most of all, my protector. He taught me how to ride, to shoot and a lot about life in the real world.” Annie choked on the last couple of words, teared up and wiped her face with the back of her hand.


“I made you cry. I’m sorry.”


“No, it’s okay. I want you to know about your brother—the way I knew him and not as a tough gang boss—which he was—but as the man that made me his first priority. He called me his baby girl, I guess because he was twenty years older than me, but he always put me first.”


“You look tired,” said Santana. “I can drive for a while.”


“Sure. We’ll stop for a Coke and change drivers.”


“Umm… I was wondering what you were thinking about the overnight room thing.”


“All the rooms have two beds. You don’t have to sleep with me.”


Santana smiled. “That wasn’t exactly my concern. I don’t know you well enough to read you, so I just wanted to throw it out there—whatever you’re comfortable with is fine for me.”


 


Comfort Inn. Sonora.


SANTANA grabbed a couple of items out of the saddle bag on his bike while Annie retrieved her single case from the back of the truck.


She checked them in at the reservation desk and they found their room on the third floor just past the ice machine. Annie inserted the card and opened the door.


“Nice room,” said Santana. “Not the lower comfort level I’ve grown used to lately.”


“It is nice,” said Annie. “Wish I wasn’t so tired.” She sat down at the round table in the corner of the room and popped the tab on a can from the six pack they’d picked up at the convenience store.” She offered one to Santana. “These are still cold.”


  He sat down in the other chair, fiddled with his beer and seemed uncomfortable. “I need to shower.”


“Before you shower, relax and have a beer with me. You seem tense, sugar.”


“I don’t remember ever being so tense, Annie. Since the moment you came charging up the steps onto my deck, I’ve been as tightly strung as a goddam trip wire.”


Annie chugged half her beer, then moved from her chair into Santana’s lap. Her arms entwined around his neck and she kissed him, gently, slowly until she felt him loosen up enough to kiss her back.


A moan escaped his throat as he explored her mouth with his tongue and pulled her tighter to his muscular body.


His erection hardened under her leg as she moved her hands into his mop of black hair and deepened the kiss.


“I better shower,” he whispered, “We don’t have running water at the camp.”


Annie got up and moved to the bed. “Go ahead, I’ll check on things at home.”


Santana walked out of the shower naked and Annie had to do a quick inhale. A good percentage of his olive skin was inked, but beautifully done. Even the rat on his shoulder wasn’t too repulsive. His six-pack rippled as he walked towards her, his long black hair damp and slightly curling around his neck.


“It’s been a while for me,” he said.


Annie pulled back the duvet and turned out the light.






 




CHAPTER SEVEN


Saturday, November 3rd.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


LEXI had maintained a constant barking protest since dawn at the media vehicles outside the front fence and Blaine had been forced to confine her to the backyard.


They didn’t usually stalk him at home but today proved to be an exception. Blaine pulled back the curtain in the room Misty called the front parlor and peered through the new trees planted across the front of the property. He tried in vain to count how many were parked at the curb.


Wonder if they’ll be out there all fuckin day?


“Why’s Lex barking?” Farrell strolled into the room with a mug of coffee in his hand.


“Media people outside the fence.”


“Fuck, on Saturday?”


“They don’t care what day it is,” said Blaine. “Let’s take the new guys to the range at the ranch today and get the hell out of here.”


“Great idea,” said Farrell, “I’ll round them up.”


 


Comfort Inn. Sonora.


SANTANA woke and for a second didn’t recognize the room, but thoughts of the beautiful woman sleeping next to him and the wonderful night they’d shared, flooded his mind with happiness. He’d never been a happy guy, always searching for something and not able to put his finger on it—anything to find his purpose. Now he’d found it. The search was over.


He sat up slowly on the side of the bed trying not to disturb her. He needed the bathroom and a smoke.


Annie stirred and turned her head towards him, the gray eyes sleepy and tired. “Are you getting up?”


“I need a smoke, and if they have one of the breakfast rooms, I’ll get coffee.”


Annie nodded. “I could use coffee. I’m hungry too.”


Santana smiled at her, reached over and touched her hair. “You used up a lot of energy.”


“You were worth it.”


“No one has ever said that to me.” He stood up, stretched and searched for clean clothes. “I won’t be long.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


BLAINE parked the big diesel in front of the six-bay garage and hopped out. The sun shone brightly above from an autumn Texas sky and there wasn’t too much wind. A good day for target practice. Time to see how the new hires measured up.


Jackson ran outside when he saw Blaine’s truck. “Hey, Blaine, I was getting lonesome without you and Farrell and without Mommy.”


Blaine turned and looked down at the little guy. “What do you mean without Mommy?”


“She had to go on a mission for Abuela Bianca.”


That’s George’s mother.


“How long has Mommy been gone?”


“Couple days.”


Farrell moved closer with a couple of guns in his hands and a backpack of ammo slung over his shoulder. “Where did he say Annie was?”


“On a mission for Bianca.”


“Mom never said anything to me,” said Farrell.


Blaine shook his head. “Not to me either. Hope she’s not doing anything crazy.”


“Everything all right?” asked Hammer. He stood ready with his pistol and box of ammo in his hand.


“I wanted you guys to meet Annie, but she’s away.”


“Is she part of the team?” asked Fletcher.


“Umm… in a way,” said Blaine.


Farrell rolled his eyes and led the way to the range behind the house.


“Big house,” said Hammer as they walked around the exterior, past the garage and the music studio and then past the guest cabin at the edge of the pine woods.


“Here we are.” Farrell laid his guns on the picnic table and opened an outdoor storage bin where Annie kept new targets, noise mufflers and cleaning kits. He strode down to the far end of the range and put the targets up for the boys.


“Can I watch?” asked Jackson.


“Sure buddy,” said Blaine, “Might want to wear noise mufflers.”


Once Farrell had the boys set up, Blaine stepped around behind the cabin away from the noise and called Annie’s cell.


“Hey, Mom, Farrell and I are here at the ranch taking some target practice and Jackson said you were away for a couple of days.”


“Umm…I am. I was, but I’m on my way home now. Shouldn’t take me more than a couple hours.”


“Where did you go?”


“I had to go to Apache Springs. I’ll explain it to you when I get home, sweetheart. I’m doing something for Bianca.”


“That’s what Jacks said, but I couldn’t figure what it was.”


“Talk to you soon, baby. Love you.”


Blaine pressed end feeling he hadn’t learned much when his cell jangled, and he checked the screen.


Jesus, I wish she’d quit calling me.


“Judge Campbell, what’s up?”


“Still not calling me Cat?”


“Not quite.”


“I need to talk to you about what happened yesterday. According to my campaign manager, I need to make an impact statement about the courtroom incident.”


“Just like I already said—it was a tragedy. It was the lead on the news last night.”


“I need details.”


“I’m out of town. How about Monday?”


“Where are you?”


“Media surrounded my house in the city. I had to leave.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Uh huh. Let’s talk on Monday when things cool off.”


“That may not be soon enough.”


“It will have to be. I’m not coming back.” He pressed end and went back to the range to check on the boys.


I don’t think I could ever work for her. Maybe she won’t get elected. Let’s hope.


 


Varmint Camp. Apache Mountains.


HONDO called a meeting of the executive to order. “You all know why you’re here. The boss has taken off with a woman and left us here in the middle of ass-fuck country with no food, no water and no fuckin heat. I’ve talked to most of our members and heard the talk, and I’d say almost all of them want to go back to El Paso and set up our new club there.”


“I sure as hell do,” said Gage.


“Me too,” said Roberto.


“So I’m gonna call a general meeting tonight and put it to a vote. If the majority want to move, we have to bring mayhem down on the boss and get the hell out of these mountains.”


“Good thing you put a tag on his ride,” said Hondo.


“Yeah, good thing.”


 


Route two ninety.


SANTANA woke when Annie took the ramp for the cutoff to two ninety. She smiled at him over the console. “It’s shorter to go this way than following the interstate down into San Antone and taking the long way around.”


It didn’t matter which way she went. He’d follow her anywhere, like a lost puppy. After their night together, he was a different person. He didn’t even want to think of leaving her and going back to the club.


Her cell rang in the cup holder and she picked it up and mostly listened. She ended the call saying, “Talk to you soon, baby. Love you.”


Santana raised an eyebrow and watched her face.


“My son, Blaine. He wondered where I was.”


“You have kids?”


“Only one of my own. Jackson, he’s six. Blaine is twenty and he’s adopted, the rest are foster boys.”


“Bet you’re a good mother.”


“I try to be.”


Santana pointed. “The gas gage is low.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


THE BOYS sat at the picnic table after target practice and had a couple of beers while they cleaned their guns.


Farrell had observed Fletch and Hammer, studied their targets and proceeded to point out problem areas.


“Didn’t think I had problems,” said Hammer. “I don’t miss too often.”  


“It would be best for the team if you never missed,” said Blaine. “It’s safer for all of us that way.”


Fletcher cocked his blond head to one side. “I need work to be a hundred percent accurate.”


“As soon as Mom comes back, you guys can have a couple of sessions with her. She’ll raise your level of accuracy.”


“Your mother can shoot?”


“She’s the best,” said Farrell. “Taught all her boys to shoot.”


Blaine entered the house through the back door on his way to the Sub-Zero for more beer. His cell said Travis.


“Hey, man, is tomorrow the big day?”


“Yep. I’m being released tomorrow and ever since day one, Ginny has been on my case to recover at her house.”


“But?”


“But that might give her the wrong impression.”


“You’ve changed your mind about the older woman thing?”


“She’s nice and obviously gorgeous, but I think it would be a mistake.”


“Okay… what are you thinking?”


“I want to stay with the team while I get better, so I know what the hell is going on. If I’m at her place, I’ll be in a fuckin bubble, like some kind of a busted toy.”


Blaine chuckled.


“I’ll get Carm to get a room ready for you. The stairs might be a bitch until you’re a lot better, so maybe the den on the main floor on the pull-out sofa.”


“Thanks, boss, and it doesn’t matter to me where I sleep. I’ve been stressing over this and I owe you… for a lot of stupid shit I’ve done.”


Blaine spared him the confirmation on that front. “What time are you out?”


“Between ten and eleven.”


“Let Ginny know we’re picking you up. Tell her I want you with the team and that way she won’t be crushed. At least… not so bad.”


Travis hung up and Jack called and reported that Koss or his sons had not moved. They were holed up in their residence in east Austin and nothing was happening.


“Okay, change off when it’s time,” said Blaine, “But Koss senior is ex-con and all sleaze. I don’t trust him for a minute.”


 


Varmint Camp. Apache Mountains.


AT NINE Hondo called the general meeting of all the members to order. They discussed a few issues about the meth lab and the delivery of the next batch, then went on to new business. The only new business concerned Santana.


Hondo explained how Santana had broken the club rules by abandoning the membership when they needed him. He didn’t bother to mention that Santana was only gone for a few days. It fitted his purpose better to say that Santana had left the club without a vote letting him do so and had broken the rules.


Everyone knew what happened when you broke a club rule. Elimination. No second chances.


“Does everyone understand?”


There was a lot of mumbling. A few of the boys liked Santana and weren’t totally in tune with capping him. Some thought Hondo, the VP, was self-serving but didn’t dare to verbalize their thoughts. Everyone knew as soon as Santana was out of the way, Hondo would be number one.


“Let’s take a vote,” said Hondo. “All in favor of bringing mayhem down on Santana raise your hand.”


Roberto stood and counted. “Thirty-five, boss.”


“All those against?”


“Seven.”


“Carried.”


Hondo pointed at the enforcer. “Gage, myself, Pig Prescott and Walt Sanchez will complete the job. This will be blood-in for Prescott and Sanchez.” Hondo whacked the gavel down and said, “Meeting adjourned.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE paused at the gate and waited for Jose to let her through. It was pitch dark, but lights were on in the house. “Blaine’s truck is here,” she said. “Maybe my boys are here for the weekend.”


“Do they come often?”


“They’re too busy to come often, but they come when they can.”


“What are they busy doing?” asked Santana as he reached for the door handle.


“Blaine is head of Violent Crime in Austin.”


“Jesus,” he said, “that makes me nervous.”


“You haven’t done anything, sugar. Don’t worry about it.”


“In the past I may have done some shit that ain’t top notch.”


Annie chuckled. “Haven’t we all?”


Santana opened the saddlebags on his bike and pulled out his few belongings. “I’m sure what you’ve done wouldn’t compare to what I’ve done.”


Annie smiled in the dark, but Santana couldn’t see her. “Oh, I don’t know about that.”


Inside the house, Annie stopped at the Sub-Zero in her expansive kitchen and took out a couple of Lone Stars. “Let’s have a beer and I’ll introduce you to my boys.”


Santana nodded, took the can from her hand and followed her down the hall and into a room bigger than any room he’d ever seen. A bunch of young guys were sitting around watching a game on the flat screen.


Annie smiled and introduced Santana. “Hey guys, this is George’s brother, Santana Dela Cruz.”


 





 




CHAPTER EIGHT


Sunday, November 4th.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


SANTANA couldn’t believe the crowd at the breakfast table. Annie’s huge family and all her working cowboys crowded around the big pine table, laughing and teasing each other. The cowboys happier than hell to see Blaine and Farrell. He could tell that. Those two boys must live somewhere else.


“You guys should sleep over more often,” said Bull. “Get’s kind of boring around here with nobody to pick on.”


“I’m gonna sleep over at Blaine’s house in Austin,” said Jacks, “and I’m gonna feed the new fish.”


“I haven’t seen the yard yet, sweetheart. Maybe we should have a barbeque to celebrate.”


Blaine nodded as he buttered one of Rosalie’s warm biscuits. “Yeah, we should. I’ll ask Lil to get it organized.”


“Why don’t you ask Carm,” said Farrell, “she’ll have to do all the cooking.”


“No, she won’t,” said Blaine. “I can flip a burger.”


“I love Carm’s burritos,” said Jacks. “I could eat a hundred.”


“You can’t eat a hundred,” said Lucy. “You’ll blow up.”


“Listen to your little sister,” said Blaine.


Santana listened to the banter and the back and forth and realized he’d never experienced the feeling of a big family before. This must be what it felt like.


“When are you going to Panama, Mom?” asked Blaine.


“I’ll look for flights today,” said Annie. “While we’re away, Santana wants Nevada to give his bike a tune-up. It was running rough on the way back here.”


“Did you ride all the way?” asked Farrell.


“Half way,” said Santana, then trailered my baby the rest of the way.”


“Our garage is the best,” said Blaine, “the boys will make it run like a charm.”


“You boys have rides?”


“Yep, you can see them when you come into the city,” said Blaine.”


Farrell checked the time. “We have to go soon to pick Travis up at the hospital.”


“I thought he’d be going to Ginny’s house,” said Annie. “She’s hovered over him since day one.”


“Travis decided against it,” said Blaine.


“Does she know?”


Blaine smiled and shook his head. “Don’t think so.”


“Oh, oh,” said Annie. She jogged to the stove for the coffee pot.


 


Austin Convalescent Hospital.


BLAINE parked his truck at the pickup loop to make it closer for Travis, and he and Farrell went inside to see if the big guy was ready.


Looking paler than death on a stick, Travis sat hunched up in the wheelchair with his duffle beside him. In a breathy voice, Blaine had to bend down to hear, Travis said, “I told Ginny you were picking me up.”


“How’d that go?” asked Farrell.


“Not worth a flying fuck. She’s super pissed at me.”


Blaine shrugged. “Too bad. I’ll get the nurse.”


It took a few minutes to get Travis out of the hospital and comfortably seated in the back of the truck. Every movement of his legs pulled against the unhealed wound in his gut.


Farrell folded the wheelchair and stowed it in the load bed before he jumped into the shotgun seat.


Blaine pulled away from the loop, made the bend and eased into the street, trying not to catch the corner of the curb the way his oversized tires loved to do. Bouncing would be hell on Travis. Concentrating on his turn, he only caught a glimpse of Doctor Rodriguez driving the opposite way into the parking lot.


“Was that her, Farrell?” asked Blaine.


“Yep, for sure.” Farrell turned and gave Travis the stink-eye over the console. “You sure you told her?”


“I did. Honest.”


Blaine drove to the next corner intending to turn around and fix the situation, but a glance in the rear view told him the good Doctor was following them home.


“She’s right behind us,” said Farrell.


“Yeah, I saw her,” said Blaine. “I’ll talk to her when we get home. Maybe she wants to help Trav get settled in.”


“Jesus,” said Travis. “I’m in rough shape. Hope she doesn’t hurt me.”


Farrell laughed. “I’ll watch your back.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE turned the corner onto Franklin and some of the media vans had given up the vigil and gone, but three were still parked across the street staring at his gate.


He paused in front of the wrought iron enclosure and used the remote to open the gate, waiting long enough for Doctor Rodriguez to drive through before he closed it.


He jumped out of the truck and as soon as the media hounds saw him in the front yard, they charged across the street and started shouting questions at him.


Blaine walked to the gate as calmly as he could manage. “I’m only going to say this one time, people. Y’all are invading my private space. If y’all aren’t gone in five minutes, I’ll have you towed, and every one of you will be charged.”


“You can’t do that,” someone hollered. “Freedom of the press. You can’t stop us from parking here.”


Blaine pulled out his cell and called Austin PD.


Farrell had Travis half out of the truck by the time Blaine trudged, furious, back from the gate. Ginny was standing next to the open truck door giving directions that Farrell didn’t seem to be heeding. He waved Ginny out of the way and lifted Travis bodily into the wheelchair. “Okay, partner?”


Travis nodded and heaved out a big breath.


“He’ll have to stay on the main floor,” said Ginny. “He can’t be upstairs.”


“Don’t worry, ma’am,” said Farrell, “we’ve got it all worked out and we’ll take good care of him.”


“I want him at my place, so I can see what’s happening with the healing of the wound,” said Ginny. “This isn’t a good idea.” To Blaine: “Who’s idea was this?”


Blaine spit the lie out so quickly he almost believed it himself. “Mine, Ginny. I want him here, so he’s included in the day to day. It makes a much better re-entry into a daily routine.”


Farrell rolled his eyes, stepped behind the chair and rolled it over to the porch steps.


Lexi appeared from the back of the house and stormed the gate again, and she was right. Another vehicle was stopped, waiting to come in.


“Who the hell is that?” Blaine mumbled as he walked down the drive. “Oh, Jesus, kill me now.”


The gate swung open and Judge Campbell drove her Lexus through and parked behind Doctor Rodriguez’ car. She hopped out of the driver’s seat wearing tight jeans and a black v-neck sweater, her red hair hanging loose and windblown. Blaine could detect the ice in the Judge’s voice as she greeted Ginny. “Good morning, Doctor Rodriguez, I didn’t expect to see you here.”


Ginny glared, her black eyes flashing. She nodded and said, “Judge Campbell. I have to go inside and help Farrell with Travis.”


Blaine sucked it up. “Beer, Cat?”


“Love one, kiddo.” She swept her arm around. “Gorgeous landscaping. Is it new?”


“Just finished. I’ll show you the back. I put in a fountain and a fish pond for Carm.”


“Carm?”


“You’ll meet her when we go inside.”


“A new woman in your life?”


“Nope.” Blaine led the way past the carriage house and into the wide expanse of property behind the house.


“Huge back here. Looks like two lots.”


“It is.”


Judge Campbell strolled across the lawn and peered into the pond. “Beautiful,” she said, “are they expensive?”


“Some are,” said Blaine. “They can start at forty to fifty and go to a few hundred.”


“Each?”


“You only need a few if the pond is small.”


 “How about that beer?” she asked.


“Sure, let’s go in.”


“Why is Ginny Rodriguez here?”


“Your ex-competitor?”


“You could call her that, I guess.”


“She’s overseeing bringing Travis home from the hospital.”


“Why?”


“Umm… she’s fond of him.”


Cat Campbell curled her red lip. “Yes, and I guess she is a doctor.”


These women fuckin hate each other.


On the way inside, Cat brought up the real reason for her in-person visit. She pressed Blaine. “Have you thought anymore about what I’m to say about the courtroom murder?”


Blaine stopped and took a stance in the hallway. “Does Monday ring a bell?”


“I didn’t think I could wait until tomorrow. My campaign manager has a sharp eye on my numbers and the election is on Tuesday.”


“How do your numbers look?” Blaine waved her into the kitchen and pointed at the table in the window alcove. He took a Corona from the Sub-Zero and pulled a bottle of Merlot out of the wine cooler and carried both to the table. He went back for a wine glass and Carm hurried into the kitchen to see what he was doing.


“Que haces?”


“Getting a drink. Do you want some wine?”


“Si.”


In Spanish he said, “This is Judge Campbell. She’s running for Governor in Tuesday’s election.” To Cat: “This is Carmelita Flores, mi Corazon.”


Cat nodded at Carmelita but said nothing.


I thought Cat could speak Spanish.


Carm smiled and accepted the glass that Blaine had poured for her. “Gracias.”


“How is Travis doing?” asked Blaine, “I haven’t had time to check on him yet.”


Carm shook her head and Blaine could tell by her face that something was wrong.


“Excuse me for a minute, Cat. I’ll be right back.”


“Take your time, sweetie. I’m enjoying this lovely glass of wine by the window. Your landscaping is to die for.”


Blaine followed Carm and she pointed to the small den near the back door across from Lily’s office. There was a bathroom next door and Blaine had deemed it a better spot for Travis than the second floor.


Raised voices were coming from inside the room and Farrell was the loudest. He was pissed about something. “He’s not leaving, Ginny. He’s staying right on that pull-out sofa.”


“I can make him much more comfortable at my place and give him medical care. I can’t say I like you people interfering with my plans.”


This is Travis’ plan.


Blaine stepped into the fray. Bravely. Somewhat bravely. “Farrell, get Travis a beer then he’s going to rest for a while. To Ginny: “We’ll sort this out in the kitchen.” He took her elbow and steered her down the hall.


Get these fuckin women out of my house.


Blaine escorted her to the front foyer and didn’t mean to take a stance, but he couldn’t help himself. “Look, Ginny, Travis was shot on the job. He’s my responsibility and that’s it in a nutshell. I’m keeping him here. Period. End of discussion.”


Ginny teared up when Blaine took a harsh tone with her. “I owe Travis my life, and I wanted to do this for him.” She reached into her pocket for a tissue.                           


Fuck, now I made her cry.


“What’s going on?” Judge Campbell wandered into the foyer with a half glass of wine in her hand.


Jesus, what did I do to deserve this?


“Nothing is going on,” Blaine snapped. “Doctor Rodriguez is leaving.”


Jack came in the front door with Greg as Ginny was making her exit. “Koss is sticking close to home, boss. He and his wife are having a barbeque in the yard. I changed off with Rick and Lily.”


Blaine felt his chest tighten. “Lil is on surveillance? Am I losing my fuckin grip?”


“She volunteered,” said Jack, “because we’re short with Andy out. I think she’s hot for Rick.”


“Jesus Christ,” Blaine hollered and set Lexi to barking. “I don’t want her there. Those Koss fuckers are oozing violence out every fuckin pore.”


“Something got you riled up, boss?”


Judge Campbell flashed her best smile at Jack. “Could be me. I have that affect on the male population.”


I hope to hell she doesn’t win the election.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE tapped the keyboard in her office looking for flights to Panama. “How about two o’clock tomorrow?”


Santana was sitting in front of her desk in one of the club chairs with Jackson sitting in the chair next to him. “Fine for me. Will that give us enough time to drop off my bike?”


“Sure. We’ll do that right after breakfast.”


“Can I come on the airplane, Mommy?” asked Jackson.


“What about school?”


“I want to see Abuela Bianca. I’ve never seen her.”


“She’s your Nana, just like Nana Jean. You should see her.” To: Santana, “What do you think, sugar?”


Santana nodded. “Seeing her grandson would make her just as happy as seeing me. I’m sure it would.”


“Okay.” Annie smiled. “Three tickets. I’m booking it.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


“SET up the dining room table, Farrell. We’re gonna have a game. Don’t know when I’ve had a fuckin worse day. Women all over me making my life hell and I couldn’t get rid of them.”


Carm giggled at the other side of the kitchen. She understood a lot more English than she let on.


“Not funny, Carm. The Judge had her eye on your fish.”


Carm twirled around with a butcher knife in her hand and made a threatening face.


“Yeah, my thoughts exactly.”


Farrell got the cards and the chips out. “Should I call the guys in from the carriage house?”


“Sure. Do that and I’ll get Travis out here.” To Carm: “Want to play poker?”


“Si.”


Blaine pointed at the table. “Pick your spot.”


 





 




CHAPTER NINE


Monday, November 5th.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


SANTANA strolled out of the shower naked, toweling off his long black hair and humming. Annie marveled at his body. Nothing like his brother, George, who had been fighting off the pounds his whole life, and finally succumbed to a fatal infarction.


She looked up from the suitcase she was packing and smiled at him. “I’m enjoying our time alone together.”


“Enjoying is a little light for what I’m feeling, Annie, although I am savoring every moment with you. Who wouldn’t?”


“I don’t want to find out who wouldn’t. This is private.”


“Of course, it is. I’ve never been intimate with a woman before in the true sense of the word.”


“I understand. In biker land, sex is a necessity, but the woman is not. How well I understand that concept.”


The smile vanished from Santana’s face. “Sounds disgusting when you say it like that.”


“Because it is.”


“Let’s not talk about it. I sense it’s not one of your favorite subjects.”


“Help me get this done up properly.” She pushed down on the folded clothes to release the zipper.


“How long will it take us to get to Panama?”


“About five hours, more or less.”


“Don’t think I’ve been on a flight that long.”


“Then we better order beer as soon as we get in the air.” Annie giggled.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE woke with a roaring headache. Could have been something to do with all the Coronas he’d had the night before at poker. His cell rang, and he groaned. “Who in hell wants me at six o’clock in the fuckin morning?”


The screen said Chief Calhoun wanted him. He inhaled and tried to filter the hatred he harbored for the inventor of the cell phone out of his voice. “Morning, Chief. What’s up?”


“Thought you had eyes on Koss and his tribe?”


“I do.”


“New robbery overnight in the north west of the city.”


“Anybody toast?”


“Not this time. Check it out. This is the address.”


Blaine entered it into his phone. “That’s farther north. That’s on the other side of route one.”


“Okay,” said the Chief, “I believe you. I don’t get out much.”


“I’m almost out of bed.” Blaine put the phone back on the nightstand and let his head flop back on the pillow. “Almost.”


He hadn’t quite closed his eyes when Farrell stomped in barefoot in his boxers. “Phone ringing?”


“Robbery somewhere near Westlake while we got eyes on the Koss fuckheads.”


“Fuck that.”


Farrell left the room and Blaine hollered after him. “Phone Lil and confirm that none of the Koss assholes moved a vehicle.” Blaine struggled against his pounding head and sat on the side of the bed. Lexi was on her feet, black nose pointed at the door, tail wagging.


“Yep, we’re getting up, girl. Let’s go see if Travis made it through the night.”


 


Ross Harley-Davidson. East Austin.


ANNIE drove down the side of the building, pulled the trailer around the back and parked close to the double overhead doors.


“This is your dealership?” asked Santana.


“Uh huh. I’ve had it for a few years. George owned one in Scarborough, but I had to sell it. Hard to manage businesses properly when you live in a different country.”


“Yeah, it would be. I’ll get the bike.”


Annie opened the side door of the garage and greeted her boys. “I’m bringing a bike in for a tune-up.”


“One of ours?” asked Nevada. He and his twin, Lucky, were a bike mechanic and an air brush specialist respectively. Annie had rescued both boys from a brutal gang in Dallas when they were juveniles.


“Nope, this one belongs to George’s brother. He’s at the door with it.”


Nevada pressed the button and raised the overhead door. “Here, let me help you with that baby.”


“Thanks. Had a bit of trouble with her stalling out coming from West Texas.”


Annie introduced the boys and stood back while they chatted about the bike. There were no strangers in a Harley garage.


 


Westlake area. North-west Austin.


THE PROPERTY was on a hillside, in a long row of one-acre lots, beautifully landscaped with a curved drive done in dark red paving stones. At the top of the rise, near the front entrance was a turning circle centered by a bed of wild grasses with plumed tops. The wind rippled through the tall grass giving it a soft, fluffy look. Blaine thought he’d remember to mention the grass to Carm and see if they had a spot for some in the yard. He enjoyed learning the names and the history of different species.


Two squads and the crime scene unit were parked ahead of him in the circle. He’d brought Hammer and Fletch. Farrell relieved the overnight crew on the Koss surveillance.


“Hammer take the outside. Fletch take the system. I’ll take the homeowner.”


They piled out and got busy.


 


Koss Residence. East Austin.


FARRELL sat in his red Silverado half a block away from the Koss house. Not knowing what time Five-Star employees started work, Farrell was in position at seven-thirty. With one eye on the house and the other on his lighter, he lit up a smoke and grabbed for his ringing cell on the passenger seat.


“Morning, boss. You’re up early.”


“Charity is an early riser.” Jesse chuckled, and Farrell could hear the baby hollering in the background.


“I tried Blacky, but his phone was off,” said Jesse.


“He’s at a crime scene. Another robbery up in the hills. Don’t know much about it yet.”


“I tried Ace’s cell too and couldn’t get her.”


“She’s leaving today for Panama. Bianca isn’t well and she’s taking George’s brother to see his mother.”


“George has a brother?”


“Yep, he does. A younger version but looks a lot like him.”


“How long will Annie be gone?” asked Jesse.


“Few days. She wasn’t sure about Bianca’s health. She’ll call when she knows.”


“Is this brother like a friend or… what?”


“Shit, Jesse, couldn’t tell you. He slept in the guestroom when I was at the ranch if that’s what you’re asking.”


“I guess I’m asking that, but I have no right. I’m the one who moved home and left her… again.”


“She was pretty broken up when you left, but she knows you did it for Charity and for your health.”


“I didn’t mean to upset her, although I knew in my gut she wouldn’t take it lightly.”


“Nope. Not lightly at all, but she doesn’t want you to have another heart attack, either. It’s a no-win.”


“Yeah, I guess.”


“I’m on surveillance, boss, and the Koss tribe are getting into their vehicle.”


“Okay, Farrell. Go ahead. Talk later.”


The three Koss men rode together in a green SUV and Farrell followed them to the Five-Star building. They all went inside. The two boys reappeared five minutes later wearing their uniforms and carrying boxes of components. They made several trips inside, fetching the systems they’d be installing that day. They loaded one of the vans with no help from Daddy Koss. He stayed inside.


No sign of the other team. Maybe the testy guy quit.


 


Westlake Area. North-west Austin.


BLAINE sat at the dining room table with the homeowners, Mr. and Mrs. Brennan, as they made a list of what was taken.


“I can’t believe they took my jewelry out of our closet while we were sleeping,” said Mrs. Brennan. “That’s creepy.”


“Not only creepy,” said Blaine, “life-threatening if you happened to wake up and surprise them.”


“Is that what happened to the lady in Barton Hills?” she asked, and Blaine nodded.


“I didn’t realize you handled robberies, Ranger Blackmore,” said Mr. Brennan.


“I don’t. The case was given to us by Chief Calhoun because of the murder during.”


“I see.”


“Could you tell me who installed your security system?” asked Blaine.


Brennan turned and glanced at his wife. “The installation was part of our purchase agreement, and was completed before we moved in. Can you remember who it was?”


“No, but I can find the bill.” She looked at Blaine. “I have all the invoices for this house filed. Should I be looking for it now?”


“Yes, thanks.”


Fletcher entered the kitchen, Blaine glanced up at him and he shook his head.


Different system. Fuck that.


“One of the techs got a print,” said Fletch.


“No way.” Blaine left the table and fairly flew into the foyer. “Sue, if you got a print I’ll love you forever.”


She giggled. “I’ll try for a match as soon as I get to the lab.”


Blaine returned to the kitchen smiling.


“You have a print?” asked Mr. Brennan.


“Should have a name by this afternoon if our man is in the system.”


“Fast work.” Brennan pushed a receipt across the table. “Dana found this.”


Blaine zeroed in on the name of the firm.


Austin Security Pros.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


TRAVIS woke from a deep sleep and Ginny was standing over his bed staring down at him. “You startled me,” he mumbled.


She smiled. “Doing my morning rounds, and I included you because you’re the most important patient I have. How are you feeling today?”


“Ask me after I have a couple of coffees.”


“Do you need help to the bathroom?” She pushed back the comforter not realizing Travis was naked. She inhaled sharply, and with her dark eyes focused on his face instead of elsewhere, she offered her hand.


Travis pulled the cover over himself and shook his head. “I can manage.”


Ginny sat down on the side of the bed and let out a little sigh. “Tell me the real reason you changed your mind and didn’t come to my house like we talked about.”


“Okay, I’m going to be truthful, Gin. It wasn’t Blaine’s idea for me to come here, it was mine. I thought if I went to your place, I’d be letting myself in for a whole lot of personal contact that I couldn’t deal with. I’m a mess. My head is screwed up and I’m not ready for a relationship. But most importantly, I didn’t want to hurt you.”


“You should have been straight with me, Travis. I can handle most things life throws my way and my main aim was to help you because you helped me. You saved my life.”


“Let’s call it even.”


Ginny stood up and she wasn’t smiling. “Okay, we’re even.”


Ginny left, and Travis shuffled to the bathroom.


If we’re even, why do I feel like such a shit?


 


Five-Star Security. East Austin.


FARRELL’S cell rang as he followed the Koss boys through the city. Blacky. “Yeah, boss.”


“Are you on the Koss team?”


“Heading to their first job.”


“Let them be for now and go to this address.”


Farrell pulled over and scribbled on his pack of Marlborough Reds. “Who are these guys?”


“They installed the system where the robbery was last night. You might not get anything. Just get a feel for them.”


“Get anything usable from the scene?”


“Yep. Sue lifted a print from the panel.”


“Thank you, baby Jesus.”


“She’s knows we’re pressed, so after you go to Austin Pros, drop by the lab.”


“Where will you be?”


“Fogarty’s.”


 


Fogarty’s New and Used. East Austin.


EVERYBODY in Austin knew the big blue barn out by the airport. Signs and billboards saturated the east end of the city extolling the virtues of shopping at Fogarty’s. ‘Come to the big blue barn with the Texas flag painted on the roof.’ People couldn’t resist the invitation and flocked to the barn in droves.


“How many acres has he got here?” asked Hammer.


“Don’t know,” said Blaine. “But every inch of it is filled with… stuff.”


“Is a lot of this crap stolen?” asked Fletcher.


“Not according to Fogarty, but the guys in robbery told me this was a good place to start looking for things on our list from the Barton Hill houses.”


Inside the huge barn, Blaine gave the list to Hammer. “See what you guys can find while I roust Fogarty.”


Blaine climbed the stairs and tapped on the office door. “I need to speak to you Mr. Fogarty, it’s Blaine Blackmore from the police.”


Fogarty opened the door wearing a huge smile. He was about seventy-five, a little stooped at the waist but still a tall man and solidly built. Dressed in what he always wore, blue cotton duck pants with suspenders and a plaid shirt, he offered Blaine his hand. “Mr. Blackmore, what a pleasant surprise. I thought you’d be all tied up getting your red-headed Judge Judy elected.”


Blaine chuckled. The old guy had a sense of humor. He had to give him that. “No, I’m not with Judge Campbell today, sir. She’s on her own.”


Fogarty swung the door wide and motioned for Blaine to have a seat in front of the old oak roll top. “Hope the bitch don’t get elected,” he barked, as he sank into the matching oak desk chair. “Texas don’t need a hard-drinkin sex pot in the mansion, for God’s sake. Give us somebody in the Capitol who’s down to earth with a goddam brain in their head.” He pounded his fist on the desk. “Richardson was the one. One of a kind who cared about the people of Texas. Never get another one that good.” He scowled. “Never ever.”


“True, Richardson was the best,” Blaine said, “but Judge Campbell has a brain. After all she’s an attorney and she’s a judge. She’s been on the bench for several years.”


“Don’t mean she’ll be a good Governor. Look how that asshole DeVouge turned out.” His mouth turned up at the corner and his blue eyes sparkled. “Heard you had a hand in that.”


Fogarty laughed at his own joke so hard he lapsed into a coughing spell. He pulled out a red bandana and used it to wipe his eyes. After he blew his nose he sobered and said, “Why are you here?”


“There have been several robberies in West Austin and I wondered if anyone was offering you merchandise at a discounted price.”


His eyes narrowed, and he did his best to look offended. “You’re asking me if I’m fencing stolen goods?”


Blaine nodded. “I guess that’s what I’m wondering. Yes.”


“The answer is no. There might have been a time years ago when the thought entered my head, but now I’m too old to risk spending time where I wouldn’t be comfortable, and I might not like the menu. Chances are I’d have to eat shit three times a day.”


Blaine smiled and tried a different tack. “Buying and selling all over the city like you do, maybe you’d hear about cheap goods for sale?”


“Sometimes I hear things.”


I bet you do.


Blaine leaned closer. “I don’t give a shit about the goods, Herman. These guys I’m after killed an innocent woman during.”


He nodded with sad eyes. “I think I read about that in little Mary’s column.”


Blaine stood and tossed a card on Fogarty’s desk. “I hope you hear something.”


Fogarty nodded, then said, “Every Wednesday vendors buy spots in the parking lot and set up their own stalls.”


Blaine turned and gave him a thumbs up. “Good information.”


 


Austin Security Pros. Downtown Austin.


FARRELL strolled up to the front desk in the tiny storefront office and laid his creds in front of a curvy blonde receptionist. “Could I speak to the manager, please?”


“Let me see if she’s busy. A moment later the girl returned from her trip down the hall, smiled at Farrell and said, “I’ll show you to her office.”


Farrell repeated his introduction to a dark-haired woman in her early forties with sleeve tats on both arms and four earrings in each ear.


“I’m Tara Nichol. What can I do for the cops?”


“Just a couple of questions about the systems you install. Do you have a list of them?”


She pushed a colored brochure across the desk. “We install, service and monitor every system we sell. We specialize in packages.”


Farrell glanced at the shiny brochure. “Nice. Would you mind giving me a list of your installers?”


“Why?”


“Because I asked you for one?” Farrell didn’t mean to sound sarcastic, but he might have.


Tara shrugged. “Sure, I can get you one. You don’t have to be a shit about it.”


 


Tocumen Airport. Panama City. Panama.


JACKSON woke up when the plane landed. Sitting in first class, the flight attendant helped him with his small piece of hand luggage and gave him his blanket to keep.


“I get to keep my blanket, Mommy?”


“You can use it on the way home.”


“This is my lucky day.”


Santana grinned down at him. He had slept through part of the flight as well, with Annie’s head resting on his chest. No better feeling in the whole world than sleeping with the one you love next to you. Was he really in love? It had happened so fast and taken him completely by surprise. Would the feeling last? He had no marker and no clue.


Tired and hungry, but with no time to eat, they cleared customs and boarded the connecting flight to David City.


“Do we have to go on another plane right now, Mommy?”


“Only for forty-five minutes, sweetheart, and then we’ll eat and sleep. We’ll drive up to Boquete in the morning to see Bianca.”


“Where she lives is not easy to get to,” said Santana. “I didn’t realize we had another flight.”


“Boquete is a quaint and popular town in the mountains at the other end of the country,” said Annie. “The mountain towns are much cooler than the cities and the beach areas. Boquete is where your mother wanted to live, and it is a little out of the way. Once international flights are available to David City it will be much easier. The airport has been expanded and I don’t know what they’re waiting for.” 


 


Hotel de David. David City.


ANNIE parked the white Helix she’d rented at the airport in the hotel parking lot and carried some of the luggage while Santana carried a sleeping Jackson.


They checked in and Annie put Jackson to bed while Santana retrieved the rest of the suitcases. She undressed her son, tucked him under the covers and kissed his forehead. He didn’t wake up.


Santana returned a few minutes later. “There’s coffee downstairs if you want some.”


“I’m exhausted,” said Annie. “I was hungry a while ago, but now I’m too tired to eat. Let’s sleep.”


He held her in his arms and kissed her neck. “It was a long day. I could sleep too.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE slunk into the kitchen and grabbed a beer from the fridge. “Jeeze, I’m beat, Carm. I’m so tired I don’t think I can eat.”


“You can always eat,” said Farrell. “It’s your imagination playing tricks on you.”


Blaine’s cell rang where he had tossed it on the table by the window. “Farrell, see who that is. I’m not taking another call out tonight.”


Farrell glanced at the screen. “It’s a hot red-head.”


“Fuck, no. I can’t deal. Answer it Farrell and make something up. Tell her I’m in the bathroom hurling.”


Farrell snorted and pressed talk. “Judge, hello, this is Donovan at your service.”


“Where’s the short fuse?”


“In the can hurling his lunch.”


“Tonight’s my last dinner before the election and I wanted you both to come and sit at my table.”


“Shit, ma’am, I don’t think I have the designer rags for that gig.” Farrell drawled it out.


She laughed. “Donovan, you know you look goddam hot in anything.”


“News to me.”


“Not news to the female population of this city.”


“Where’s it at?”


“Where’s what?”


“Your eats?”


The Judge giggled like she might have had a couple glasses of her fav vintage. “Hyatt Regency, downtown.”


“Is there an open bar?”


“No, but I’ll cover your drinks if your boss can’t afford them.”


Blaine stood in the doorway waving his arms and shaking his head.


“Hang on for a sec until I see if he’s okay.” Farrell crossed the room and whispered, “She wants us to come to her last supper at the Hyatt.”


“No. I ain’t doing it.” Blaine stomped down a Harley boot and Lexi barked. “You go.” A grin spread across his face as the light came on. Fletcher and Hammer were standing in the foyer about to leave for the day. “and take these two with you.”


 


Hyatt Regency. Downtown Austin.


FARRELL gave Hammer and Fletch enough time to dash home, shower and change into the first available suit, or maybe the only available suit in their respective closets before he rounded them up again. The two new recruits put up loud protests, but they were too new to out and out refuse a direct order from the boss. Farrell promised them free booze and that went about halfway to appeasing them.


“Political dinners ain’t my strong point,” said Fletcher as Farrell marched his buddies to the door of the Hyatt.


“Ever been to one?” asked Farrell.


“Well, not in person,” said Fletch.


“There you go,” said Farrell, pushing Fletch through the revolving door, “It might be your thing.”


“Might be interesting,” said Hammer. “Never been to one before either.”


“I seen the hungry look in the Judge’s eyes,” said Fletch. “She’ll be on your bones at half time.” He pointed a finger at Hammer with a grin. “I’d put ten on it.”


“Judges don’t do shit like that,” said Hammer. “Not when they’re gonna be Governor of Texas tomorrow.”


“I think Edwards is gonna take it,” said Farrell, “don’t tell the Judge.”


Security checked them out at the door, then let them pass. A hostess escorted the trio to the head table where they were sitting with the Mayor of Austin and Judge Campbell’s friend and supporter, Senator Templeton Stokes.


Stokes might be able to keep the Judge grounded if she was elected, but he’d have a hard row to hoe.


Cat spotted the tenuous trio and floated over, her long emerald gown radiating against her pale skin. The red hair had been curled and brushed against her bare shoulders enhancing the Judge’s perfectly made up face.


Farrell heard Hammer suck in a breath.


Each of them received a hug and a kiss on the neck. “My darling crime squad is here everyone. Make them welcome at our table.”


The Mayor raised an eyebrow but stuck out a chunky hand to each of the boys. “You Blackmore’s crew?”


“Yes sir,” said Farrell. “Sadly, the boss is under the weather.”


“Too bad,” said the Mayor, “I had a few things I needed to clarify with that boy.”


Like Blacky would clarify anything he didn’t want to?


Without much participation in table conversation, the boys ploughed through the nine courses offered by the hotel kitchen. After the last lick of chocolate soufflé had been scraped from their bowls, they retreated outside to smoke before Judge Catherine Campbell gave her final speech of the campaign.


“Good dinner,” said Fletch. “Couldn’t eat another fuckin bite, let me tell y’all.”


“Yep,” said Farrell, “it was a lot of food. Nothing like Annie cooks, but it was food.”


“Your mom a good cook, Farrell?” asked Hammer.


“Her food is the best food in Texas. Hands down.”


“That can’t be true,” said Fletcher.


“Fuckin is true,” Farrell snarled so viciously Fletcher took a step back.


“I believe you,” Fletch back-peddled. “Can we go, or do we have to listen to the speech?”


“Be polite to listen after she fed us and paid for all our drinks,” said Farrell. “Won’t be more than another hour.”


Hammer checked his watch. “Already ten after ten.”


“I’m missing the Broncs,” said Fletcher.


“Get your asses inside.”


 


TWO hours later the boys were released from bondage. They hustled out to the parking lot with the rest of the throng and pulled up short.


“Jesus in a handcart,” said Farrell, “Look at that.”


“Is that snow?” Fletcher kicked at the white stuff with his shoe.


“Sign him up for Mensa.”


 





 




CHAPTER TEN


Tuesday, November 6th.


Election Day.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE opened the back door to let Lexi out for her early morning run and couldn’t believe his eyes. The entire yard was blanketed in white. At least two inches of snow covered everything including some of Carm’s late blooming flowers.


What about the fish? Should I call somebody?


Pouring himself a mug of coffee in the kitchen, he caught the tail end of the weather. The temperature had dropped suddenly around eleven the night before, and what usually was rain in Texas came down as snow. Two and a half inches—more in rural areas—had been dumped on a city unprepared for such a contingency. Especially on election day.


Carm switched stations and all the news centered around the weather. Slippery roads in a city with little salt and sand at the ready resulted in hundreds of fender benders. Police were stretched thin handling all the accident calls.


“Shit, that can’t be good,” Blaine mumbled to himself. “Why in hell would they announce on TV that the whole police force was busy with fender benders? What jerk wrote that copy? Some assholes are gonna take advantage of the situation.”


Carm pointed to the screen and together they watched Cat arrive at her designated polling station and cast her vote. The media followed her like baby armadillos hanging onto their momma’s tail.


“Do you want to vote when I go, Carm?”


She shrugged.


“You should vote.”


Farrell helped Travis to the kitchen table and got him a coffee. He pointed at the kitchen window. “See the fuckin snow?”


“Lexi is rolling in it,” said Blaine. “She’s from Newfoundland/Labrador. They have lots of snow.”


“Who knew she was missing the white stuff?” asked Farrell.


Blaine sat down opposite Travis and checked out Farrell’s half-open eyes. “Should I ask about your dinner last night?”


“We drank a lot and ate a lot of food.”


“That was it?”


“Yep.”


“Think she’s gonna get in?” asked Travis as Carm tried to stuff a pillow behind his back.


Blaine shook his head.


 


David City. Panama.


AFTER breakfast, Annie checked them out of their hotel and Santana loaded the luggage into the truck.


“Why is it so hot, Mommy?” asked Jackson.


“We’re near the Equator, sweetheart. It’s always hot here, all year round—that’s what equal means.”


“Oh, I get it. Equal equals Equator. I’m gonna see if Neil knows that.”


Annie smiled at him. “You’re a smart one.”


The drive north into the mountains took about thirty-five minutes, but in the short distance there was a noticeable difference in temperature at the higher altitude. Santana lowered his window and enjoyed the cool breeze.


“That’s better.”


“Are we there yet?” asked Jackson from the back seat.


“Almost,” said Annie as she turned onto the street running next to the river, “See the little blue house down the road?”


Jackson stuck his head out his open window. “I see it.”


“That’s Bianca’s house.”


Annie parked in the short gravel drive.


“I love this house, Mommy. It’s blue. Can we paint our house blue?”


Santana laughed as he followed Annie along the flagstone path to the porch.


Andrea, Bianca’s domestic, opened the screen door and stepped onto the porch with a dish towel in her hand. Tears trickled from her eyes as she spoke rapidly in Spanish.


Santana held up a large calloused hand in an effort to slow Andrea down. Once he caught the gist of what she was saying, he turned to Annie and translated. “Mi madre is in the hospital.” His face drained of color as he gripped the porch railing. “Do you know how to get there?”


“Yes,” said Annie. “Tell Andrea we’ll be back.”


 


Boquete Hospital.


BIANCA was sleeping when they arrived at the hospital, only a few blocks from her home. More the size of a clinic, the one-storey stucco building had only a few overnight beds. Most seriously ill patients were transferred to David City.


Santana sat in the visitor’s chair in the corner, saying nothing, while Jackson and Annie went in search of cold drinks.


When they returned, Bianca opened her eyes and began crying when she saw Santana. She spoke in Spanish and he moved closer to hear her. Tears filled his black eyes as he reached down and held his mother in his arms.


Santana stood up and wiped his eyes. “I’m going to find the doctor.”


Annie nodded and waved Jackson closer to the bed. “This is Jackson, Bianca.”


“Hi Abuela. I’m sad that you’re sick.”


 She tried to smile but didn’t quite manage it.


Santana returned saying Bianca had suffered a mild stroke but was on her way to recovering. “I’ll stay with her.”


“I’ll get us a room at the hotel,” said Annie, “then come back and pick you up.”


Santana nodded.


 


Panamonte Hotel. Boquete.


ANNIE parked across the street from the old hotel and just being in the vicinity brought back a flood of memories. Over the years, she’d stayed here on several occasions, one being her honeymoon with Dave Powell. The Panamonte was one of her favorite places on the planet.


Originally an old farmhouse, wings had been added and the interior updated. The original front porch was hung with baskets of cascading petunias and the aroma was heavenly. The back garden, a haven for bougainvillea, was extensive, beautifully tended and centered around an age-old white fountain.


“Do they have a swimming pool, Mommy? I’m hot.”


“Let’s find out.”


 


EZ-Rest Motel. Airport Road. Austin.


HALF FROZEN from the snow and the vicious wind whipping against them on the open road, the Varmints pulled into the EZ-Rest. They huddled shivering in the office behind Hondo while he booked a room.


“Take one fourteen,” said the clerk, handing Hondo a key. “I think the heater works in that one.”


With the bikes parked in a neat row in front of their room, they emptied their saddlebags and trudged inside.


“Jesus, that was a fuckin cold ride, boss,” said Gage. “Didn’t realize it would be so fuckin far.” He took his leather gloves off and tried to move his fingers. “Never been so goddam cold.”


“We’ll stay here and warm up,” said Hondo. He pointed at the rusty looking unit under the window. “Gage, get that mother humming. Turn the fucker on high. Pig, you and Walt go round us up some coffee.”


“Yeah, boss,” said Walt. The two prospects returned from the vending machine a few minutes later with four Styrofoam cups and set them on the table.


One of the prospects stood warming his hands over the heater. “Do we have to go out on our rides right away, boss?”


“You’ll go out when I tell you to go out.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


HAMMER called first saying he was stopped behind a couple of accidents and he would be late.


“Don’t worry about it,” said Blaine. “Get here when you can. I’ve decided to work from home today until the mess all over the city gets cleared up.”


Fletcher called next with the same story. He was sitting at an intersection where four cars had crashed in the middle.


Lexi ran to the door barking seconds after Blaine hung up the phone and it was Mary. Jack had let her through the gate.


“Hey, Mary, come on in. We’re having coffee and Carm is baking one of her zucchini breads.”


Mary took her red coat off and hung it on the back of a chair in the foyer. “Didn’t know if I’d make it all the way. It’s like winter in Alaska out there.”


“Yeah, Alaska winter,” said Blaine. “That ain’t our weather.”


Farrell tensed up when Mary crossed the kitchen and sat down across from him. “Mary, nice to see you.”


She smiled at her ex then turned to Travis. “How’s your recovery going, Travis?”


“Better now that I’m here and not at the hospital. Much better.”


“Have any of the election results come in yet?” Mary directed her question to Blaine.


“I’ve got it on in the other room if you want to watch, Mary. From first reports, it seems that voting is light because of the storm. If the snow is worse in the rural areas that will be bad for Edwards. He’s not too strong in the cities.”


“What are you saying, bro?” asked Farrell following them across the hall. “If voting is light, is the Cat gonna win?”


“Not a prediction I want to make, but that’s the way it looks to me. A nightmare and we’re all wide awake.”


 


Ross Harley Davidson. East Austin.


MACK STURGESS pushed his welding mask up and turned off the torch when he heard the door open. Four bikers he didn’t recognize came in through the side door and swaggered across his garage.


Mack managed the back end of the dealership for Annie, his mentor and his employer. She’d rescued him from a bike gang down in Victoria when he’d made a run for it holding his baby daughter, Lucy, in front of him. Since that day, Annie had raised Lucy as her own and given her a life Mack never could have provided. He owed Annie everything.


The four scuzzy looking guys headed towards the bike that Annie and George’s brother had brought in for service. “Guy that owns this bike coming back to pick it up soon?”


Mack eyed the cuts and didn’t recognize the Varmint logo. “Don’t know when he’ll be back. Didn’t say.” Mack took a stance in front of the bike. “How’d y’all know it was here?”


“He mentioned it,” said the dark-haired one who seemed to be running the show.


“Uh huh. Want to leave him a message?” asked Mack.


“Where’s he at?” asked one of the others.


“Couldn’t tell you. Sorry.”


“Best not to screw with us,” said the muscle.


Lucky and Nevada came back from lunch, felt the air and stood close to Mack. “Problem here, boss?”


“Don’t think so,” said Mack. “These boys are on their way.”


After the Varmints left, Mack swept Santana’s bike and found the tag. “Those assholes are after Santana. He handed the tag to Nevada and called Blaine.”


“Hey, bro, this is Mack here at the garage.”


“Problem? I know Annie is away.”


“No problem with the dealership. It’s another kind of problem.” He explained about the tag and the Varmints.


“Hang onto the tag until I talk to Annie and let her know what’s going on. The last thing I want is those jerks going near the ranch.”


“Right,” said Mack. “What should I do if they come back here?”


Blaine chuckled. “Discourage them.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE walked away from the flat screen wondering what would happen if Catherine Campbell became Governor. It was a scenario he wasn’t savoring—not one little bit. He refilled his coffee mug and tried to concentrate on work.


“Farrell let’s hear about the other installers, Austin Pros or whatever they’re called.”


“That outfit is run by a babe with a lot of tats and earrings. I don’t know if you could take her.”


“Fuck off. There ain’t a woman out there I couldn’t take.”


Farrell gave Blaine a hand signal and carried on with his report. “Every installer on their list is female. Tana Nichol discriminates against men.”


“Did you get that print from Sue yesterday?”


“The system hadn’t matched it when I was there.”


“She would have called,” said Blaine, “and she didn’t.”


“Let me check my messages,” said Farrell. “She called me the last time.” He pointed at the screen. “Sorry, bro. Here it is. Juanita Andrews. She did time for armed robbery.”


“Is her name on the list?” asked Travis.


“Yep,” said Farrell. “Second from the bottom.”


“I want to talk to her,” said Blaine. “Pronto.”


 


Austin Security Pros. Downtown Austin.


THE snow had melted a little and the slippery conditions of the early morning had morphed into mass road rage. Cars not towed were abandoned at the curb, delivery vehicles were double parked. Horns blasted, and traffic cops were on their last nerve.


Blaine strode into the ‘Pros’ office and asked to see Juanita Andrews.


“She’s on a job and won’t be back until quitting time,” the receptionist said.


“Where’s the job?” asked Blaine.


“I’m afraid that’s confidential information.”


“Could I speak to Ms. Nichol, please?” asked Blaine.


A moment later, Tara Nichol clanked down the hall, chains on her boots sounding a lot like his own. “What’s the problem, Super cop?”


I hate it when they call me that.


“I need to speak to Juanita Andrews.”


“She’s on an installation. I’m not letting you embarrass me in front of a client, so I’m not telling you where the hell she is. She hasn’t done anything—y’all are rousting her because of her record.” The pointed a finger with three rings on it. “That’s it, ain’t it?”


“We need to speak to her,” said Blaine, struggling to hang onto his cool.


“Drop by here at six and you can talk to her. Best I can do.”


“Thanks.” Blaine turned and walked out with the boys behind him.


“We gonna vote, boss?”


“Sure, that’s y’all’s right and duty. I’ll drive to a voting station then we’ll come back for the girl.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


AFTER dinner the results started to trickle in. Voting was reported to be light in the hinterlands because the snow and wind were making the roads treacherous. People were staying home.


“Shit,” said Blaine, “this is gonna be my worst nightmare.”


Hammer and Farrell had gone to pick up Juanita when she finished work and take her to headquarters for questioning. Blaine sat in the parlor in front of the flat screen having a cold one with Fletch, Travis, Lily and Carm.


Blaine chugged his Corona and waved an arm around the room. “Y’all know what this means, don’t you?”


Lily smiled. “What, boss? Are you getting a deeper spiritual meaning from the stratosphere?”


“It means, Lil, if the red-head wins, all of us, and I’m talking no exceptions and no excuses, we all have to go to campaign headquarters and congratulate her Governorship.”


Fletcher curled a lip. “Don’t want to, boss. Did the dinner last night. Can’t do a two-fer.”


“No free passes, Fletch. She’ll want to plant those red lips on your mouth and give you her tongue.”


Fletch made a face. “Jesus, boss, you’re freakin me out.”


“You better have another beer and get ready for it.”


 


EZ-Rest Motel. Airport Road.


HONDO sat at the table in the corner of the cramped room with a beer in his fist, his sandy hair flopping into his steel blue eyes. Only three feet away from the others, but he hollered at them anyway. “His ride is at the dealership but where in hell is Santana? He came here with the black-haired bitch. He must be around here somewhere.”


“He must be,” said Gage, “but how can we find him? We were counting on the tag. Austin is a big city.”


“There must be a way,” said Hondo. “I’ll think of it.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL parked his truck at the loop and Hammer hopped out of the shotgun seat and opened the back door. Juanita Andrews kicked at him and cursed at the top of her lungs in Spanish as Hammer hauled her out of the truck, up the steps and inside the building.


Farrell joined them in interrogation room three. He turned the recorder on and placed it on the corner of the table, then sat down. Hammer leaned on the wall near the door.


Under the tats and the piercings and the wild black hair, Juanita was a pretty girl. Maybe mid-thirties, but prison had a way of adding years to a person.


“Which one of you assholes is the good cop?”


“That would be me,” said Farrell. He tilted his blond head towards Hammer. “Don’t fuck with him. He’s meaner than a …Honey Badger.” Neil had told him how mean those little fuckers were.


Juanita picked at her chipping nail polish and ignored both of them.


“This is my problem,” said Farrell, “your print turned up on a panel where a robbery was committed, and I need to know how it got there.”


“Probably there from when I installed the panel. Simple explanation. Can I go?”


Farrell studied the invoice the homeowners had supplied. “That particular panel was installed two years ago, and according to your boss, Ms. Nichol, you didn’t work for Austin Pros two years ago.”


Juanita sneered but didn’t comment.


“In fact, Miss Juanita, when this panel was installed you were a guest of the State at Woodman.”


“I got nothing to say. Get me a PD.”


“As soon as you’re booked, Miss Juanita, I’ll be more than happy to get you legal representation.”


“You ain’t the good cop. You lied to me.”


Farrell smiled all the way to booking.


 


Panamonte Hotel. Boquete. Panama.


ANNIE gazed around the familiar vintage hotel dining room, a room she adored. A small fire crackled on the hearth at the end of the room under a mantle that held a display of antique cruets. Sepia portraits lined the walls and gave the place a historic feel. The tables were covered with crisp, white cloths and set with china, crystal and silver, and each table was decorated with a generous bouquet fresh from the hotel’s lavish garden.


“Dos Atlas, por favor,” she said to the waiter and Santana raised a black brow.


“I can order beer,” Annie whispered, and he smiled. He hadn’t smiled much all day after seeing the state his beloved mother was in.


After the drinks came, they ordered dinner then Santana verbalized what he’d been thinking. “I can’t leave her like this, Annie. I want you to go home because Jackson has to go to school, and I’ll stay until I’m satisfied that she’s in good health.”


Annie nodded. “I thought you might want to stay. If that’s your plan, then we’ll move you to the house in the morning. You don’t need to pay for a hotel.”


 


Campaign Headquarters. Downtown Austin.


CAMPBELL supporters were losing their minds as Blaine and the crew arrived for the celebration. Cat had called his cell, fairly screaming with excitement, and that said it all—she was number one in Texas and she was…out of control.


The newly elected Governor of Texas greeted them at the door with hugs and kisses. Fletcher hung back in case Blaine’s prediction came true and the Governor tried to tongue him.


“Bar is over there, boys and girls,” hollered Cat to be heard above the racket. A band played in a corner of the room, people screamed and yelled, and the noise was deafening.


“Is this what politics looks like?” asked Fletcher.


“Politics spells crazy-ass,” said Farrell. “Just say’n.”


Media people crowded in from the street with cameras rolling, trying to get a word from the new Governor.


Mary Polito ran across the room and grabbed Farrell in a surprise hug. “Isn’t it exciting?”


“Sure is, Miss Mary,” said Farrell, “You doing the story?”


“One of them,” she said, “Only one of hundreds that will come out tomorrow.”


“Yours will be the best,” Farrell whispered to her.


She smiled up at him. “I love you, Farrell.”






 




CHAPTER ELEVEN


Wednesday, November 7th.


 


Boquete. Panama.


ANNIE and Jackson had breakfast with Santana at the hotel, then dropped him off at Bianca’s little blue house with his luggage before they left for the airport.


He hugged them both and said, “I’ll be fine. I can walk to the hospital from here.”


“I have a health plan in place for Bianca,” said Annie. “Let me know if you need me to send more money.”


“I don’t need money,” said Santana. “But thanks.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE held the morning meeting at the kitchen table, so Travis could be included, and doled out the assignments.


“We need a warrant for Juanita’s residence to search for stolen goods and for the gun that killed Mrs. Melanchuck. The Chief is having it written up. Farrell, you pick it up, then take it to Cat for a signature. Once it’s signed, see who you can round up to help you toss the place.”


Farrell nodded and took another biscuit from the basket.


“Lily, you and Hammer take the flea market vendors at Fogarty’s. Take copies of the lists of stolen goods and see if anybody is ticking the boxes.”


Farrell asked the question Blaine waited for every morning. “What are you gonna be doing, boss?”


Blaine leaned in closer and winked at his brother. “Let me explain it to you, bro. I checked into Miss Juanita’s known associates and it seems she has a boyfriend. Fletcher and I will be picking up Pedro Vasquez and bringing him in for questioning.”


Farrell smirked and pointed at Travis. “Long as y’all aren’t sitting here drinking coffee all day with this bench warmer.”


“Nope. Major Bristol is the only one on the bench. He’s confined to quarters, but Carm will be keeping a sharp eye on him and his meds.”


Travis grinned. “I’m doing a helluva lot better since I got here with you guys.”


 


I-Hop. Airport Road. Austin.


THE VARMINTS put away stacks of pancakes and double orders of sausages and bacon while they argued with each other and sorted out their dilemma.


“How long are we gonna wait for Santana to come back and pick up his ride?” asked one of the hot prospects.


The guy was filthy, and everybody called him ‘Pig.’ He’d been with the club for six months and never changed his shirt. Hondo could never remember his real name. Maybe he didn’t have one, but if he fucked up on his blood-in, Gage would eliminate him. “Long as it takes,” snarled Hondo. “Eat your fuckin breakfast and shut up.”


“Yessir, boss. Just asking.”


 


East Cesar Chavez. Austin.


“THIS Pedro dude lives close to your place, boss,” said Fletch.


“That’s because I don’t live in high end Austin. Lots of Hispanics, Latinos and gangers in my neighborhood and I like it because I fit right in.


Fletcher smiled. “You don’t look much like a cop, boss. But you’re right, that might be an advantage.”


Blaine parked at the curb and scoped out the building. “Six apartments. Two on each floor. Let’s take a walk around behind and see if there’s a back way out before we roust him.”


The brown bricks on the back of the building were covered in black spray paint. Some swirls were intended to portray something, but the art just wasn’t there.


“Emergency exit,” said Fletch. “Be a push bar on the inside.”


Blaine pulled his Leatherman out of his pocket, fiddled with the lock for a couple of minutes then nodded at Fletcher. “Let’s go get Pedro.”


There was no security at the front of the building. A panel that hadn’t worked in a while hung loosely from the right-hand wall, two remaining screws barely holding it, two names left in the slots. The inside door was broken, and the latch didn’t close properly anymore.


Fletcher pushed the door open and wrinkled his nose as they crossed the filthy lobby. “Smells like shit in here.”


“If it smells like shit, you know what they say,” said Blaine as he pointed at the stairs.


Second floor at the back, Blaine positioned Fletcher to the side of the door before he knocked with his Beretta in his hand. “Police, Mr. Vasquez. Open up, I want to talk to you for a minute.”


At first, no sound from inside.


Blaine tried again. He pounded on the door. “I’m not going away, Mr. Vasquez. Open the door.”


“Got nothin to say to cops,” said a voice from the other side of the door.


Blaine stepped to the side and hollered. “If you don’t open the door, I’m gonna break it down.”


“Fuck you.”


Bang.


A shot blasted through the door chest high. Wood splinters flew across the hall and like lightning, Blaine kicked hard with his Harley boot. The door flung open and Blaine fired.


“Jesus Christ, you shot my arm you, asshole.” Pedro Vasquez was on his knees holding his bleeding wrist, his gun on the stained tile beside him.


“Bag the gun,” said Blaine as he whipped flex-cuffs around Pedro’s ankles and cuffed his good wrist to a chair.


Fletch whipped on a glove and bagged the SW. “That was a helluva nice shot, boss. Can’t believe you made that shot on the fly.”


Blaine grinned as he wrapped an almost clean kitchen towel around Pedro’s bleeding arm and called it in. As soon as Rocky comes for Mr. Pedro, we’ll have a nice look around.”


“You can’t look without a warrant,” hollered Pedro, kicking at Blaine with his ankles tied together.


“That’s where you’re wrong, Pedro. You shot at police officers in this apartment and that makes it a crime scene. Now I can toss it without your permission.” Blaine grinned. “Thanks for that.”


Pedro spit in Blaine’s direction. “I kill you, you fucking ganger super cop.”


“You just tried to kill me, Pedro.” Blaine shoved him backwards onto the chair. “How’d that go?”


Pedro lapsed into a loud string of Spanish curses.


Sirens sounded outside the building and Rocky lumbered through the door a couple minutes later. “What’s up, Mr. B?”


“Not much, Rocky. Trying to ask Pedro here a couple questions about the robberies and he shot at me through his door.”


Rocky nodded. “Yep, nasty hole in the door.” He eyed the blood-soaked towel wrapped around Pedro’s arm. “Mr. B. shoot your gun out of your hand, kiddo?” Rocky chuckled. “You’re one of the lucky ones. Head shots are his specialty.”


“Another cowboy cop. I ain’t talking.”


Paramedics barged in and cleaned Pedro up. They gave him a shot and bandaged his arm while Rocky waited to take him to headquarters and book him.


 


Travis County Courthouse. Downtown Austin.


FARRELL picked up the warrant at DPS and drove to the courthouse to get Judge Campbell’s signature. Blacky said she had a lot of cases to finish reports on before she’d be clear of her judge’s duties and free to take over the office of Governor.


She called for Farrell to come in when he knocked on the door of her chambers.


He hadn’t seen her in her robes before, and she looked more judge-like. At least what he thought a judge should look like. Calm and serious. Her red mop was pulled back in a clip and she wore a lot less makeup when she was in her judge mode.


“Hey, sweetie. Glad you called. Let me sign the warrant and get that out of the way, then I want to talk to you about something else.”


“Okay.” Farrell sat in one of the leather chairs in front of her wide desk.


“Do you have time for coffee?”


“Sure, I could drink one.”


She poured him a cup and added cream. “Sugar?”


“A couple.”


Cat smiled as she placed the cup and saucer in front of him beside the signed warrant. “I like you a lot, Farrell, and I want to offer you a proposition.”


“Oh, yeah? What kind?”


“Not the kind I would offer you if I wasn’t going to be the Governor, but another kind—an employment kind.”


“I’m already employed.”


“This would be a step up for you, Donovan. What are you now, twenty-four?”


“Soon be.”


“I want you to head up my state security team in January.”


“The state has their own secret service guys for that.”


“But I can pull strings and hire who I want. I want you on my team.”


Farrell sipped his coffee silently.


Waiting for a response, she stared at him across the desk. “Are you thinking about it?”


“Nope. Don’t have to think about it. I can’t leave my brother.”


“Oh, come on, he’s not your real brother. You’re not that attached to him.”


“His mother is my mother, Judge. No way around it. We’re brothers.”


She wore a puzzled look for a second, then said, “I can offer you a substantial salary.”


Farrell grinned. “You ain’t got enough money.”


“I admire your loyalty, Donovan. I didn’t think you’d be such a hard case.”


Farrell stood and picked up the warrant. “You don’t know me at all, Judge Campbell.”


 


Fogarty’s New and Used. East Austin.


LILY parked her truck in the field next to the regular parking lot which was unavailable. Rows of vendors in makeshift stalls and portable tents had taken over the space. “We’ll have to walk from here,” she said.


Hammer smiled at her. “I didn’t know you worked outside of the office.”


“I have my investigator’s license. Boss helped me get it, so I can do field work when I get the chance. Most times he needs me inside to hold everything together. That’s what I used to do at his law firm—run the office.”


“Boss has a law firm?”


Lily stepped over a big slog of mud. “Yep, Powell and Associates. That’s him… and Annie of course.”


“And Annie is…?”


“Annie Powell is Blaine’s mother.”


“Annie Powell? I didn’t connect that. I was thinking of ‘Blackmore.”


Lily handed him a copy of the stolen goods. “Want to split up or stick together?”


“I’d rather stick together,” said Hammer. “If we find somebody and they get antsy, we should be together.”


Lily smiled. “You don’t have to worry about me because I’m a woman.”


Hammer grinned. “Okay, let’s say I’m worried about me.”


Lily pulled her coat tighter around her as they walked up and down the rows between the vendors. “See anything that looks fairly new and high end?”


“That’s what I’m looking for,” said Hammer, “Tools and electronics. I don’t think they’d try to peddle the jewelry here, do you?”


“No, I don’t. The smaller stuff, watches, rings, handguns, would be easier to turn over in a pawn shop or take the expensive jewelry to a fence.”


“Most of the stuff on our lists are game components, Keurig’s, phones, CD’s, TV’s, electric tools, and stuff easy to hide and quick to turn over,” said Hammer.


“Don’t turn around, but almost everything you named, the guy behind you has on his table.”


Hammer nodded. “Okay, let’s question him.” Hammer turned around, faced the guy and said, “Could I see some ID please, sir?”


The kid took one look at Hammer, whipped a gun out of his waistband, fired a shot without aiming and took off running. Lily vaulted over the table, chasing the guy as he tried to get past the junk the vendor behind him had stacked up. She tackled the shooter, knocked him to the ground and drove a hard right into the middle of his face. Lily cuffed him and flex-cuffed his ankles together, then called for backup.


“Watch him,” she said to the vendor behind who was trying to pick up his merchandise. “Sorry about your stuff.” She ran back to Hammer who sat in the dirt with his boot off and blood gushing out of his foot.


“Fucker shot me in the foot.” He looked up at Lily gritting his teeth. “Don’t laugh, it hurts like hell.”


Sirens sounded the arrival of first response. The ambulance pulled up beside Hammer and two paramedics hopped out. They lifted him onto a stretcher, pulled off his blood-soaked sock and checked out the wound.


“No exit wound, sir. The bullet is still in your foot. You’ll have to go to the hospital.”


“Where are you taking him?” asked Lily.


“Saint Michael’s.”


“I’ll send someone for him.”


Hammer nodded and let his head flop back on the stretcher.


Second to arrive was a squad car carrying a couple of Rangers. “Lily, what have you got?”


“Just asked a suspect for ID and he shot my partner.” She pointed, “That’s the asshole lying over there.” With a gloved hand she picked up the gun and bagged it.


“We’ll take him in for you. Are you coming to book him?”


“I can’t book him, but Blaine or Farrell can,” said Lily. “I’ll follow you and see who I can get hold of.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


TRAVIS sat in the kitchen having coffee with Carm and enjoying the fact that he was out of bed and managing on his own. It had been the right decision not going to Ginny’s house. He might have been stuck there for weeks with her fussing over him.


Lexi ran to the door barking and Travis hoped to hell and back it wasn’t Ginny checking up on him again. Lexi returned to the kitchen running and bouncing with Hoodoo following her.


“Hi, Misty,” said Travis.


Misty put a container on the counter. “I made you some healing salve for the wound.”


Travis raised an eyebrow. “I have an antibiotic cream the doctor gave me.”


Misty shook her head. “This is all natural and I think it will work better.”


“Okay, I’ll try it. I want to get off my ass as soon as I can and get back to work.”


Carm have Misty a hug and asked her if she wanted tea.


“Sure, tea would be great. It’s cold out there.” She opened her tote bag, pulled out three candles, set them on the table and borrowed Travis’ lighter. Next came the Tarot cards and she beckoned Carm to the table. “Let’s have some fun.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE unsaddled Corky and cooled him out after his ride. He was feeling better every day and would soon be back to full stride, he was sure of it. His cell rang, and it was Blacky.


“Hey, what’s up?”


“Bogged down, partner. Can you go to headquarters and quiz a guy named Pedro Vasquez?”


“Sure. What are you up to?”


“I’m at his apartment, and I want to do a thorough search before I leave. He shot at me before I could ask him anything and it all went to hell from there.”


Jesse chuckled. “It always goes to hell after the first shot is fired. I’m putting Corky in his stall and I’m on my way.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL parked beside Lily and they both got out of their vehicles at the same time. “Didn’t expect to see you here. I thought you and Hammer were at Fogarty’s?”


“We were, but things went south. We approached a guy and he shot Hammer in the foot. They took him to Saint Michaels and we need to send somebody over there.”


“Where’s your suspect?”


“Inside. I followed the squad back that brought him in.”


“I can book him for you if you want, then you can help me toss Juanita’s digs. I got the warrant.”


“Sure, that will work.”


“I’ll call Jack and send him to the hospital for Hammer,” said Farrell. “Do you think they’ll keep him?”


“I don’t know,” said Lily. “If he has surgery to take the bullet out, he won’t be walking any time soon.”


“Sounds like he might have to stay.”


 


Vasquez Apartment. Austin.


BLAINE started at the back of the apartment in the second bedroom and Fletcher started at the other end. Blaine flipped through dresser drawers and found nothing, hardly any clothes. Not much of anything. He had his head in the closet checking coat pockets when Annie called. “Hey, are you home?”


“Just leaving Austin-Bergstrom. Jackson is asleep in the back seat.”


“Did Santana stay with his mother?”


“Yes, he wants to stay until she’s well enough to take care of herself again.”


“I can see he’d want to do that. We need to talk about Santana, Mom. I had a call from Mack and he said a bunch of guys in cuts came into the garage staring at Santana’s bike and asking where he was.”


“Were they tracking him?”


“Yeah, they were. Mack swept the bike and found the tag. You know what that means?”


“Sure do. Where’s the tracker now?”


“I told Mack to keep it in the garage until I talked to you.”


“Good. I’ll pick it up on my way home. I have to go right by there.”


“Umm… no. It would be better to get it later and not take it with you to the ranch, Mom. Just to be safe.


“You’re absolutely right. I’ll get it when I need it. I’ll call Mack and have him leave it on the workbench for me. I have a set of keys.”


“Be careful and call me if you need help.”


“Thanks, baby. I love you.”


Blaine ended the call when he heard Fletch holler from the kitchen. “Got a gun, boss. Taped behind the fridge.”


“Okay, good.” Blaine jogged from the bedroom, carefully undid the tape and bagged the gun. “We need a weapon for Mrs. Melanchuck more than we need food.”


“Think Pedro is one of the robbers?”


“He’s the boyfriend of the girl with her print on the panel.”


“They could be in it together,” said Fletch. “Can’t see one woman doing it alone, although it could happen.”


“Don’t see any stash of stolen goods here,” said Blaine. “They’d be smart if they rented a storage unit. That’s what a lot of them do. The guys in robbery said it was a thing.”


 


Row House on Third Street. South Austin.


FARRELL and Lily arrived at Juanita Andrews row house with two Rangers in uniform to begin the search. Farrell tried the front door and it was locked. He knocked politely and announced himself knowing Juanita was in jail and expecting the house to be empty. An older woman opened the door and startled him.


“Yes, can I help you?”


“We’re from the police,” said Farrell. He held up the search warrant, so the woman could read it. “We’re authorized to search the residence of Juanita Andrews.”


“This is my house,” said the lady. “I’m Juanita’s mother. Where is my daughter? What has she done to make the police come to our house?” 


“Your daughter is a suspect in an armed robbery during which a murder was committed,” said Farrell. “She’s in jail.”


“Oh, no. I don’t believe it. She is such a good girl.”


Farrell raised an eyebrow. “Wasn’t she in jail once before?”


“Yes, but she was with bad people and she got in trouble because of her friends. It wasn’t her fault.”


It never is.


“We won’t take too long,” said Farrell. “Would you show me her room?”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


JESSE parked his Range Rover in the lot and walked in the front door of the Department of Public Safety building. He’d always been proud to be part of this organization.


He tapped twice on Chief Calhoun’s door and stuck his head in. “Good day, Chief. I’m here to question Pedro Vasquez, any idea of his whereabouts?”


Calhoun grinned. “Your boy is in the infirmary. He took a shot at Blacky and came out on the short end.”


Jesse chuckled. “I’ll see what Pedro has to say for himself.”


Jesse descended the stairs at the end of the hall and tapped on the door of the infirmary in the holding unit. A nurse let him in, pointed to Vasquez and attended to her other patients.


Jesse pulled up a chair and sat next to Pedro’s bed. His right arm was heavily bandaged, his left cuffed to the bed rail with an IV in the back of his hand. “Hey, Mr. Vasquez, I’m Ranger Quantrall. Are they taking good care of you here?”


No answer. Pedro turned his head and stared at the wall.


“Why wouldn’t you answer a few questions for Ranger Blackmore when he came to your apartment?”


“Didn’t feel like it,” he mumbled without turning to look at Jesse.


“You didn’t feel like it so much that you shot at him through the door?”


“Don’t like cops.” He turned and glared at Jesse. “Specially super cops disguised as Latino gangers. It ain’t right.”


“Ranger Blackmore is Latino—same as you—and you’re holding that against him?”


“Bullshit on you. I know it ain’t true.”


Jesse smiled. “Let’s talk about your girlfriend, Juanita Andrews.”


“Ain’t my squeeze no more. Broke it off with that mean bitch.”


“Oh, yeah? Not what she told me,” said Jesse, “She’s in holding down the hall.” Jesse hooked a thumb over his shoulder, “Only a few feet away.”


Pedro stared at Jesse like he didn’t believe it.


“Yep, it’s true. We lifted her print off a panel at the last house you guys robbed.”


“I didn’t rob nothin.”


“Who’s Marko Balboa?”


Jesse saw a flicker of recognition, then Pedro returned to his blank stare. “Marko had a stall at the flea market today—you know the one at Fogarty’s—and he was peddling y’all’s stolen goods.” Jesse pointed up. “He’s in an interrogation room upstairs.” Jesse chuckled. “Bet I can get him to cut a deal and roll over on you and Juanita.”


“Don’t know no Marko.”


“How many you got in your little gang of thieves, Pedro? Just the three of y’all or is somebody higher up the ladder calling the shots?”


Pedro bit into his lower lip.


“Which one of y’all killed Mrs. Melanchuck?”


A flicker of Pedro’s left eye.


“Bet it was you. Ranger Blackmore said you were quick on the trigger. Yep, I’ll make a deal with Marko and he’ll point the finger at you.”


“I ain’t saying nothing to no cowboy cops. Y’all better get me a lawyer. I got rights.”


Jesse smiled and nodded. “You do have rights, Pedro. I think the officer that booked you read you those rights.”


Pedro shook his black head of greasy hair. “Nope.”


“You signed the Miranda card. I saw your signature.”


Pedro jerked against the cuff holding his left arm and hollered, “I was shot by the fucking gang boy. How could I remember? They musta made me sign it.”


Jesse stood up and smiled down at Pedro. “You just relax here in the infirmary while I go see what Marko and Juanita have to say about you.”


 


JESSE came out of the infirmary, trudged upstairs and met Chief Calhoun in the hallway outside his office.


“Were you looking for Balboa next?”


“Uh huh.”


“He lawyered up as soon as he was booked, and his attorney agreed to be present for questioning in the morning.”


“Okay by me,” said Jesse. “I might make it home in time for dinner.”


“How are you feeling?” asked the Chief, “You look better.”


Jesse nodded. “I am doing better. Almost feel like myself again. Seemed like it took forever.”


“Can’t tell you how glad I am you’re back to work.” The Chief shook his hand.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


AFTER dinner Annie put the kids to bed, unpacked, then changed into black jeans and a black turtleneck. She checked the mag in her Beretta, made sure it was full, then slammed it back in and shoved the gun into her waistband.


In the great room, she unlocked the gun cabinet and selected her Remington with the new Armasight scope Jesse had given her for her last birthday. It hurt to think of him, but he had left her, not the other way around. She started to close the cabinet door but had second thoughts and grabbed her sawed off Winchester—just in case. Always good to have a backup plan.


On the way out the door, she shrugged on her leather jacket, grabbed her keys and a pair of leather gloves.


 


Ross Harley Davidson. East Austin.


ANNIE parked at the back of the building close to the overhead doors and let herself in the side door with her key. She entered the security code in the panel by the back door and let out her breath when the green light came on. So silent inside without her boys working, it seemed a little eerie. The fridge in the lunchroom hummed and made the only sound.


She flicked on the light and threaded her way between bikes that were under repair, or stripped down to be repainted, to the workbench where Mack said the tag would be.


It was there with a note underneath it.


Be careful, Annie. We love you.


She shoved the tag and the note into her pocket, reset the alarm, turned off the lights and locked the door behind her.


 


Red’s Bar and Grille. East Austin.


GAGE swaggered back to their booth with another pitcher of Miller. They’d been hanging here at the bar across the road from the EZ-Rest since seven when they got hungry and came looking for burgers.


Hondo was drunk, his chin resting on his chest and he was snoring. The prospects were drunk too, but not drunk enough to shut the fuck up.


“How long we gonna wait for Santana?” asked Pig. “I got pressing business in El Paso.”


Gage filled his glass from the pitcher and gave the piece of filth the finger. “We’ll wait as long as I say. Shut up or I’ll cut your tongue out.”


Hondo’s cell was on the table. They’d been watching it all day and it never made a sound. When it beeped they all jumped, and Gage grabbed for it. He punched Hondo in the shoulder to wake him up. “Tracker is moving.”


Hondo tried to lift his head and couldn’t do it. “What?” He opened his eyes for a second then closed them again. Slobber rolled down his chin onto his vest.


Gage handed Hondo’s cell off to Walt. “You know what to do,” he snarled at them, “Y’all have talked about it enough. Let’s see what y’all are made of.” He followed the two prospects outside while they started their rides.


Walt had trouble. His Sportster didn’t want to start in the cold. Finally, he got it rumbling and kept it going with his hand on the throttle. Pig got his Fat Boy running and they were ready to go.


“Do the job, then meet us at the motel.”


 


Abandoned Building. Dead end. East Austin.


A FEW months ago, the president of The Rule MC had rented a cinderblock building near the airport thinking the club would expand their operation out of Nevada into Texas. Things changed for them suddenly and their Austin branch never became a reality.


Annie drove her dark blue Ram to the Rule’s empty rental unit. The empty shell sat alone at the edge of a vacant field down a dead-end street running east off Airport Road. A perfect location for a bike club, but not much else. She parked around the side of the building out of sight, jogged around to the front and placed the tracker on the window sill.


Using the maintenance ladder at the back of the building, she climbed to the roof with her rifle slung over her shoulder. The roof was flat and a little icy in places from the recent freak storm, so she took extra care as she crossed from the ladder to the front of the building. An eighteen-inch wall ran around the perimeter of the roof and provided a perfect resting place for her rifle.


She knelt down, slightly sheltered from the wind behind the wall. The sightlines were optimum. The wind was a little stiff out of the north east and she’d have to allow for it. She tightened the screws on the scope with her pocket screwdriver, then crouched down and waited.


The Varmints shouldn’t be too far away if they were hanging around the EZ-Rest—a bottom of the barrel dump where bikers were always welcome. The run-down motel was only five minutes from her position.


Annie heard the rumble before she saw the bikes. She peeked over the wall and saw two headlights coming down Airport Road. “Two?” The boss sent prospects to do the wet work while he smoked a joint.


Single file, the two bikes turned off Airport Road onto the dead-end street, then turned right into the parking area below her. Annie relaxed her breathing and waited for them to come to a full stop. They sat below her, engines running and talked to each other. She gently squeezed the trigger.


Once. Twice.


Two quick pops and she was finished.


She shone her phone light down at her feet, found her brass and shoved the empty cartridges into her pocket. She scrambled down from the roof, stashed her rifle in the back seat of her truck, then started the engine. She skirted around the downed bikes, stopped long enough to retrieve the tracker from the window, then pulled into the roadway.


Annie shivered once and turned up the heat as she headed for home. The wind had been chilly up on the roof.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


AS SHE crawled into bed she received the text.


“Job done?”


“Yes, sir.”


“That’s my girl.” 






 




CHAPTER TWELVE


Thursday, November 8th.


 


EZ-Rest Motel. East Austin.


HONDO woke with a huge headache. He staggered into the bathroom, fell to his knees and puked in the toilet. He retched until his gut hurt, then laid on the cold tiles next to the tub for he didn’t know how long. Finally, he opened his eyes, let out a moan and tried to pull himself together. Leaning on the toilet for support, he got to his feet, opened the bathroom door and stumbled back to bed.


That’s when he noticed Pig and Walt weren’t in the room. “Where the hell are they?” he hollered.


Gage woke up and glared at him. “What the hell are you yelling for?”


Hondo pointed at the empty bed. “Those assholes never came back.”


Gage sat on the side of the bed and lit up a smoke. “Don’t fuckin worry about it. They probably went out to celebrate. Phone them.”


“They’ve got my phone.”


Gage almost smiled. “Yeah, they do.”


“I told the jerks to come back here when the job was done.”


“Yeah, well they didn’t.”


Hondo sat down on the empty bed and let out a groan. “Go get me some coffee.”


“Fuck yourself up the ass.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE was loading the dishwasher after breakfast when Santana called. “I miss you, Annie.”


“Hey, I miss you too. How’s Bianca?”


“She was sitting up when I left her last night. She’s improving.” 


I’m not telling him about the hit.


“Enjoy the weather down there. It’s freezing here in Texas. We had a freak snowstorm.”


Santana laughed. “Glad I missed it.”


Annie didn’t have much to tell Santana and the conversation was brief. She pressed end and Jesse was calling.


“Hey, cowboy.”


“Are you home, sweetheart?”


“Yes, Jackson and I came back yesterday. Bianca had a stroke and she’s in the hospital. Santana stayed with her.”


“I didn’t know George had a brother,” said Jesse.


“Me neither until I got the letter from Bianca asking me to find him.”


“And the two of you are… what? Friends? More than friends?”


Annie felt prickles up the back of her neck. Even if he was the one who left her, Jesse was still jealous and possessive. It was none of his business what she did any more, but still she bore the guilt. She pressed end before saying something she’d regret.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin. 


BLAINE refilled his coffee from the fresh pot on the warmer and sat down at the table. “Okay, Let’s get caught up. Yesterday was a busy one, a lot happened, and I don’t want anything to fall through the cracks.”


“I’ll start,” said Farrell. “This kind of caught me off guard. Pissed me off when it happened, but I’ll lay it out there and y’all can chew on it.”


“Sounds like whatever it was annoyed you more than a little,” said Travis.


“Did too,” said Farrell. “When I went to get the Juanita Andrews warrant signed by Judge Campbell at the courthouse she offered me a job.”


Blaine’s eyes flashed. “She did what?”


“She asked me to come on over to the Capitol when she took power and head up her security team.”


“I’ll fuckin kill her,” said Blaine. He hopped off his chair and dashed into the foyer as he pressed her number.


“Hey, sweetie, nice to hear from you.”


“Don’t,” Blaine hollered. “Be at the Grille at noon. We’re having a serious discussion.”


“Can’t wait.”


Blaine’s face felt hot as he returned to the table. “I need space from her.” To Farrell: “Afterthought—you didn’t say yes to her, did you?”


Farrell snorted. “Nope.”


Blaine blew out a breath. “Okay, let’s keep going. Lil, start on the storage units. See if any have been rented in the one of the three names we have.”


“Yep.” Lil wrote it on her yellow pad.


“Farrell, go to the lab and to ballistics and see if we got anything from yesterday.”


“Uh huh.”


“Jesse has an appointment at headquarters at ten to question Marko Balboa with his attorney present.”


“What are you gonna be doing, boss?”


“Fletch and I are going to the hospital to see what kind of a mess Hammer is in and how long he’ll be off work, then I’ll catch up with the rest of y’all.”


Travis held up a hand. “I don’t know if Carm mentioned it, but Misty came to visit yesterday and brought me healing salve that she made. I tried it and it feels nice.”


Blaine shrugged. “She can make all the salve she wants, and I don’t mind her coming over to visit. It’s just that… sometimes she makes me crazy. Did she bring Hoodoo?”


“Uh huh. Lexi was happy. They played out back.”


 


Saint Michael’s Hospital. Austin.


BLAINE made a couple of inquiries at reception in the lobby and found Hammer in a room on the surgical floor. “Should have been here sooner, but things went to hell in a handbasket yesterday, Hammer. Sorry you got hurt on the job. I’m covered for everything, so there are no worries for you there.”


“Okay, thanks, boss. I was a bit worried about the cost.”


“Don’t be. You’ll get everything you need.”


“All I need is to get out of here.”


“Tell me exactly what went down at Fogarty’s. I got Lil’s version, but she was chasing the shooter at the time.”


“She’s strong,” said Hammer, “and she had my back. I was lying on the ground, but I watched her tackle the guy who shot me and take him down.”


“Black belt,” said Blaine. “Deadly.”


Fletcher raised an eyebrow.


Hammer gave his version of the story, then a lady came into the room to visit him and brought him a couple of paperbacks and a container of pecan tarts. “This is my Mother.” He introduced Blaine and Fletcher.


“Nice to meet you, Mr. Blackmore. I’ve seen you on TV.”


I hate it when they say that.


“See you later,” said Blaine. He stopped at the nurses’ station on the way out and made sure they had all the Agency information for billing.


 


I-Hop. Airport Road. East Austin.


“TRY them again,” said Hondo as the waitress filled his coffee mug for the third time. “They’ve gotta be somewhere close by.”


“Maybe they did the job and went back to camp,” said Gage.


Hondo shook his head. “They wouldn’t do that. I told them to come to the motel.”


Gage tried again and listened until it went to message. “They ain’t answering any of the phones. Not even yours.”


“I’ll kill them for this,” said Hondo. “Count on it.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL checked with ballistics and they hadn’t finished with any of the guns brought in the day before. The murder weapon could be the one Pedro shot at Blacky, the one Fletch found taped behind Pedro’s fridge, the one Marko Balboa shot at Hammer, one of Juanita’s that they hadn’t found, or… none of the above.


Sue, a tall brunette who headed up the forensics’ team flashed a big smile at Farrell as he came in the door. “Nice to see you in person, Farrell.”


“Dropped by to check on all our guns in ballistics and to see if you caught anything.”


“Not yet, but we have a lot to process from the apartments and also from the flea market booth. If we can pick up prints from the robbery victims on any of that stuff, we’d be a step closer.”


“Hope the gang of thieves didn’t have time to wipe it all down.”


 


JESSE entered room three where Marko Balboa waited with his attorney, Darius Westerly. A huge black man with an even bigger dose of attitude.


“Mr. Westerly, Mr. Balboa, good morning, are we ready to begin?”


“My client will answer only the questions that I advise him to answer, Ranger Quantrall.”


Jesse smiled. “How did I know that, sir?” Jesse pressed play on the small recorder and asked his first question. “Mr. Balboa, where were you on the night of October 29th?”


Balboa shrugged. “Don’t remember.”


“When you are in court defending yourself against felony murder,” said Jesse, “you will need to remember, sir. You will need a solid corroborated alibi, or you will be moving to death row at Huntsville.”


Balboa looked at his lawyer and Westerly held up a large hand to caution him.


“We have your gun from yesterday, Mr. Balboa. The one you shot an officer with at the flea market. Is that gun going to match the bullet that killed Mrs. Melanchuck? If it is, you better get your affairs in order. You are headed straight for the needle.”


“You can’t threaten my client like you’re doing, Ranger Quantrall. He has rights.”


“I’m not threatening Mr. Balboa, sir. I’m simply telling him what will happen to him in the near future. He has his attorney present to advise him, Mr. Westerly. His rights are being recognized.”


Westerly scribbled on his yellow pad.


Jesse continued. “Was it you who killed Mrs. Melanchuck when she woke up and came down the stairs and surprised y’all? Or was it one of the others on your team?”


Westerly held up a meaty hand.


Marko stared at Jesse and didn’t waiver. “I want out of here.” He turned to his lawyer. “Can’t you get me out of here?”


“Besides suspicion of murdering Mrs. Melanchuck, Mr. Balboa is being held on an attempted murder charge. He shot a member of the Violent Crime Squad yesterday. There will be no bail.”


“We’ll see about that,” said Westerly.


 


AFTER the visit to Hammer in the hospital, Blaine and Fletcher stopped by headquarters. Jesse stood in the hall outside the interrogation rooms talking to Chief Calhoun.


“Anything?” asked Blaine.


Jesse shook his head.


“I’m going to talk to Pedro for a minute,” said Blaine.


Jesse chuckled. “He’s not that fond of you.”


“Why? Because I shot him?”


Downstairs, Blaine knocked on the infirmary door and waited for entry. He and Fletch walked past two other patients and stood beside Pedro Vasquez’ bed.


“I ain’t talking to no Latino ganger,” said Pedro, “so y’all can piss right off and vacate my space.”


“You sure?” asked Blaine. “Nothing you want to tell me that would get your ass out of here?”


Pedro smiled. “The bed’s nice and the food ain’t half bad. I’m starting to like it here.”


 


The Capitol Grille. Downtown Austin.


MR. BLACKMORE, good afternoon. Can I get you a table?”


“I’m meeting Judge Campbell. Is she here yet?”


Kim, the longtime hostess at the Grille flashed a smile. “Our lovely new Governor? Yes, she is here. Let me show you where she’s sitting.”


Blaine took a breath before he sat down opposite Cat, hoping he wouldn’t lose it in a public place. He leaned across the table and whispered, “You betrayed me and tried to undermine my organization.”


She smiled. “Oh, come on, sugar. It wasn’t that serious.”


“Fuck you, Campbell. You mess with my family and you’re dead to me.”


Her face flushed pink and she pointed a fork at him. “You can’t speak to me like that.”


“I won’t speak to you at all.”


He got up and left.


 


BLAINE sat in his truck in the parking lot behind the Grille. Still fuming, his heart thumping in his chest, he lit a smoke and tried to remember when he’d ever been so furious. His cell rang, and he felt like letting it ring and go to message. If it was her, he’d let it do just that. He glanced at the screen. Lieutenant Lopez from Austin homicide.


“Loot, nice to hear your voice.”


“Don’t bullshit me, Blacky.”


Blaine chuckled and released some of his tension. “What’s up?”


“Something weird happened and this is my story. One of the runway guys at the airport saw a pack of coyotes running across the tarmac, howling and yipping, with a destination in mind. He followed them and found them chewing on a couple of dead bikers.”


“Shit. Where were they?”


“That’s where it gets interesting and ticks one of your boxes. They were at a building leased by The Rule.”


“Were they wearing cuts?”


“Yep, and this is another weird part. They were Varmints. A nothing club from out by El Paso. What the hell are they doing in Austin?”


I know exactly what they’re doing.


“Want me to take a look at the scene?”


“If you don’t mind, kid. Two less corpses for me to worry about.”


“I’m heading out there now. I’m downtown, so twenty minutes.”


“I’ll put the world on hold for you.”


Blaine called Farrell’s cell. “Meet me at the building The Rule rented a while ago and bring Fletcher with you.”


“The one by the airport?”


“Yep. Double homicide.”


 


The Rule Rental Building. East Austin.


BLAINE arrived ahead of Farrell, parked on the road and ducked under the tape uniforms had strung to secure the scene. Austin PD squads were parked next to a black unmarked that belonged to Lopez, another unmarked for homicide detectives, then the CSI team and the ME’s wagon.


Lopez shot out a hand to Blaine and gave him a grin. “Haven’t seen you in a couple weeks or more. Nothing to do?”


“Yeah, that’s it,” said Blaine. “Vacay.”


“I see your red-head got herself a new home.”


Blaine felt himself bristle. “Ain’t my red-head and never was. We ain’t talking.”


Lopez grinned. “Trouble in paradise?”


“Whatever working relationship we had is a thing of the past,” said Blaine.


Lopez changed the subject and pointed. “Your boys are here. That a new guy?”


“Two new guys,” said Blaine. One is already fuckin shot and he’s in Saint Mike’s.”


The medical examiner stood up and Blaine was afforded a look at the corpses as they lay tangled in death with their Harleys.


“Head shots.”


“Perfect head shots,” said the ME. “Downward trajectory. Shooter was on the roof.”


Blaine glanced up. “Course nobody was around, and nobody saw or heard anything. Perfect spot for it. Typical biker execution.”


Farrell ducked under the tape with Fletcher behind him. He heard the sound of engines and glanced up the road. Three media vans on their way. “Here they come. We’re gonna be on the fuckin news.”


Blaine introduced Fletcher to Lopez, and Lopez looked him over. “You’re on the best team, kid. Give it all you got.”


“Yes sir, I will.”


“Fletch was a CO at Travis County,” said Blaine.


“A job I wouldn’t want.” Lopez made a face. “You’re better off out of there. Fresh air and better company.”


“Yes, sir,” said Fletcher. “You got that right.”


Farrell knelt down and checked the cuts before the ME zipped up the bodies. “Varmints.” He gave Blaine the eye.


 


EZ-Rest Motel. East Austin.


GAGE and Hondo had sobered up a little from the rough shape they were in earlier in the day. They came back from the I-Hop with two six-packs they’d picked up at a package store, stretched out on the beds and turned on the tube.


“Too fuckin cold to ride,” said Gage. “Good day to stay in and smoke some weed.”


“I turned up the heat,” said Hondo. “Turn the channel.”


Gage flicked around a couple of stations and stopped when he saw late breaking news. He hopped off the bed and stood in front of the TV.


“What the hell you looking at so hard?” asked Hondo.


“Two dead bodies. Both our guys are dead.”


Hondo moved closer. “They can’t be dead.”


“Cops are there and the CSI truck.”


“Not our guys,” said Hondo. “Just a coincidence.”


Gage pointed and hollered. “Is it a coincidence that one of the dead guys was riding Pig’s Fat Boy?”


Hondo pushed Gage out of the way. “Let me see.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE sat propped up in bed going over financial reports from Powell Corp. She was light years behind on her corporate duties and she’d have to go to San Antonio and have a sit down with her CEO soon.


She stared at the empty side of her bed and felt tears burning behind her eyes. Tears for Jesse, the man she would always love. Theirs was a situation with no resolution.


Her cell rang on the nightstand. A welcome distraction. She checked the screen. Blaine.


“Hey, sweetheart.”


“Hi, Mom, is Santana back from Panama yet?”


“No. Not for a while. Why?”


“A couple members of his club were found dead out by the airport.”


“Oh, yeah? I only met one guy when I was there—at their camp in the mountains. The guy on the gate. I think his name was Roberto.”


“There’s only one reason they would follow him here, Mom. You knew about the tracker on his ride.”


“Uh huh. That’s true.”


“Are you clear on this?”


“All clear.”


“Good. I love you, Annie.”


“I love you, baby. More than anything.”






 




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Friday, November 9th.


 


Big Six Motel. Stockton.


HONDO toweled off his long hair as he walked from the bathroom to his roll of clothes on the bed. “Gotta get back and whip the club into shape. The next shipment might be ready to run into the city from the lab and that’s gotta be our first priority. We’ve got commitments and people don’t get delivery on time, they ain’t gonna take it lying down.”


“Who capped Pig and Walt?” asked Gage. “That should be our first priority. If it was Santana, he’ll be on our asses like flies on shit and we’re already dead.”


“What are you sayin? We shouldn’t go back to the camp?”


“We have to go back if we want our money,” said Gage. “But we need heavy security. A helluva lot more than we have now. If Santana’s coming for us, we need a warning system in place to get the jump on him.”


“Even if Santana didn’t cap Pig and Walt, and somebody did it for him, he knows we voted to bring mayhem down on him,” said Hondo. “He’s got no choice but to retaliate.”


“Yep, he will, and we’ve got to be ready.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE was up at dawn. So many things were niggling at him, he couldn’t sleep. The Judge was going to be a huge thorn in his side when she came to power, he could feel it in his gut—how bad would it be? No telling.


Then the Annie and Santana thing. It would be best for all concerned if Santana stayed with Bianca in Panama for good, but would that happen? Jesse was asking questions and sooner or later—even though he was living at his own ranch with Charity—he would take a stand against Santana.


Misty? What the hell was Misty up to, visiting Travis in the hospital, making him salve and coming to visit him at the house. Was she trying to make him jealous? If she was, it was damn well working. They needed to talk.


The first three items on his mental list of problems were all female. What did that tell him? The women in his world were driving him nuts.


Shake it off and concentrate on work.


The back door closed, and he heard from the other female in his life—Carm was sobbing in the laundry room. He took off running down the hall and found her trying to revive a dead Koi in the laundry tub.


“Oh, no. Did one die?”


“Demasiado frio.”


“Si, too fuckin cold. Don’t cry, Carm, I’ll get you another one. Are the rest of them okay?”


“Si.”


Farrell stuck his head in to see what was going on. “Aw, shit, I loved that one with all the black on it.” He grabbed Carm and hugged her.


 


Travis County Courthouse. Austin.


JESSE parked the surveillance unit and he and Farrell found their way through the plethora of corridors inside the courthouse to Juanita Andrew’s bail hearing.


Her case was the third one called. Juanita entered her plea of ‘not guilty’ and from that point on, her lawyer did all the talking.


Farrell pointed to a Hispanic woman in the front row and whispered to Jesse, “That’s her mother.”


After a little more back and forth between the lawyer and the Judge, Juanita Andrews was granted bail in the amount of twenty thousand dollars.


Her mother stood up and proceeded directly to the bail bondsman’s office. She didn’t seem to be a stranger to the process.


Jesse and Farrell went back to the unit and got ready to follow Juanita. “Are we in position to hear what’s going on at the Andrew’s residence?” asked Jesse.


Farrell nodded. “I think we might be.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


LILY hollered from her office. “Got one, boss.”


Blaine hurried down the hall to see what Lil had.


Travis was lounging in Lil’s office drinking coffee and keeping her company.


Wonder how Rick likes this development?


Lil pointed at her screen. “Storage unit in Marko Balboa’s name.”


“Fantastic. Give me the address and I’ll work on the warrant. We’ll go have a peek inside.”


Lily grinned. “I used to love that show where they bid on the storage units. You never know what you’ll find inside.”


Blaine went into his own office and called Chief Calhoun.


“Mr. Balboa’s got a storage unit, eh?” The Chief chuckled and seemed to be in a good mood. “Now we’re getting somewhere. I’ll have the warrant typed up by the time you get here. Some of the guys from robbery might be free to help y’all with the search.”


“Thanks, Chief.”


Blaine pressed end, then a picture of a black cat came on the screen and he groaned. “Good morning, Judge.”


“Morning, sweetie. I can’t tell you how bad I feel about our little misunderstanding. I never should have approached Farrell without talking to you first. I made a mistake and I want to rectify it, if possible.”


“There’s nothing you can say or do. You’ve demonstrated that I can’t trust you, and that says it all. I don’t work with people I can’t trust. That’s like signing your own death warrant in my line of work. We have no future, Cat. I only hope the people of Texas can trust you. It will be a long four years if they can’t.”


He pressed end when he heard her crying.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE ran down the lane after putting Jackson and Lucy on the school bus. It had warmed up slightly, but the wind blew from the north and had a bitter sting to it. She had almost reached the gate when her cell rang in her pocket. Santana.


“Good news, Annie. My mother can come home tomorrow. I’m renting a vehicle and picking her up around one o’clock.”


“That’s great news. Tell her I’m thinking about her.”


“I will. She knows you love her.”


“Are you thinking about what you’ll do about the club when you come home?”


“Yes, it’s unfinished business and it’s heavy on my mind. By the time I leave here, I’ll know what I’m going to do.”


I bet I know what that’s going to be.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


BLAINE stopped first at the lab to see if Sue had come up with anything.


“Nothing yet, sorry. We dusted a lot of that stuff from the flea market and there are so many prints on every item, they’re smudged.”


“Don’t worry,” said Blaine, “We’ve got a storage unit in the works and there will be a lot more where that stuff came from.”


“A storage unit? Sounds like work.”


Blaine grinned. “Hear anything back from ballistics?”


“Those guys are backed up, but I’ll go over there later and see what I can dig up. I know y’all are needing a break.”


“We sure are. Thanks, Sue.”


 


Chief Calhoun’s Office. Ranger Headquarters.


BLAINE knocked, then let himself in and sat in front of Calhoun’s desk.


“The warrant is ready for a signature.” The Chief frowned. “Unaware of your little scrap with the new first lady of Texas, I asked her to sign the warrant.”


“Oh, shit,” mumbled Blaine.


“The woman cried on the phone, son. What the hell are you two fighting about?”


“She went behind my back and tried to hire Farrell out from under me, sir. Tried to take him to head up security when she moves to the mansion.”


“Fuck that,” hollered the Chief. “She can’t pull a goddam stunt like that and take my best deputy. I’m glad you made the bitch cry.”


Blaine smiled. “I let her know I wasn’t happy.”


“Is that the kind of Governor she’s going to be? Playing people and making underhanded moves?”


Blaine pointed. “Exactly what I asked. ‘Are the people able to trust you?’ That’s when she cried.”


The Chief had become a little red in the face. “She should be crying. And if she knows what’s good for her, she better pull it together in the next month or so.”


“Where is she?” asked Blaine.


“Working from home. She has nothing on her calendar today.”


 


Judge Cambell’s Residence. West Austin.


BLAINE’S head pounded as he stood at Cat’s door. The last thing he wanted to do was ask her for any favors, not that signing a warrant was a favor, it was part of her job.


She opened the door, her face pale and devoid of makeup. Her skin was fair, the complexion red-heads are born with, a lighter shade of pale.


“Blaine, come in.”


He stepped into the foyer and handed her the warrant.


She stood in front of him looking it over, then placed it on the hall table and signed it. “There you go. I hope you find what y’all are looking for.”


He nodded, took the warrant and left.


 


All-safe Storage. East Austin.


FLETCHER and Lily were waiting outside the storage facility office when Blaine arrived with the warrant.


“What number is it?” asked Fletcher.


“Four ten,” said Blaine. “Did you talk to the manager?”


“Yep,” said Fletcher, “He’s inside and said to call him when we had the warrant. I’ll get him.” Fletcher went into the small office and came back with the owner.


He offered a hand to Blaine, “Jarrod Swayze. Nice to meet you, Ranger Blackmore.” He held up a pair of bolt cutters. “Let’s go execute your warrant.”


They walked between long rows of identical units, all with padlocks on their doors. The only identifying mark on each unit was the number painted in black. 


Swayze handed off the bolt cutters to Fletcher and let him do the deed, then Swayze rolled up the door of Balboa’s unit. The twelve by twelve space was piled high with a wide assortment of items. Bikes, lawnmowers, power tools, TV’s, electronic equipment, computers, and then there were boxes. Two rows of boxes piled as high as space allowed.


“A huge amount of stuff,” said Blaine. “We’re going to need help. Lil, see if any guys in robbery are free. If not, call Rick, Jack and Greg.”


 


Andrews’ Residence. Austin.


JESSE parked the dark green truck with the camper unit on the back down the block from the row house Juanita Andrews and her mother lived in. He locked the cab and he and Farrell climbed into the back where the surveillance equipment was housed.


“Want a Coke, boss?” asked Farrell. He reached for the mini fridge under the worksurface. “We might be here for a long while.”


“Yeah, let’s have a Coke, and hope we don’t sit here until midnight for nothing.”


Jesse put the headphones on and held up a finger.


Farrell put the sound on speaker.


“I hope you’re happy, Juanita. I had to put the house up for collateral this time to get your sorry ass out of jail.”


“I’m sorry, mama. Really sorry.”


“And how are we gonna pay for your lawyer?”


“I can pay him, mama. I’ve got a paycheck coming.”


“Do you have a job to go to on Monday?”


Silence.


“Did you hear me, Juanita? Do you have a job on Monday?”


“That bitch Tana fired me, mama. Fired me for no reason.”


“No reason? You robbed one of her customers. That’s a pretty good reason.”


“Pedro made me do it.”


Laughter. “You’re lying. Tell me one time you ever did anything Pedro told you to do.”


“I need a shower and I need to sleep.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


AFTER a long day in the cramped and dirty storage unit, Blaine looked forward to a shower, a beer and a good dinner, in that order. When he arrived home, Misty’s car that she rarely drove was parked in the driveway.


Hope this is a friendly visit.


In the kitchen, a party was in progress. Misty and Carm were halfway through a bottle of Zinfandel, and Travis had three empty cans of Lone Star on the table at his elbow.


Strategically placed candles were burning, and Misty had her tarot cards spread out in front of Travis.


Hoodoo and Lexi greeted Blaine with a lot of licking and bouncing. At least the dogs were happy to see him.


Misty smiled at him when he entered the kitchen, stood up and gave him a big hug. “Hi, sweetheart, I’ll get you a Corona.”


“Thanks, Mist. I could use one.”


“I came over to see how the robbery thing was going. I know you’re looking for a murderer too. It’s muddy in my head, but I’m seeing some flashes.”


“I wish I had something you could work with,” said Blaine. “We searched through a lot of goods today in the storage unit, but we have to match items with what’s been stolen to make any of it useful.”


“I’m best with clothes or jewelry. Was any jewelry stolen?”


“Yes, from the victims in Westlake. The robbers took that lady’s jewelry out of her bedroom closet while she was asleep.”


“Let me think about it,” said Misty. “There must be a way.”


 


BLAINE was the only one still up when Farrell came back from surveillance on the Andrew’s residence. He grabbed a Lone Star out of the Sub-Zero and sat at the table where Blaine was staring at his laptop.


“You guys get anything useful?” asked Blaine.


“The tat girl that runs Austin Pros fired Juanita because she knows Juanita and whoever her buddies are robbed one of her customers.”


“Tana Nichol,” said Blaine. “She fired Juanita because she’s aware of the robberies but she’s not talking to us. Why is she protecting Juanita Andrews?”


Farrell shrugged. “Guess that’s a question we should ask her.”


“Damn right.”






 




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Saturday, November 10th.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


CARM placed a platter of ham and eggs over easy on the table and sat down to nibble at a piece of toast.


“Do you want to pick out new fish today?” asked Blaine in Spanish.


“Better to wait until it’s warmer,” she said. “I don’t want more to die.”


“Okay, that might be wise. As soon as it warms up, we’ll get new ones. I think I’ll take Jackson with us when we go and let him pick one out for his own. He’s keen on having a Koi.”


Carm smiled.


Travis made an appearance at the table, dressed and wearing his harness like he was going somewhere.


Blaine gave him the stink-eye. “Where in hell do you think you’re going?”


Travis said, “I can work surveillance. It’s just sitting.”


Blaine turned to Fletcher: “Half a day. Bring him back here no later than noon, no matter what kind of a bullshit argument he puts up.”


“Yes, sir, boss.” Fletch gave a little salute.


 


Austin Security Pros. Downtown Austin.


WITHOUT waiting to be announced or escorted, Blaine stomped past the blonde at reception, down the short hallway and banged on Tana Nichol’s office door. Farrell was right behind him.


She shouted, come in, but Blaine was already in, standing in front of her desk glaring down at her.


“You knew Juanita Andrews robbed your client,” he hollered and pointed a finger in her face. “You knew, and you covered it up.” He tilted his head at Farrell. “You’re under arrest for obstruction. Take her Farrell.”


Farrell was behind the desk snapping cuffs on Tana before she could spit out a single word. She struggled against Farrell, hollering curses, and tried to boot him in the shins with knee-high black patent shit-kickers.


“I want my lawyer,” she hollered as Farrell hustled her towards the door. “I want a phone call.”


Farrell turned to the blonde on reception. “Hold the fort, Miss. The boss is gonna be away for a while.”


“Call Navaro,” Tana shouted over her shoulder.


Farrell grinned as he stowed Tana in the back of Blaine’s truck and secured her to the seat ring. “We’ll get you a phone call after you’re booked, Miss Nichol. That’s the way it works.”


“I know how it works,” she mumbled.


Wonder if she’s got a sheet under a different name? Who’s Navaro?


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE sat on the floor of the great room playing with Charity. Jesse had surprised her with a visit and brought his year-old daughter with him. Annie loved Charity like her own.


Jackson had gone to his room in search of more toys Charity might like, and Jesse took advantage of the opportunity to open up a risky topic.


“I thought we were going to work out some kind of arrangement, Ace. One acceptable to both of us. I’d sleep here sometimes, and you’d sleep with me at Quantrall sometimes. When I moved home in no way did I give you up. We’re still a couple.”


“Did you call and talk about the new arrangement? Or invite me over to Quantrall to see the baby and spend the night?”


“Umm… no, I guess I didn’t. But I was going to.”


“I’m not a mind reader, cowboy. You left and said we’d work things out, then I never heard another word from you on that subject.”


“I’m sorry, Ace.”


Her cell rang, and after checking the screen, she walked into the office to take the call. “Santana, how is Bianca doing?”


“Much better. I’ve arranged with Andrea to live in for a couple of weeks and I’ll pay her extra. My mother is walking by herself a little, and insists she can be left alone, but I’d rather not.”


“Not yet,” said Annie, “I agree. Are you coming back soon?”


“A couple more days. I want to be sure she’s stable. I’ll let you know when I have a flight.”


“Sure. I’ll pick you up.”


When Annie returned to the great room, Jesse was picking up the toys. “I’d better get home. I’ve got a horse to train.”


“Can’t you stay for lunch?” asked Annie. “The kids love it when Charity is here.”


Jesse pointed to the office door and his voice took on an edge, “Was that him? Did you have to talk to him in private?”


“I only asked him about Bianca.”


“When’s he coming back?”


“A few more days.”


“Then what?”


You’re angry for nothing, cowboy. I’m only doing my job.


Annie shrugged and blinked back the tears.


 


Andrew’s Residence. Austin.


TRAVIS fidgeted on his stool and tried to get comfortable. “Been a while since I’ve been in the unit.” He pointed at the built-in equipment. “Beautiful thing, ain’t she?”


“Sure is,” said Fletcher. “Ranger Quantrall has a big investment tied up in this truck and camper.”


Travis took his headset off and turned on the audio. “I think the ladies are out of bed.”


“Are you going to the employment agency this morning?”


“Mama, can’t you give me one day to pull myself together? I’ve been in jail for chrissake.”


“Don’t you lay any foul language on me, young lady. I’ve been the only one pulling my weight around here for too long.”


“I’ll get a good job soon, mama. I swear it.”


“Ask your boyfriend for a loan to tide us over.”


“We can manage for a few more days.”


“Ask him anyways. He’s rolling in it.”


“Maybe I will. I’m meeting him for lunch.”


“Good. Do it then.”


“She’s meeting her boyfriend for lunch,” said Fletcher, and that ain’t Pedro because he’s in the lockup infirmary.”


“I’m out of the loop and don’t know the players,” said Travis. “You need to bring me up to speed.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL took Tana Nichol to interrogation room four, secured her to the table and left her there while he used the washroom and got coffee.


Blaine stood in the corridor outside the room and studied Tana’s body language through the one-way glass until his cell rang.


“Travis?”


“Yeah, boss. We got a possible meetup with Juanita and a guy she calls her boyfriend. She’s meeting him for lunch and her mother wants her to ask this guy for money.”


“Sounds interesting,” said Blaine. “Keep tabs on her. This might be the break we need.”


“Yep, we’re all over it.”


“Once the lunch thing is over with Juanita, your work day is done. I want you back at the house for a long rest. No excuses.”


“I swear,” said Travis.


Blaine pressed end and Cat was the next caller. “How did the warrant go down?”


“It went well, thanks. The unit was crammed full, so it will take ages to catalogue the contents and match to the stolen list. I’m hoping a weapon will turn up in one of the boxes, but I didn’t find one when I was there.”


“Just checking, that was one reason and… I wanted you to talk to me.”


“We’re talking. That’s progress, but I’m about to go into an interrogation, so I have to go.”


Lily was the next caller. “Hammer is being released, boss. I’ll be out of the office while I pick him up and deliver him to his house. His mom is working.”


“Good, he’s getting out. Do that, Lil. We’ve got stuff happening here at headquarters, so we’ll catch up later.”


Farrell returned with three Styrofoam cups and Blaine held the door open for him. “Here we go, Miss Tana. Hot coffee for our guest.”


Tana’s eyes narrowed. “Fuck you, cowboy cop.”


Farrell grinned and took a sip of his coffee. “Let’s talk about Juanita.”


“She’s trash and I fired her ass. Nothing more to say.”


Blaine moved closer and leaned down on the table. “I think there is more to say. A lot more. Why don’t you explain how you knew she robbed one of your customers? Did she tell you? Were you there during the robbery? Are you all part of the same gang of thieves? You must be, because you knew but you didn’t tell the police you knew. We asked you point blank about Juanita and you covered for her. Why did you do that?”


“She already had a record,” said Tana. “I thought it would be bad for her.”


“But you were only willing to go part of the way. You didn’t tell the police, but you fired her.”


“My business is better off without her.”


“That goes without saying. She’s a thief installing security panels and she probably has access to customer’s passwords.”


“My girls are bonded.”


“What?” Blaine hollered. “How in hell did Juanita get bonded with a record for armed robbery?”


“I want to call my lawyer.”


“Farrell, book Miss Nichol on the charges we discussed and show her to her overnight accommodation.”


 


Angela’s Diner. Apache Springs.


HONDO and Gage parked their rides and strode into the diner to warm up. Half frozen from riding the interstate for the last two hours they couldn’t make it another hour into the mountains without food and hot coffee. It wasn’t Harley weather.


They hunkered down in a booth at the back of the diner, blowing on their frozen fingers and trying to thaw out.


“Too cold to be riding, fellas,” said Angie. “Heard there was a lot of snow up in the mountains.”


“Oh, yeah? asked Gage. “We been out of town.”


“Where y’all been?”


“Out of state on business.”


Angie winked at him. “I can guess what kind of business you boys are into.”


Gage tapped the menu with a half-frozen finger to stop the questions.


“What can I get y’all?”


“I’ll have the special,” said Hondo, “and can I have extra fries?”


“Sure thing. Coffee or a cold drink?”


“Coffee.”


“Same for me,” said Gage.


Angie returned with the coffee, leaned on the end of the table and said, “Been a lot of excitement in town. Sheriff Newcombe is officially a missing person.” She leaned in closer and whispered, “Big investigation going on. Little Ronnie’s gone too. His mother has lost her friggin mind.”


“Don’t know the Sheriff,” said Gage. “Never had the pleasure.”


Angie smirked. “And why don’t I believe that?”


“She’s annoying as hell,” said Hondo, as Angie hurried back to the kitchen.


“Forget it. She don’t know nothin.” He picked up his mug and drank the hot coffee down.


“What if she does?” asked Hondo in a whisper. “Sheriff was always in here drinking coffee and shootin the shit with her.”


The only other customer in the diner paid his bill and left. Angie returned with the coffee pot, filled up their mugs and dropped more creamers on the table.


Gage prodded her. “Who’s investigating if the Sheriff is missing?”


“Sheriff Dobson from the next county,” said Angie. “He was in here for breakfast with one of his deputies and I overheard him say they might have to call in the State Police if they don’t get a lead.”


“Texas Rangers?” asked Hondo.


“All cops are the same,” said Gage. To Angie: “Our food ready yet?”


 


The Firkin Pub. East Austin.


FLETCHER drove the surveillance unit slowly, keeping Juanita in sight as she walked four blocks to meet her lunch date. “Cold day to be walking in the wind.”


“Maybe she don’t have a car,” said Travis. “No choice.”


Juanita stepped inside the restaurant and Fletcher drove around behind to the parking lot. He glanced at Travis over the console and waited for a suggestion.


“Go inside and get us a take-out order. Take pictures with your phone when Juanita and the guy ain’t looking. If you can hear them talking—good—but don’t give yourself away. As long as we can ID the guy for Blacky.”


“Okay, what do you want to eat?”


“Don’t matter,” said Travis. “Your call.”


 


TRAVIS sat in the truck for twenty minutes, smoking and listening to the Austin country station. Before long, Fetcher returned with a bag of food and two Cokes. He set the bag on the console and climbed in with his phone in his hand.


“Check these out. I think I got some good ones.”


Travis flipped through the pictures. “Never seen the guy before. He’s wearing a suit. That’s weird for the crowd he’s running with.”


“I better drive you back to the Agency or the boss will be on my ass,” said Fletcher.


“You never want him on your ass, Fletch. He never forgets anything, and he’s more powerful in the state of Texas than you can imagine.”


Fletcher’s eyes widened. “Doesn’t seem like it.”


“That’s why you should be careful.”


“Okay, I will be.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE sat at the kitchen table eating the lunch Carm had made for him, Lily and Farrell.


“How did Hammer seem when you took him home?” asked Blaine.


“He was cheerful,” said Lily. “Had a bit of trouble with the crutches, but he was happy to be out of the hospital.”


“What’s the prognosis?”


“He won’t get a walking boot for a couple of weeks. It’s not really the entry wound, as I understand it, but they had to dig the bullet out of the bottom of his foot and he can’t put any weight on that foot at all.”


“Fuck, Lil,” Farrell screwed up his face. “I’m eating a taco here.”


Lily winked at him. “Forgot how sensitive you are, Farrell. Sorry.”


Lexi ran to the front door on alert and Blaine snapped, “That better be Travis back here, or his ass is grounded.”


Carm raised a dark brow over by the stove. She knew a lot of English, she just didn’t let on.


Fletcher raced into the kitchen and set his phone down in front of Blaine. “These are the pictures I took of the guy Juanita met at the restaurant.”


Blaine stared but didn’t recognize the dark-haired Hispanic guy. “Send them to my phone, Fletch. Sit down and have a taco.”


He held up the bag in his other hand. “I had to order food while I was taking the pictures.”


“Sure,” said Blaine. “Sit down and eat it. I’ll get you a fork.”


Travis trudged in and eased into a chair.


“How was the first day out?” asked Farrell.


“I was out, and that’s what counts.”


Blaine pointed a finger. “You eat, take your meds and sleep for a couple hours.”


Travis nodded. “That’s what it feels like to me too, boss.”


Blaine’s cell rang, and he picked it up and strode out into the foyer, so he could hear. “Mr. Fogarty, nice to hear from you.”


“Just gave you a ring to see if you got the right guy. Couldn’t believe there was shooting in my own parking lot. Unbelievable.”


“That vendor, Marko Balboa, shot one of my men. He wasn’t released from hospital until today.”


“Umm… Marko’s been a regular vendor for a long time and never caused trouble. I think he shot at your guy because he was startled or something—don’t know why he’d do that. Some of his merchandise may be a little warm, but it was bothering me to think…”


“You don’t think he’s the one?”


“Don’t know, kid. Nailing Marko as the one for all the robberies in the hills and killing the lady when she woke up? Can’t picture it. I’m not on that page.”


“What page are you on, Mr. Fogarty?”


“My girl, Millie, just made a fresh pot of coffee.”


“I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”


 


Fogarty’s New and Used. East Austin.


BLAINE trudged up the steps to Fogarty’s office. He’d come alone as the day was half over and the boys deserved a little down time.


The office door stood open, so he entered and sat down. The air smelled of pipe tobacco, but he’d never seen Herman smoke a pipe.


“You look tired,” said Herman. “That red-head wearing you out?”


Blaine tried to smile. “We had a fight.”


“Too bad. She’s a hot number.” Fogarty poured a mug of coffee and set it on the desk in front of Blaine. “Cream?”


“Yes, please. I could use a coffee.”


Fogarty settled into his antique oak chair and let out a breath. “I meet a lot of people during any given week.”


Blaine nodded as he sipped his coffee. “You would. This is a busy place.”


“A few people, I’ve known for a long time and I’ve given them permanent space downstairs. A couple of antique dealers, who are friends of mine.”


“Uh huh.” Blaine waited for it.


“About a month ago, maybe a bit less, a fellow comes in and he wants to rent a permanent indoor spot. I say I don’t have any permanent spots open—full up—that’s the truth. And the guy gets mad—mad like he wanted to hurt me—that kind of mad.”


“He seemed violent?” asked Blaine.


Herman nodded. “But he didn’t hit me or anything. Thank God for that mercy. He turned kind of red in the face when I turned him down.”


“And then he left?”


“Yeah, he left, and I was glad. I have Bart if I need to call him. He’s my helper when I need stuff moved around inside or out. But I didn’t call Bart—I thought of it—but nothing happened.”


“Did the guy tell you his name?”


“He said to call if something opened up.” Herman pulled a big glass fish bowl full of business cards down off a cluttered shelf. “I put his card in there.”


Blaine smiled. “Is it near the top?”


“Can’t remember.”


“What did the guy look like?”


“Looked like you—not like you—but I mean Latino. Tall, slicked back black hair, and he was wearing a suit.”


Second time today the guy was wearing a suit.


Blaine pulled out his cell and scrolled to the pictures Fletcher had taken of Juanita’s lunch date. “Did he look something like this?” Blaine passed his phone to Herman.


A big smile broke across Herman’s wrinkled face. “That’s him. That’s the guy. How did you do that?”


“I’m gifted.”


“What’s his name?”


“I guess we’d know his name if we could find his card.”


 


Varmint Camp. Apache Mountains.


PARKER grinned as Hondo and Gage stopped at the gate. Snow was piled high on both sides of the trail and Parker leaned on the handle of a snow shovel. “So fuckin glad to see you guys. You have no idea.”


“Why, what’s been going on?”


“After the storm, a lot of the guys were fuckin froze to death in their trailers with no heat and no electric—most ran out of food. For two days the road was drifted over so high we couldn’t get out of here to get groceries, beer—nothing. As soon as they dug their way out, they packed up and took off back to the city. Couldn’t take it out here no more.”


Gage smiled at Parker. “But you’re one of the tough guys who dug in?”


“I guess. Wish there was gas for the generators.”


Hondo raised an eyebrow. “Ain’t there any gas?”


“Nope. Been out for three days.”


“I’ll fix things. Starting right now.”


Parker opened the gate and Hondo and Gage revved up their engines.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE parked beside the house, scooted around to the passenger side of his truck and picked up the huge glass fishbowl. He carried it into Lily’s office and placed it on her desk, imagining what she’d say if she was there.


Bone tired, he trudged upstairs to his room, stripped off his clothes for a shower and sat on the side of the bed.


I have to fix this thing with Misty.


“Hey, Mist, it’s me. Do you fell like going to Tulleys’ for crab cakes?”


“Of course, I do. I’d go anywhere with you, sweetheart. I love you.”






 




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Sunday, November 11th.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE smiled as he watched Misty cross the kitchen to refill his coffee mug. She seemed to float, her long filmy nightdress swishing around her gorgeous legs. Dinner at Tulleys’ the night before had been fun and a welcome change after the stressful week he’d had.


At least one thing had been put to rights—he and Misty had made up. Maybe it would last and then again, with Misty being Misty, and him always short on patience, there was no telling.


“Morning, people,” said Travis as he limped into the kitchen in search of coffee. He placed his vial of pills on the table, then turned to go for a mug.


Carm pointed at the chair, “I get it, Travis. Sit.”


“Thanks, Carm.”


“How do you feel after working yesterday?” asked Blaine.


“Not bad,” said Travis. “A little tired, but I like being involved in what y’all are doing. Now I’m wondering what I’m gonna do all day today.”


“I’ve got a project for you,” said Blaine. “It’s sitting on Lil’s desk with your name on it.”


Travis frowned. “Sounds like a shit job, boss.”


“It is a shit job, but one you can do sitting on your broken ass, and I need it done ASAP.”


“So nice to have a quiet Sunday,” said Misty as she settled in next to Blaine.


Blaine smiled at her. “Let’s pick a show on Netflix this afternoon and do a marathon.”


Misty squealed. “Oh, I so love doing that.”


I know you do. I hope you pick one I can tolerate.


Thoughts of how much he hated watching TV were interrupted by a call from the Chief.


“Hope you weren’t planning on having a restful Sunday, son.”


“Something happen?”


“Here’s the address.”


 


Lost Creek Area. Suburban Austin.


BLAINE parked on the road. The only choice with the short drive belonging to the victims’ residence plugged with police vehicles.


“Chief give you any details?” asked Farrell. Blaine had rousted his brother out of bed and Farrell was noticeably testy having missed breakfast. He clung tight to a travel mug of black coffee.


“Nothing but the address. He sounded half asleep.”


“Enjoying Sunday morning like the rest of us should be.”


“Hey, Misty slept over, and I didn’t want to leave either.”


“I’m glad you two patched things up.” Farrell tapped on his window pointing to the crime scene van and took another sip of coffee. “Sue is here already.”


“She knew you’d be coming and she jumped right out of bed and put on something super sexy,” said Blaine with a chuckle.


“Shut up. I think you’re wrong about the Sue thing.”


Blaine shrugged, grabbed his notebook and keys and headed for the door.


Gridlock in the foyer—four large Rangers in uniform—first on the scene. Blaine knew a couple of them and called them by name. One of them pointed to a room on the right, French doors led into a sitting room done up in shades of beige and brown. A lady in her forties, wearing a pink robe sat on one of the loveseats, her face buried in a handful of tissues. Her husband had an arm draped around her shoulder—the homeowners—Mr. and Mrs. Ted Lupin.


Blaine moved closer, “Mr. Lupin, I’m Blaine Blackmore from Violent Crime. Would you be able to answer a few questions for me?”


He shook his head. “Not yet,” he choked out the words. “Did you see her? Did you see the dead girl?”


Farrell shrugged and went looking. Blaine turned and saw Farrell waving from the other side of the front hall. When Blaine got close enough, Farrell whispered, “She’s in the kitchen, bro, and we know her.”


“Fuck,” said Blaine, “who is it?” He charged into the all-white gourmet kitchen that was now a Jackson Pollack rendering of red splotches on white.


The medical examiner knelt beside her. Half her head missing, a Glock clutched tightly in her dead hand.


The breath left Blaine’s body as he recognized her. “Juanita Andrews,” he mumbled.


The ME looked up. “You know her, Mr. B?”


“One of our suspects. She’s out on bail.”


“Somebody went to a lot of trouble to make it look like suicide,” said the doctor, “but it’s not. Too many things are wrong. I’ll prove it in autopsy.”


Blaine nodded.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


TRAVIS and Misty worked at the task they’d been given by Blaine before he and Farrell left for the crime scene.


“Navaro,” said Misty, “Is that a first name or last?”


“That might not be the dude’s name at all. The boss is trying to connect the dots.”


Misty sorted through another pile of business cards.


“This is like counting the jelly beans to win a prize,” said Travis. “How many business cards are in the fuckin fish bowl?”


“I wasn’t counting when I took them out,” said Misty, “I just grabbed a handful.”


“Yahoo,” hollered Travis, “I’m a winner.” He held the card in the air and waved it back and forth.


Misty giggled. “Let me see it. I’ll hold it for a minute while you call Blaine.”


 


Lupin Residence. Lost Creek Area.


BLAINE’S cell rang as he and Farrell sat with the Lupin’s getting a list of what they thought was missing. They were so upset about Juanita being dead in their pristine kitchen they could barely speak, let alone concentrate on what had been taken in the robbery.


“Yeah, Travis, did you find it?”


“I think so. Check out this address, boss.”


Blaine repeated it to Farrell and he wrote it down. “We’re on our way there now.”


“Misty is holding the card,” said Travis. “I’ll call if there’s anything to tell you.”


“Okay, thanks.” To Farrell: “Give one of the uniforms Mrs. Andrew’s address and have them do the notification.”


Farrell shook his head. “No, boss, we should do it. Mrs. Andrews knew about the robberies. Now Juanita is dead, and when we lay this on her, she might crack and give us something.”


“Okay, you’re right. It might be worth taking the time if she opens up. Let’s swing by there first.”


 


Varmint Camp. Apache Mountains.


HONDO banged down the gavel and called the meeting to order. The Varmints were a sorry looking bunch, huddled around the table in a building with no heat, each man wearing all the clothes he possessed in an effort not to freeze to death. “How many members present?”


“Thirty-one, boss,” said Roberto. “A lot left during the deep freeze after the storm.”


Parker tossed out a question everybody wanted an answer to. “What happened to Pig and Walt? Why didn’t they come back with y’all?”


“Santana killed them,” said Gage.


“Then you capped him?” asked Parker.


“That’s the way it went down.”


Hondo left the membership mulling over the lie and moved on. “Tell me about the lab.” He pointed the end of the gavel at one of the members who processed the meth.


“We shut down for two days when that asshole, Sheriff Dobson, was nosing around so the smell would be gone. Put us way back on production.”


“But you’re up and running now?”


He nodded. “Still behind. Gonna be some unhappy people in the city.”


“We can deal with that,” said Hondo, “but I want to know why the sheriff came up here in the first place. We ain’t easy to find and that’s the way we like it. How did he know where to look?”


“Said the bitch at the diner told him Sheriff Newcombe was heading up into the mountains on his last day.”


Hondo rolled his eyes at Gage and Gage nodded.


Another of the lab guys spoke up. “We want to be paid, boss. We do all the work around this ass-freezing dump and we ain’t been paid in a couple weeks.”


“I’ll get all that caught up today,” said Hondo, “but first I need y’all to vote me in as the new president now that Santana is dead.”


Gage got to his feet. “Let’s see a show of hands. All in favor of Hondo moving into the president’s chair?” He counted and said, “Carried.”


A cheer went up, congratulations offered, and it was official.


 


Andrew’s Residence. East Austin.


FARRELL rang the bell while he and Blaine shivered on the front step of the Andrew’s rowhouse. “Be glad when this fuckin cold front passes. Hate being cold.”


“Wear warmer clothes,” said Blaine.


Mrs. Andrew’s opened the door, glanced at the creds Blaine was holding up and inhaled a big gulp of oxygen. “What’s Juanita done now?”


“May we come in?” asked Blaine.


“No, y’all can tell me from there.”


“It would be better if we stepped inside,” said Blaine. “This isn’t good news.”


“It’s never good news when it’s about Juanita, is it?” She took a step back and allowed just enough space for them to step into the narrow front hall. “What is it?”


“I’m sorry to have to tell you this,” Blaine started, “but your daughter is dead. I’m sorry for your loss.”


Mrs. Andrews put her hands over her face and choked on a sob. “No. No. I knew this would happen when she got mixed up with him.”


“With who, Mrs. Andrews?” asked Farrell.


“I can’t tell you. I tried to make Juanita stay away from him and he… told me to stay out of his business.”


“Was she mixed up with Navaro Diaz?” asked Farrell.


Mrs. Andrews began trembling and her face paled. “I can’t say.”


“Don’t you want the man who murdered your daughter to go to prison?” asked Blaine.


“I do, but I don’t know who killed her.”


Blaine grabbed her arm and propelled her into the small living room and sat her on the sofa. “Is there someone you can call to stay with you?”


She nodded. “I’ll call my sister.”


 


Navaro Diaz Residence. East Austin.


FARRELL drew his SW and took the back of the low rancher while Blaine took the front door. Diaz lived on a street of similar style one-storey houses built in the sixties. The Colorado cut through south Austin one street away and the smell of the river floated on the frigid air.


“Police, Mr. Diaz. Open the door.” No answer. Blaine checked the window at the side of the attached garage and there was no vehicle inside. He wasn’t here.


Farrell came back around from the rear. “He ain’t in there.”


“Did you lock up?”


Farrell nodded.


“Have we got ears on?”


Farrell nodded.


 


Varmint Camp. Apache Mountains.


HONDO shouted out orders as the men set up the poker tables in the half-finished clubhouse. “It will warm up in here soon now that the tarps are in place and the generator is going again to run the electric heaters.” To Roberto: “Why the hell didn’t you send somebody into town for more fuel when y’all ran out?”


 Roberto shrugged. “Too much snow for the bikes. No money and nobody wanted to go in the cold.”


“So, you sat on your lazy asses and froze?”


“Yeah, I guess.”


“Bunch of assholes.”


An hour later when the game was up and running and the boys were celebrating the return of heat and good times with a fresh supply of beer and whisky, Hondo gave Gage the nod and he slipped away.


 


Angela’s Diner. Apache Springs.


GAGE parked his ride behind the diner just about closing time. He walked in the front door, inhaled the greasy smell, and scoped the place out. Empty. No other customers, only him. He sat in a middle booth against the wall and ordered pie and coffee when Angie came to serve him.


She smiled at him and he looked her over. Too old—Gage liked them young—nineteen or twenty—but this was a job, so he sucked it up. Angie wasn’t bad looking, if the lights weren’t too bright, and if he had another couple beers or a joint to smoke. But he didn’t.


He smiled at her and got the ball rolling. “You live in town?”


“I live upstairs.” She slid into the seat across from him and watched him eat his cherry pie.


“Good pie.”


“I like to bake.”


“Anything else you like to do?”


Angie giggled. “You coming on to me?”


“Maybe.” He waved an arm around indicating the empty restaurant. “Just you and me here.”


“You’re a good lookin guy, Gage. Lots of muscles, and I like long hair on a man.”


“You know my name?”


“I heard somebody call you that.”


“Uh huh.” He finished his coffee and Angie got to her feet. “It’s okay, I don’t need a refill.”


“Time for me to lock up.”


Gage watched her lock the door, clean the grill and turn everything off in the kitchen. “You gonna invite me upstairs?”


“I thought maybe you were just kidding around.”


Gage leaned on the kitchen doorway and shrugged. “I’m not busy tonight and I’m game if you are.”


“You’re not one of those biker guys who likes it rough are you?”


“I’m just an ordinary guy.” Gage flashed her the smile that always got him what he wanted. “Joe Ordinary.”


Angie grinned and pointed the way down the hall. “The stairs are near the back.”


Gage stared at her ass all the way up the narrow staircase. When they got to the top, he grabbed her, pulled her tight against his muscled-up body and kissed her.


She kissed him back, pushed her crotch against his erection and seemed eager. Maybe she hadn’t had sex for a long time.


“Which way?”


She took his hand and led him into her bedroom. Without turning on the light, she undressed quickly and lay down on the bed.


Gage took off his boots, dropped his jeans and was on her in a flash. It had been a while for him too, living out here in butt-fuck, Texas. He didn’t bother with foreplay, or any play—just put the condom on, rammed it home and made himself happy—at least for a couple of seconds.


Angie was moaning and saying stuff, nothing he was listening to. He sat up, drove his right fist hard into her jaw and knocked her cold. He reached down beside the bed, pulled the knife out of his boot and slit her throat. One quick motion—he had the strength for it and years of practice made it easy.


Gage zipped up his jeans, pulled on his Harley boots and left by the back door.


 


Navaro Diaz Residence. East Austin.


JESSE and Farrell held a vigil down the block from the Diaz rancher for hours, but Mr. Diaz never showed.


“Our relief should be here soon, Jesse. Bet you’re tired.”


“Haven’t done an all-nighter for a long time, Farrell. I’m out of practice.”


“Travis is back on half days, but he can only do surveillance or sitting down jobs.”


“He’s young,” said Jesse with a serious look on his face. “He’ll make a comeback.”


Farrell chuckled.


“What’s so funny?”


“Travis is the same age as you, boss.”


 





 




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Monday, November 12th.


 


Angela’s Diner. Apache Springs.


SHERIFF DOBSON pounded on the door for the second time. “She’s not open,” he said to the two other locals who were lined up for their usual mediocre breakfast. “No lights on.”


“Maybe she’s sick,” said old Fred McCormick. “Leave her be. I’ll go home and make toast.”


“What’s happening, gentlemen?” Karen Moon stopped her truck at the curb and hollered from the driver’s seat.


“Angie ain’t open this morning.”


“Maybe she’s sick,” said Karen. “Let her sleep. Y’all come to the motel. I’ve got coffee on and muffins in the oven.”


Sheriff Dobson grinned. “Mighty nice, Miss Moon. Might take you up on that.”


 


Travis County Morgue. Austin.


JUANITA ANDREWS was first up this morning in the morgue. She was washed and laid out on the stainless-steel table when Blaine and Farrell arrived.


“All set, boys?” asked Doctor Mort Simon, the pathologist on duty. A gray-haired doctor in his late fifties, he was one of Blaine’s favorites. Sharp as a tack, and he never missed a clue the victim was giving him.


“Ready when you are, Doc,” said Farrell. “Tell us who killed her.”


Mort managed a wry smile. “Hey, Donovan, I’m not a magician.” He pulled up his mask, turned on the recorder and made the cut.


When the basics were out of the way, he did a little recap for the boys. “There were powder burns on her right hand and forearm, obligatory if she shot herself or if someone else put the gun in her hand and made her pull the trigger.”


“You’re saying it was door number two?” asked Blaine.


“Un huh, I’m leaning that way, but I have work to do before I can be certain. It’s a little technical and I’ll have to piece together what’s left of the right side of her head before I make any positive statements.


Farrell made a face and didn’t comment.


“We’ll leave you to it, Doc.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Interrogation Room Two.


BLAINE sat down across from Tana Nichol whose dark eyes were red-rimmed from crying. Blaine had insisted on holding her a full twenty-four hours before giving her the mandatory phone call. He had fifteen minutes left.


“I want my phone call, you son of a bitch,” she hissed at him.


Blaine glanced at the Cartier on his wrist Annie had given him. “You’ll get your call in fifteen minutes, Miss Nichol.” Blaine flashed her a smile. “I would have been here a lot sooner, but my presence was required at your gang’s latest robbery scene—the one where Juanita was murdered.”


Tana tried not to react, but her jaw dropped, and she focused on her hands. Her lips moved, but no words came out.


Blaine waited for the information to sink in.


“Liar,” Tana shouted. “Cops are all liars. You are so full of bullshit.”


Blaine reached into his briefcase for an eight by ten he’d enlarged in the lab. He pushed it across the table, so Tana was forced to look at it.


Farrell strolled over from his post beside the door and tapped his finger on the photo. “She used to be pretty. Look at her now.”


Tana made a little mewling sound, leaned over to her right as far as she could with her wrists attached to the table, and threw up on the concrete floor.


“Juanita outlived her usefulness,” said Blaine. “Somebody in your tight little group of thieves and murderers didn’t need or want her around anymore.”


Blaine stood up and paced. “Hope you’re not next on their list, Tana. Hate to see you end up like that.” Blaine grabbed the door handle and said to Farrell, “Give her the phone call, then put her back in her cell.”


“Come on, Miss Tana.” Farrell pulled out his keys and released Tana from the table. “Time to call your lawyer.”


Tears rolled down Tana’s cheeks.


 


Lockup Infirmary.


BLAINE left Tana in Farrell’s capable hands and ran down the steps to the basement. He tapped on the door of the infirmary and the nurse on shift let him in.


He stood beside Pedro Vasquez’s bed and waited for him to turn his head.


“Go away cop. Leave me alone.”


“I’m gone as soon as you look at this picture.”


“Don’t want to look at no pictures.” Pedro kept his gaze focused on the wall and refused to turn his head.


“You’re gonna look at this one.” Blaine leaned over the bed rail, stretched over Pedro’s body and shoved the picture of Juanita in front of his face. “Look, Pedro. Look at her.” Blaine raised his voice, “Juanita’s dead, Pedro. This is on you. She’s dead because you wouldn’t help me.”


“No. That’s not her. You’re lying to me, you scum cop.”


Pedro rolled, kicked and screamed, pulling and tugging on the cuff that attached him to the bed rail.


The nurse ran over, but it was too late. Pedro’s sudden upheaval had jerked the IV out of the back of his hand and blood spurted like a fountain onto the bedcovers.


“Sorry about that,” Blaine said to the nurse. To Pedro: “You want to help me now?”


Pedro turned his head, tears in his black eyes. “Can’t help you, man. Wish I could.”


“Yeah,” said Blaine, “I wish you could too.”


 


Navaro Diaz Residence. South Austin.


TRAVIS and Fletcher had been hunkered down in the surveillance unit on Navaro’s street since dawn and there had been little movement of any kind.


“How long does the boss want us to sit here?” asked Fletch. He yawned and stretched his arms over his head.


“Let’s ask him,” said Travis. “He might have something else cooking by now.”


“He seems… smart,” said Fletcher.


“Smart?” Travis grinned. “He’s a genius. Like a real one.”


“No fuckin way.”


“Way,” said Travis and pressed Blacky’s contact. “Nothing here on Navaro’s street.”


“Hang on. I’m in the Chief’s office writing a warrant. If I can get it signed, we’ll meet you there and toss the house.”


“Good enough.”


 


Chief Calhoun’s Office. Ranger Headquarters.


“DAMN it, Blacky, this could be sticky. We got nothing tying this Navaro Diaz to the robberies or the murders except a bunch of coincidences. I jotted them down to find the connection, but it’s pretty iffy.” He tapped his pen on his notepad.


“One: Tana Nichols tells her assistant to call Navaro when you’re arresting her for obstruction. Two: Old Herman Fogarty says a scary guy demanded space in his barn and Navaro’s business card was in Herman’s fishbowl. Three: Fletcher gets pictures of Juanita meeting Navaro for lunch—now that is a solid connection. Four: Mrs. Andrews says she didn’t want her daughter hanging around with him, but she’s afraid to confirm that it’s Navaro. That’s as good as nothing.”


Blaine nodded. “Sounds weak, sir. Not much probable cause for a search of his residence.”


The Chief smiled as he pushed the warrant across the desk. “But I’m skipping over the most compelling reason, son.” He pointed a finger at Blaine. “Number five: You are convinced this guy is the key, and that carries more weight than all the others. I’m gonna go with that.”


 


Judge Campbell’s Residence. West Austin.


CAT smiled when she opened the door to Blaine and Farrell. Chief Calhoun had called ahead and requested the signature and she had agreed. “Come on in boys. I made coffee.”


“Thanks,” said Farrell, rubbing his hands together. “I could use a coffee. Don’t know when it’s ever been so fuckin cold in Texas.”


Cat pointed. “Sit in there, I managed to get a little fire going. I’m not good at it, usually use a week’s worth of the Austin Statesman, and then it goes out.”


Blaine and Farrell sat close to the fireplace in the Judge’s sitting room. Paneled in a dark wood, and furnished in burgundy leather, the spacious room was custom fitted with a lot of bookshelves and the room exuded a cozy library feel.


Cat returned a few minutes later with a coffee tray. “Here you go guys. I’m not much in the kitchen, but I did manage to open a package of Oreos.”


Farrell grinned. “I like Oreos.”


“You like cookies, period,” said Blaine. He added cream to one of the mugs of coffee and took the warrant out of his briefcase. “The probable cause is weak, Cat, and I’m telling you that up front. The only reason the Chief sanctioned it, is because we know this guy is the one.”


Cat reached across the coffee table and picked up the warrant. “Y’all know he’s the one, but the evidence is sketchy.”


“That’s it,” said Blaine.


“Hmm… Navaro Diaz. I recognize that name. Let me think.” She nodded her red head. “I’ve had him in front of me before. Yep, I can picture him. Tall Latino with slicked-back black hair. Always wears a suit.”


“That’s him,” said Blaine. “What charges was he up on before?”


“Can’t remember, but I do know it had something to do with his brother. Navaro has a brother worse than he is. The brother has a sheet that took down a redwood.” She tapped a manicured finger on the table while she was thinking. “Danny—Danny Diaz.” 


 


Navaro Diaz Residence. South Austin.


BLAINE and Farrell met Travis and Fletcher at the Diaz residence and executed the warrant without the homeowner present. Blaine taped a copy of the signed document to the door of the refrigerator so there could be no doubt.


“Farrell, you and Fletcher search every inch of this place, then come on home. I want to research Danny Diaz and see what we’re up against. If this Danny dude is hiding his brother, I don’t want to be caught short when we take them down.”


“We’ll find something here,” said Farrell. “I can feel it.”


“I’ll take the unit and take Travis home. He’s over his time limit anyway.”


 


New Moon Motel. Apache Springs.


KAREN emptied the last of the coffee into Sheriff Dobson’s cup before she tried Angie’s number for the fifth time. “She should be up by now, it’s almost ten.”


The Sheriff helped himself to the last muffin on the plate. “If she’s having a sick day, maybe she don’t want to answer the phone.”


“I’ve lived in Apache Springs my whole life, and Angie’s Diner has never been closed,” said Karen. “She had the flu once and her cousin covered for her. She didn’t close up. I’m worried. You boys can do whatever, but I’m going over there to check on her.”


The Sheriff drained his cup. “We’ll follow you over, Miss Moon, in case there’s a problem. Not much pressing down on us today.”


Deputy Waters shook his head.


 


Angela’s Diner. Apache Springs.


KAREN MOON parked behind the restaurant and tried the back door. She’d arrived ahead of Sheriff Dobson who’d cited the need to stop for gas on the way.


It’s unlocked. Why doesn’t she lock the back door?


Karen opened the door and stuck her head in the back hall. “Hello,” she called. “Hello, Angie, it’s me Karen. Are you okay?”


No answer, so she stepped into the enclosed staircase and called up to the second floor. “Hello, Angie. Are you up there?”


Karen turned and rechecked the parking lot. Yep, Angie’s truck was parked in her spot at the back fence. She heard the door of the restaurant rattling at the front of the building and walked through, past the washrooms, office and kitchen to let the Sheriff in.


“She here?” he asked.


“I gave a shout out, but she didn’t answer,” said Karen. “She could be sleeping. I haven’t gone upstairs yet. Going to do that now.”


“Go ahead,” said the Sheriff. “If she’s sick and not dressed, she might not appreciate me and Waters barging into her bedroom unannounced.”


Karen retraced her steps down the hall and her heart thumped as she climbed the narrow staircase to the second floor. Her nose wrinkled up as she got closer to the top of the stairs. What was that awful tinny smell?


“Angie, are you in your room?” The bathroom door was open, and the light wasn’t on. Karen moved on feeling more apprehensive. She tapped on the bedroom door. It wasn’t closed tight, and it opened when Karen gave it a gentle push.


 


SHERIFF DOBSON heard the scream from downstairs in the restaurant. He hustled down the hallway with Waters right behind him. They took the stairs two at a time and inside of a minute the two of them were standing right beside Karen Moon staring at down at Angie Schumacher.


Angie’s head lay on the pillow, her throat sliced wide open in a grim grin of death. Blood had seeped into her hair, the pillow, the sheets and the blanket. A splatter had hit the wall above the bed and added color to a Toby Keith concert poster.


Karen turned and ran for the bathroom.


“This is bad,” mumbled Sheriff Dobson as he called for help from his office in the next county. “Murdered,” he mumbled almost incoherently. “She was murdered.”


“Who do you think did it, Sheriff?” Waters asked a little too cheerfully. “Bet it was them bikers. Any bad stuff happens in Apache Springs, it’s those fellas. Hunnerd percent.”


The Sheriff shook his head. “You need a motive for murder, Waters—a strong motive. What reason under the sun would the bikers have for killing Angie?”


Waters shrugged. “Don’t know much about motives, Sheriff. Just a guess. First thought that popped into my head was those goddam Varmints. Guess it was a wrong thought.”


“I’ll get the yellow tape out of the squad,” said the Sheriff. “We’ve got to secure the scene.”


“Let me do it. I’ve never secured a murder scene before.”


“Get going, then. Have it done before the lab techs get here so you don’t look like an idiot.”


Once Waters’ boots echoed on the stairs, Dobson tapped on the bathroom door. “Karen, are you all right? Can I drop you at home?”


Karen opened the bathroom door, her face pale and drawn and a tissue in her hand. “Could you, Sheriff? I might be too shaky to drive.”


“Come on.” He took her arm and steered her towards the stairs. “Let’s get you out of here before the crime scene people take over. I can record your statement at the motel.”


As they passed by Deputy Waters at the front entrance, the Sheriff gave an order. “Nobody sets foot inside this building until our people get here. As soon as they take over, pick me up at Miss Moon’s motel and we’re gonna take us a little drive.”


Deputy Waters raised an eyebrow under his Stetson. “You think I might be on to something, Sheriff?”


“Got no other suspects, Waters. Wouldn’t hurt to ask a few questions up in the mountains.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE did a quick and thorough search on Danny Diaz the minute he got to the computer in his office. The Judge was right about the number of arrests and the plethora of charges Danny had incurred during his colorful career. Rape, armed robbery, car-jacking, threatening, assaults too numerous to mention, assaults with a deadly—almost as many. Who was his lawyer? Why wasn’t he serving time? Just lucky or was he connected?


Blaine printed out Danny’s current address. Not far from his brother Navaro, on the other side of the river. They’d have to cross the bridge on route one eighty-three.


He rounded up Rick and Greg and they had a beer in the kitchen while they waited for Farrell and Fletcher to return from executing the search on Navaro’s residence.


Travis woke from his nap and joined them at the kitchen table. “I want to go for the take down.”


“The answer is no. You’re unfit, and we won’t have time to look out for you. Your presence could jeopardize the whole operation, and we may only have this one chance.”


Instead of arguing like he normally did, Travis nodded. “You might be right, boss. And I don’t want to screw things up. This hasn’t been an easy case for us.”


Fletch and Farrell returned with little to show for their efforts. They had found print-outs of client lists belonging to several security firms in Austin—including Austin Security Pros and Five-Star. They could have been stolen or obtained through connections as yet uncovered. The lists themselves were evidence of nothing. Several of the robbery victims were listed as clients, because they were, but there were no notations or marks beside any of the names.


“Any weapons?” asked Blaine.


 “None,” said Fletcher. “That don’t mean Navaro ain’t armed. He could have his vehicle loaded with ordnance.”


Travis nodded. “Gun safe in the trunk is popular with guys in suits.”


Rick, former suit himself, smiled, then got to his feet and chugged the last of his beer. “Let’s get ‘er done.”


 


Danny Diaz’s Residence. South of the River. Austin.


THE SOUTH side of the Colorado had undergone a resurgence and a gentrification effort that boggled the mind. Crumbling warehouses that used to supply their wares to boats and boxcars for transport, now housed upwardly mobile Austinites in spacious lofts made of glass and steel.


“Which building is it?” asked Blaine as Farrell cruised along Del Monte Street.


“Four twenty,” said Rick from the back seat. “Other side of the street.


“Yep, there it is,” said Blaine.


“This dude is in the penthouse?” asked Greg.


“So it says. Must make a good buck robbing houses.”


They entered the lobby together and were halted by a concierge in a size forty-four burgundy uniform. The name embroidered in gold letters on his jacket said Jean-Jacques.


Blaine held up his creds. “I’m going to the top floor to see Danny Diaz.”


“Not without me announcing you first, you’re not.” Jean-Jacque fingered his gray moustache and puffed out his chest.


Farrell stepped up to the plate. “You make one motion to your phone or intercom or whatever the hell you use in butt-fuck lofties and I’ll cut off your fingers.”


Jean-Jacque ignored the warning and reached for his phone, making a face at Farrell while he did it.


Farrell grabbed the big man by the wrist. “What did I just say?” He snapped a cuff on the man’s wrist and attached the big asshole to the metal handle on his gallery desk.


“Want to call the cops?” Farrell pointed at his chest. “We are the cops. Got it?”


Jean-Jacque nodded, but he didn’t seem convinced.


“Rick, you’re here in the lobby,” said Blaine. “Greg, rear exit. Fletch and Farrell with me.”


 


THE ELEVATOR stopped at the top floor and the doors opened revealing a wide marble foyer that belonged to the tenant. Blaine knocked on the white double doors facing the elevator and called out. “Police, Mr. Diaz. Open the door, please. I need to speak to you.”


No answer.


Farrell tried. He pounded on the door and no one came. Farrell slipped on a pair of latex gloves and pushed down on the brass handle. The door opened and swung wide. “He wants us to come in.”


They searched the huge loft and there was no one home. Farrell pointed to a full-length mirror attached to a steel door in the master suite and mouthed the words panic room.


Blaine nodded. There would be cameras positioned inside so whoever was in the panic room could see the people who had invaded the loft. He pointed up, so Farrell would know to be clear of any cameras when he planted the tag.


Farrell nodded and was gone, searching for the ideal spot.


 


Angela’s Diner. Apache Springs.


THE CRIME SCENE UNIT from Sierra County arrived at the diner and took the scene off Deputy Waters’ hands. As soon as he was satisfied he’d done his duty, he left and drove to the New Moon Motel to pick up Sheriff Dobson.


Dobson grumbled as he got into the squad. “What the hell took you so long, Waters?”


“The team just arrived ten minutes ago, sir. Couldn’t leave before that.”


“No, I guess you couldn’t. Miss Moon ain’t taking this too well. Cried on my shoulder for a fuckin hour.”


“Aw, too bad about Miss Angie, ain’t it? Who’s gonna cook our breakfast now?”


“Won’t be her.”


Waters drove up highway fifty-four for about half an hour and prattled on the entire time about his views on life and the TV shows he was particularly fond of. Sheriff Dobson closed his eyes and tried not to listen.


“Is this the road we turn on, Sheriff?”


Dobson opened his eyes and eyeballed the sideline to the right. “Don’t think so. Try the next one.”


Waters stepped on the gas and drove another couple of miles. Highway fifty-four was nearly deserted. They passed a couple of pickup trucks and one semi. “This one?”


“Uh huh. I think it’s this one.” Dobson pointed through the windshield. “I always remember it by the two tall pines standing side by side.”


“Good one, Sheriff. Like a marker.”


“Yep. Like that.”


Waters turned the volume up on the radio and all he got was static. “No music stations out here.”


“Watch where you’re going,” said the Sheriff. “Big snowbanks out here since our last trip.”


“Pretty narrow trail to get through, Sheriff. Do you think we should go back?”


“Go a bit farther. At least to the crossroads and see how it looks. We can turn around there if we have to. It’s wide enough.”


“Okay, you’re the boss.”


Another twenty minutes and they arrived at the crossroads. After they made the left turn heading for the Varmint’s camp there could be no turning back. No place wide enough to turn around and with all the snow, they’d be stuck for sure.


Waters put the brakes on and sat in the middle of the intersection. “What do you think, Sheriff. Should we chance it?”


“Sure, give it a shot. Won’t kill us.”


 


Varmint Camp. Apache Mountains.


ROBERTO stood at the gate smoking and taking a healthy swig out of his whiskey flask every few minutes to keep from freezing to death. His shift was almost over when a Sierra County Sheriff’s car pulled up to the gate.


He smiled and stood beside the driver’s window. A dumb looking deputy grinned at him. “We need to ask the boss man some questions. Can you let us in?”


“Sure can. Let me get the gate for y’all.”


Roberto walked to the gate, stood with his back to the cops and texted Hondo.


“Sheriff and Deputy coming your way.”


“Got it. Let them come.”


Roberto opened the gate wide and gave them a smile and a wave through.


 


“HE SURE was nice and friendly, wasn’t he, Sheriff?”


“Uh huh. Hope the rest are just as friendly.”


“They weren’t that bad the last time we was here,” said Waters. “Felt sorry for them with no heat n’all. Why would they want to stay up here in the dead of winter anyways? Can’t figure it.”


“Don’t care why they live here. Free country,” said the Sheriff. “Last trip up here was useless. Never found out nothing about Sheriff Newcombe.”


“Maybe there was nothing to find out. Ever think of that?”


“Of course, I thought of that. I’ve been trying to find Newcome for over two weeks now. I think I’ve thought about every possible scenario at least five times each.”


“Yeah, guess you would,” said Waters as he steered along the narrow track towards the clubhouse. “Looks like they got lights working now.”


“You can hear the generators,” said the Sheriff. “No electrical service up here. You’re on your own for utilities.”


“Like camping,” said Waters, screwing up his face. “Don’t like camping much.”


The Sheriff pointed. “Park by the clubhouse. Maybe they got some heat in there.”


 


HONDO glanced up from his hand—jack, ten of clubs—when the Sheriff and Barney Fife came through the door. “Howdy, Sheriff, what can the Varmints do for law enforcement today?”


“Any of you fellas at Angie’s Diner last night?”


Hondo shook his head. “We had a meeting here, then an all-night poker tournament. No trips into town. Why?”


“And I guess y’all would vouch for each other if push came to shove,” said the Sheriff. “Don’t know why I even bothered coming up here.”


Hondo grinned. “Don’t know why you did either, Sheriff. Should stay where y’all belong.” He tilted his head towards Gage.


Gage smiled as he left his seat at the poker table and sauntered towards the Sheriff, clenching and unclenching his fist. Four other club members fell in behind Gage ready to help out.


Dobson held up a hand. “No need to get physical, boys. We only came to ask a couple questions because it’s our duty. We’re leaving now.”


“Ain’t your duty, Dobson,” said Hondo. “We’re miles out of your fuckin county. Y’all are sticking your face where it don’t belong, and I can’t tolerate nosy people.”


“We’re leaving,” said Waters. He turned and sprinted for the door, leaving the Sheriff to fend for himself.


Parker jumped up from the table and tackled Waters. He caught him around the waist, knocked him to the floor and straddled the puny deputy. He pounded Waters in the face over and over until his knuckles were bloody.


Waters moaned and struggled, but Parker outweighed him by fifty pounds and the deputy didn’t have much of a chance.


“Tie him up,” hollered Hondo from his seat at the table. “Throw him in the bush.”


“No,” hollered Waters, his voice garbled and nasal from his newly broken nose. “There’s bears out there.”


“Damn right,” said Parker and hit him another couple of times to shut him up. “Shut up, Deputy, or I’ll knock every tooth out of your stupid fuckin head.”


“Leave him alone,” hollered Dobson. “Y’all are under arrest.”


Gage laughed in Dobson’s face. He took a stance while two of his lackeys grabbed Dobson’s arms and held him. Gage punched Dobson in the face, then gave him a hard right to the gut that doubled the Sheriff over. When Dobson groaned and bent forward, Gage kicked him under the chin with a filthy Harley boot and it was lights out for law enforcement. “Tie him up, hands and feet, and take them both a good piece into the bush and dump them.”


 






 




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Tuesday, November 13th.


 


Execuloft Complex. South Austin.


JESSE and Travis were hunkered down in the surveillance unit parked in the visitors’ area behind Execuloft, the building where Danny Diaz made his home.  So far, there hadn’t been much to listen to. Diaz might be still sleeping.


“What time do you think rich murdering crooks get out of bed, boss?’ asked Travis.


“No clue on that one, Trav. Hope to hell they don’t sleep past noon. I’ve got stuff to do.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE finished his second coffee in his office waiting for Jesse and Travis to get something from their surveillance that the team could move on. This case had gone nowhere in a hurry. Sue had called from the lab to tell him that the big haul they’d got from Marko Balboa’s locker wasn’t the stuff they were looking for. Most of it Marko had picked up cheap at country auctions and garage sales. Nothing matched the items stolen from the robberies in the hills.


“Where the hell are they keeping the stolen stuff?” Blaine posed the question mostly to himself, but Misty came through the door and answered him.


“I might be able to find it.”


“How?”


“Remember when you said the one lady lost her jewelry?”


“Uh huh, right out of her bedroom closet while she was sleeping not ten feet away.”


“I’m pretty good with jewelry. Maybe if you borrowed something else of hers I could work with it.”


I’m desperate enough to try anything.


“Let me call her.” Blaine found the number in his files and called. “Mrs. Brennan, this is Blaine Blackmore, I wonder if you have a few minutes this morning.”


“Did you catch the robbers?”


“Almost, but I’m also trying to find where they keep the stolen goods and you can help with that.”


“I’d love to get my jewelry back,” she said, “Some of the older pieces were my mother’s.”


“I need to borrow a piece that’s special to you. Do you have anything like that that wasn’t taken?”


“The locket that Wade gave me for our tenth anniversary. I never take it off.”


“That would be perfect. Could I borrow it?”


“Umm… I’ve lost so much, I’m not eager to give it up. What are you going to do with it?”


“I’m going to let my girlfriend hold it in her hand for a couple of minutes, that’s all.”


Mrs. Brennan let out a little squeal. “Is she a psychic?”


“Yes, she is.”


“Oh, please, could she do it here? I’d love to watch her.”


“This isn’t normal procedure and I’d like to keep it just between the three of us,” said Blaine.


“I can keep a secret,” said Mrs. Brennan. “How soon can you come over?”


“Half an hour?”


 


Brennan Residence. West Lake Hills.


BLAINE reached over and touched Misty’s hand as they drove into the hills. “Are you okay, sweetheart, doing this away from home?”


“It might even be better being in her space when I’m trying to find her belongings. Try and see, I guess. Maybe nothing will happen.”


Mrs. Brennan, was all smiles when she opened the door. “Please come in. I’m so excited this is happening. I’ve always had a strong leaning towards the occult.”


Misty smiled and stepped into the front foyer. Blaine introduced her. “This is Misty Mulligan, Mrs. Brennan.”


“What beautiful hair you have, dear. It shimmers. Your aura must be breathtaking.”


“I hope it is.”


“Let me take your coats. What brutal weather we’ve been having. Nothing like it in my memory.”


She showed them into the sitting room where a fire crackled in the hearth. “I made coffee, would you like a cup?”


Misty nodded and settled into a wing chair near the fireplace while Mrs. Brennan was out of the room. She returned with a tray of coffee and a plate of coconut squares.


“I’ll have coffee after I concentrate,” said Misty. “It’s better if I don’t cloud my senses.”


“Oh, so true,” said Mrs. Brennan. “I never thought of that.”


I know so little about this.


Mrs. Brennan reached behind her neck and undid the locket. “Here you go. I hope you have success.”


“Thank you.” Misty held the locket in her hand.


“Do you want the curtains closed, sweetheart?” asked Blaine.


“I’m fine.” She closed her eyes and sat perfectly still with her right hand closed tight around the locket.


Mrs. Brennan eased down onto the sofa and stared. She looked like she might speak, and Blaine held up a finger to caution her. She nodded and stayed silent.


Misty let out one of the long low groans that Blaine had become accustomed to when Misty did her thing.


Mrs. Brennan jumped and clamped her hand over her mouth.


With her eyes still closed, the voice Blaine called the ‘psychic voice’ came out of Misty’s mouth. “The dogs are barking. They want to go home. Grandmother is the keeper of the gold. She owns the bidding numbers.”


The room was silent until Misty opened her eyes. “Hi, did I say anything useful?”


“You were marvelous, dear.” Mrs. Brennan was beaming. “I could feel a shiver all the way down to my toes.”


Misty gave her back the locket and took a cup of coffee from the tray.


“Eat something,” said Blaine. “You always feel faint when you’re finished.”


Misty took a bite out of a coconut square. “Mmm… these are delicious.”


Blaine read over what he’d written in his notebook and had no clue what it meant.


Do the Diaz boys have a Grandmother?


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE sent Misty upstairs to lie down when they returned home from the Brennan’s. Whenever she had a psychic experience, whether intentional or unwanted, it left her completely drained.


He closed his office door and researched the two Diaz brothers to see if he could connect to a grandmother.


Mist didn’t say much.


He read his notes again. Dogs are barking. What does that mean? Keeper of the gold. Does the grandmother control the family money? What are the bidding numbers?


After a few minutes of digging he found a grandmother on the paternal side. Father of the two boys, a man named Ramone Diaz, had died of a heart attack a few years earlier, but he had a mother still living. Maria Diaz lived south, down in East Riverside. She also owned an auction house in downtown Austin. Triple-D Auction House.


“Bingo,” said Blaine.


Bidding numbers.


Blaine talked it out as he uncovered the information. “The grandsons steal the stuff using inside information from the girlfriends who are installers. The grandmother liquidates the higher end items through the auction house. Perfect setup. All I have to do is link the Diaz family to the robberies and the murders with solid, irrefutable evidence.”


He pushed back in his leather chair and smiled. “How the hell am I gonna do that?”


He hollered for Farrell.


 


Austin-Bergstrom Airport.


ANNIE and Jackson sat in the arrival’s lounge waiting for Santana to come through the gate. Jackson had been upset since Jesse’s visit. He and Lucy missed Charity every single day and it was breaking Annie’s heart. What could she do?


“I want Jesse to move back to our ranch and bring back my baby sister,” said Jackson. He wiped at his eyes in a brave effort not to shed a tear.


“There’s nothing I want more than that, sweetheart, but Jesse thinks Charity should be raised on the Quantrall ranch. It’s her heritage.”


“I don’t know what that is, Mommy.”


Before Annie could explain it, Santana was standing in front of them, looking handsome, tanned and strong, and wearing only jeans and a t-shirt. Annie stood up and he hugged her. “I missed you.”


Annie tried to smile. “We had a terrible cold snap while you were gone and it’s not warm yet.” She pointed at his bare tattooed arms. “Do you have a jacket?”


“It’s in my bag if I need it. I’ll be okay.”


Jackson fell asleep as soon as they hit the highway and Annie took advantage of the moment to tell Santana about the tracker on his bike.


“The boys in your garage found a tag on my ride?”


“Not at first. Mack never looked for it until after four Varmints came into the garage staring hard at your Harley and asking where you were.”


“Jesus, girl, I’m sorry.”


“Sorry? They came to kill you, Santana.”


He smiled. “Luckily, I was out of the country. They probably hung around for a while then went back to camp.”


“I guess so,” said Annie.


A couple of them didn’t go back.


Santana sat quietly for a while, smoking and thinking, then he turned and gazed across the console at Annie. “I’ll have to go back to the camp and straighten things out.”


Straighten things out?


“I’ll go with you.”


Santana shook his head. “Bad idea. I can’t allow that to happen.”


 


Ross Harley Davidson. East Austin.


AFTER hearing about the tag on his ride, Santana insisted on stopping to pick up his bike on the way home from the airport.


Annie leaned on the workbench while Santana listened to Mack tell him about the problem with his bike and how it had been rectified. Then they discussed the Varmints showing up and the finding of the tag.


Jackson was asleep in the truck, and she was tired too. All she wanted to do was get home and sleep but waited thinking Santana would load the bike into the back of the truck.


After the bike talk finally wound down, Santana said, “Go on ahead, Annie. I’ll ride the bike and be right behind you.”


It was shaping up to be a long night.


 


Maria Diaz’s Residence. East Riverside. Austin.


GRANDMOTHER DIAZ lived in an old Victorian in south east Austin. A large, three-storey money pit similar to Blaine’s own relic. Hers resembled his before renovations—peeling paint, missing roof shingles, crumbling foundation and cracked driveway. No carriage house and a much smaller piece of property.


“Want to knock on the door, bro?” asked Farrell, “and see what happens?”


“Not yet. I wanted to see what her residence looked like and get a feel for it to see if we were on the right track.”


“Misty has never been on the wrong track,” asked Farrell, “has she?”


Blaine shook his head. “Nope. Never.”


“Maybe we should visit the auction house too, and scope it out before we make our move.”


“Yeah, let’s do that.”


As they rounded the corner heading for I-35 Farrell gave a shout out. “There it is, bro, the dog pound. Barking dogs that want to go home.”


“Jesus, Farrell. How does she do that?”


 


Triple-D Auction House. Downtown Austin.


FARRELL held the smoked glass door open and Blaine walked in first. He strode across the elegant marble lobby and stood in front of the reception desk facing a beautiful blonde in a black silk suit.


“I’d like to speak to Mrs. Diaz, please,” said Blaine.


“Do you have an appointment?”


“No, I don’t, but I won’t take much of her time. I only want to ask a few questions.”


“What kind of questions?” She smiled sweetly, her dangling crystal earrings sparkling in the light of the chandelier overhead. “Maybe I could answer them for you.”


“Maybe you could. Do either one of her grandsons work for her?”


“Yes, they both do.”


“Great,” said Blaine. “Are either one of them here now?”


“Yes, they both are. They’re helping Mrs. Diaz prepare for tonight’s auction.”


“Would you show me where they are please?”


She picked up her pen and pointed. “Just go through those double doors and you should be able to find them.”


“Thanks so much.” Blaine glanced at Farrell and he was already calling for back up.


“Slow and easy,” said Blaine as they walked smiling through the double doors.


The auction auditorium wasn’t huge but appeared to be professionally decorated. The walls were paneled in a dark wood in framed sections, a crystal wall sconce centering each section. Tan leather chairs formed rows of seating, each row numbered. The back of the room featured a permanent bar next to the cashier’s booth.


A long table holding several items fronted the stage, and next to the table an older Hispanic woman with salon-styled silver hair stood behind a lectern, sorting through a stack of papers. She must have been in her seventies but could have passed for sixty.


Blaine turned and headed her way. “Mrs. Diaz, I’m Blaine Blackmore from Violent Crime and I’d like to ask you a few questions. It won’t take long.”


She stared at him for a moment, then without hesitation she stepped out from behind the podium and pointed a Glock at his chest. “Get out of my auction house.”


“Put the gun down, lady,” hollered Farrell as he jogged through a row of seats. “You don’t want to take that route.”


“You’re messing up my operation, Blackmore, and you’ve got to go.” She laughed, cocked the gun and pointed it right at Blaine. “You’re a dead man.”


Bang.


Farrell had squeezed off the shot and Mrs. Diaz dropped to the floor.


“Abuela,” hollered Navaro as he ran from the back room. “No, no.”


His brother, Danny, was right behind him with a gun in his hand. “You shot my Maria,” he hollered and fired a shot in Farrell’s direction.


Blaine turned and fired at Danny’s leg and took his knee out. Danny Diaz crashed to the floor and the gun flew out of his hand. Blaine kicked it away and it skittered under the rows of seats. Danny hollered in pain, rolling and writhing on the floor, clutching his bleeding leg.


Blaine spun around and concentrated on Navaro. “Navaro Diaz, you’re under arrest on suspicion of murder and armed robbery. Get down on your knees and put your hands on your head.”


Sirens sounded outside the building and four Rangers ran in with weapons drawn.


“You’ll never take me alive, super cop.” He scooped up the gun next to his grandmother’s body and aimed at Blaine, but before he had time to pull the trigger Farrell fired and dropped him. He fell dead on top of his grandmother’s corpse.


“These the robbers?” asked Rocky.


Blaine nodded, his ears ringing from the gunshots. “They didn’t want to answer any questions.”


“Guess they’d rather be dead,” said Farrell.


Danny Diaz had passed out in a pool of his own blood by the time the paramedics arrived and strapped him onto a gurney.


“I’ll go with the prisoner, Mr. B.” said Rocky. “You’ve got a big enough mess here.” The big Ranger hooked a thumb over his shoulder, “and all your buddies are lining up at the curb waiting for you to talk to them.”


Blaine shook his long black hair. “Shit, those fuckers are fast.”


Farrell grinned. “They don’t want to miss any of your action, bro.”


As Blaine passed through the reception area he noticed the girl behind the desk talking to one of the backup officers. “Get that young lady’s details, Syd, and take her statement, would you? I need to ask her a few more questions.”


“Sure thing, Mr. B.”


The minute Blaine stepped outside the media swarmed him and shouted out dozens of questions. “Hey, people, nice of you to get here so fast, but I’m not ready. There’s a lot to sort through and I want to talk to Chief Calhoun before I give you my version of what went down. How about DPS at ten in the morning?”


“How many are dead inside?” hollered one reporter.


“None of that information will be released until next of kin are notified,” said Blaine. “Y’all know that. I can’t give you that information.”


“Shots were fired,” shouted another. “Was Deputy Donovan involved?”


“Deputy Donovan had my back, just like he always does.” He gave the crowd a little wave. “That’s it for now.”


 


Chief Calhoun’s Office. Ranger Headquarters.


CALHOUN met them at the door of the building and pointed up to the flat screen in the waiting area. “It’s already all over the news. What the hell happened?”


“We found out the grandmother had an auction house,” said Blaine. “We walked in, asked the receptionist if the Diaz boys were with their grandmother and she said, yes, go on back. I introduced myself to Mrs. Diaz and she pulled a Glock, cocked it and aimed it at my head. Farrell shot her.”


“Lord, Jesus. Just like that?”


“Yep. She said I was messing her up and I had to go.”


“A fucking loose cannon,” said the Chief.


They strode down the hall to the Chief’s office and he closed the door and sat down in his leather chair. He pointed at the two chairs in front of his desk. “Then what?”


“Navaro and Danny heard the shot and came running out of the room where they store the stuff for the auction,” said Farrell. “Danny had a Sig in his hand and he fired at me on the run. That’s when Blacky shot him in the knee.”


“I told Navaro he was under arrest,” said Blaine. “He picked up his grandmother’s gun and aimed at me. That’s when Farrell shot him.”


The Chief smiled. “Wish I’d been there.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


WHEN they got home, Blaine headed straight for the Sub-Zero and grabbed a Corona for himself and a Lone Star for Farrell. He hollered for Travis to come to the kitchen and join them for a brew to celebrate.


“You get them, boss?”


Blaine nodded. “Yep, finally. Not as smooth as I would have liked, but it’s a done deal.” He grinned and pointed to Farrell, “Of course I wouldn’t be standing here babbling on if it weren’t for my sharp-shooting brother. Those fuckers tried to kill us.”


He was about to tell Misty how vital her information had been when his cell rang. Black Cat. He stepped into the foyer to answer. “Hey, Cat. We got them.”


“I heard that, sweetie, and I’m so happy for you. I just called to congratulate you.”


“Some was me, but most was Farrell. But you knew that already. I’ve forgiven you for wanting the best of the best.”


“Thank God. I hated being on your bad side.” She gave a little laugh. “The fuse is too short.” Another chuckle. “Too bad there wasn’t two of him.”


Blaine laughed with her.


“Are you giving a TV interview?”


“Ten in the morning at DPS.”


“I’ll be watching.”


Blaine returned to the kitchen and Farrell was in the middle of telling Misty how on the money she’d been. “The old bag lived around the corner from the dog pound,” he said. “You called it all the way, girl.”


Misty smiled. “I’m glad I helped y’all. Sometimes I don’t even know what I’m saying. It just comes out of nowhere.”


 


 





 




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Wednesday, November 14th.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


SANTANA slipped out of bed in the pitch dark, picked up his


clothes from the floor beside the bed where he’d dropped them the night before and tiptoed across the cold Mexican tiles into the ensuite to dress.


He hated leaving Annie without a goodbye, and a thank-you for all she’d done for his mother, but he had things to take care of. She’d treated him so well and guilt overwhelmed him as he pushed his bike through the side gate and down the long lane towards the highway.


I’m not the man she thinks I am. I’d never be good enough for a woman like her.


At the end of the Coulter-Ross laneway, he started his bike, mounted up and headed west.


 


ANNIE didn’t hear Santana get up in the night, but when she rose at six to start the coffee, his bike was gone and so was he. She called Jack Prima, one of the junkers who protected Blaine. Jack also doubled as her bodyguard when she was on assignment.


“He took off in the night, Jack, like we thought he would. Think we can catch up?”


“Sure, I’ll be ready when you get here.”


Jack was packed and ready to travel when Annie picked him up at Blaine’s place in the city. They wasted no time hitting the interstate in an effort not to fall too far behind.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


BLAINE and Farrell sat in the Chief’s office with Starbuck’s containers in front of them mulling over the statement Blaine was about to release to the media.


“You sure you don’t want to talk to them and take credit for wrapping up this ring of thieves and killers, Chief?” asked Blaine. “I sure as hell could do without it.”


Calhoun smiled. “They came to hear you talk to them, son. No getting away from it—you have a following. You do it.”


There was a gentle tap on the door and Farrell stood up to open it. “Morning, Mary.” Farrell pointed to the chair he’d just vacated. “Sit there. I can stand. Blacky’s almost ready to do the deed.”


Mary smiled at Farrell, a sad look in her eye. “Thanks. Do we have a hand-out?”


Blaine nodded. “Yeah, how many are out there?”


“Dozens,” said Mary. “One of the biggest groups in a while.”


“Shit,” said Blaine and then he laughed and looked down at his Lukas Nelson concert shirt. “I don’t think I’m dressed for it.”


Mary picked up the stack of press releases and Farrell opened the door for her. Blaine followed her to the front of the building and they stepped outside together.


Blinding lights flashed on and cameras began rolling. Dozens of questions were flung at Blaine and there was so much hollering he couldn’t hear most of them. He held up a hand. “Hang on, y’all. Mary will hand out a press release and then I’ll have a couple of things to add. After that, I’ll take a few questions.”


Mary made her way through the throng of reporters handing out the release. Blaine sometimes had time to send them out by e-mail to those on his list, but not today.


“As y’all can see, there were multiple players in this gang of thieves turned murderers, but the principals were Mrs. Maria Diaz and her grandsons, Navaro and Daniel. They burglarized houses, then cleared the loot through Triple-D Auctions downtown.”


“Violent Crime was given the case when one of the homeowners, Mrs. Melanchuck, was killed during the robbery of her home. Danny Diaz has been charged with that murder. He’s presently under guard at Saint Michael’s hospital, but he will go to trial.”


Questions were hurled at him when he paused for a breath. He held up his hand again and smiled. “I’m long winded today and I’m not finished.” A few chuckles and then they quieted down and waited for the rest of it.


“We had a lot of help with this case and I want to thank a couple of people in particular. Mr. Fogarty, of Fogarty’s New and Used, gave me insight and a helpful push in the right direction and I thank him for taking the time.”


“Also Judge Campbell, our Governor elect, helped me with a lot of the warrants and she also supplied insight that led ultimately to the Diaz family. Judge Campbell will be coming down hard on crime in Texas when she assumes office: one of her campaign promises that she fully intends to keep.”


“Violent Crime will help her keep that promise.”


“Will the DA’s office seek the death penalty against Danny Diaz?” someone shouted.


Blaine nodded. “I’m sure they will, but that’s a question you could direct to Mr. Leighton’s office.”


“How many people has Donovan capped in the line of duty?” a reporter shouted from the back of the mob.


“None that wasn’t trying to kill us first,” said Blaine.


 


Judge Campbell’s Residence. West Austin.


CAT turned the flat screen on in her sitting room at five minutes to ten to watch Blaine’s speech to the media. She hated to admit it to herself, but she’d become attached to him.


She watched Mary Polito give out the releases, then she sipped her coffee as she listened to the recap. Blaine was leaving a lot out. Details she could get from Chief Calhoun. There was a helluva fire fight and two people ended up dead. That would be Donovan. He was one tough kid.


Then Blaine thanked old Herman Fogarty.


When Blaine began talking about her, and how she’d helped the investigation, she couldn’t hold back the tears.


She reached for a tissue and blew her nose.


Oh, my God. He is going to help me after all.


 


Stockton. West Texas.


DARKNESS had fallen when Santana pulled off the interstate into the Super Six in Stockton. He’d been freezing most of the day, with the temperature below zero and the wind chill killing him as he rode his Harley. Not the same as riding in a vehicle with a heater. He needed a hot coffee and a warm bed to make it the rest of the way.


The whole day riding west, all he could think about was leaving Annie. An opportunity for a regular life with a wonderful and beautiful woman, but there was no going back now. He’d made his choice.


 


JACK monitored the new tracker Annie had put on Santana’s ride at the shop, and they had almost caught up to him by nightfall when they reached Stockton.


“He’s parked about a mile ahead of us,” said Jack. “Must be a hotel or motel there.”


“Okay,” said Annie, “let’s stay here so we don’t spook him.” She flicked on her blinker and pulled into a Comfort Inn.


After checking in they walked down the road to a Mexican restaurant and ordered beer and enchiladas.


“You’re quiet, Annie. You okay?”


“I’m fine, Jack. A bit tired from the drive.” She didn’t have time to say anymore when her cell rang. Santana. She mouthed his name to Jack and said hello.


“I want to apologize for leaving without a proper goodbye,” he said. “I’ll never forget how good you were to me, or to my mother.”


“Your goodbye sounds permanent,” said Annie. “Where are you?”


“On my way back to the camp. There are things I have to take care of that won’t wait.”


“Will we see each other again?”


“I… I’m not sure.”


Annie ended the call and Jack raised an eyebrow wondering if she would share.


“I don’t think he’s the sharpest knife in the drawer.”


Jack grinned.


“Why would he go back to the camp when he knows the Varmints voted to kill him?” asked Annie. “One against forty? Horrible odds. What sense does that make?”


“None.”






 




CHAPTER NINETEEN


Thursday, November 15th.


 


Super Six Motel. Stockton.


SANTANA didn’t sleep well. Restless and unsure of how he’d handle the club and the faction against him. He had a few solid supporters. Men he’d trained and helped in their personal lives that would always be loyal to him, but it was only a handful. After Hondo came to the club and began moving up in the ranks, he’d done a lot of recruiting and had most of the prospects eating out of his hand. He mulled over the numbers, tossed and turned and finally gave it up. He sat in the chair by the window in his room and smoked.


Thoughts of Annie crept into his head and he tried to shut them out. There was no room in his life for a woman. She would only weaken him and ultimately be his downfall. He’d always been careful to avoid attachments. The danger was always there.


After a coffee at the free breakfast bar, he gassed up his bike and braced himself against the wind for the last leg of his journey. He should be in Apache Springs in about four hours if he didn’t have problems with his ride.


 


Comfort Inn. Stockton.


ANNIE was showered, dressed and back from the free breakfast downstairs before Jack came out of the bathroom. “I brought you a coffee and a toasted bagel.” She put her wares on the round table in the corner of the room.


“Hey, thanks. I didn’t hear you get up.” He grinned. “I’m not used to sleeping in the same room as a woman. I think men are noisier. They don’t give a shit if they wake you up with their snoring or not.”


“I’m sensitive to those around me.” Annie winked at him.


“Believe that, if you will.” Jack chuckled and took the lid off his coffee.


Annie glanced at her tablet. “He’s on the move. We better shake it.”


 


Apache Springs. West Texas.


SANTANA slowed down to the speed limit as he cruised north on the main street. He noticed the Crime Scene van parked at the curb and the yellow tape strung across the front of Angie’s diner.


There were no people crowded around, just one old guy looking in the window, so it must be old news. Had something happened in the restaurant? Weird. Nothing ever happened in Apache Springs.


He didn’t have time to stop, and it didn’t concern him. He squeezed the gas and kept heading north out of town.


 


Junction of I-10 and Route Fifty-four.


ANNIE had pounded the gas since they left Stockton in an effort to keep right on Santana’s ass. Now the gauge was on empty and she’d lose time filling up.


She pulled up to the pumps and turned off the engine. “How far behind him do you think we are, Jack?”


“Not more than a few minutes—maybe ten at the most. Let’s get a drink and a snack while we’re stopped. I could use the bathroom too.”


“Sure,” said Annie, “a full stop, then we’ll catch up.”


 


Angie’s Diner. Apache Springs.


JACK slowed when he saw the Crime Scene van parked on the main street. “Yellow tape across the door.” He pointed, and Annie turned her head to look.


“I wonder what happened?” asked Annie. “I ate in that diner a couple of times when I was looking for Santana. Angie was nice to me.”


“Do you want to take the time to find out?”


“It’ll only take a second.”


Jack pulled over and Annie hopped out. A couple of senior citizens were peering in the window trying to see what was going on inside and Annie asked them what had happened.


“Somebody killed Miss Angie,” said the old guy. “We came for breakfast like always and the diner wasn’t open.”


“Somebody killed her?” Annie could hardly believe it. “Was it today?”


“Nope, not today. Miss Karen found her. Sick, she was. Beanie Waters said Miss Angie was such a sight it made Miss Karen Moon sick.”


“Oh, no.” Annie ran back to the truck and jumped in. “Somebody killed Angie, the lady who ran the diner.”


“Why would they? Was it a robbery?”


Annie shrugged. “Keep going north until you get to the New Moon Motel. The lady who runs the motel found Angie according to the old guy on the street. I’ll run in and ask Karen.”


“Should we waste time on it?” asked Jack. “Do we need to know?”


“We need to know if the Varmints killed her.”


Jack nodded. “You’re right. We need to know that.”


 


New Moon Motel. Apache Springs.


ANNIE found Karen Moon in the motel office with her head resting on the counter, her notepad and pen beside her.


Karen lifted her head when she heard the door open. “Annie, I didn’t expect to see you here again.”


“I didn’t expect to be here either, but here I am.” She patted Karen’s arm. “I heard what happened to Angie. That must have been a shock for you finding her.”


Karen straightened up, her eyes red-rimmed and puffy. “I’ve been crying for two days,” she said in a whisper. “I’ve never seen anything so terrible in my whole life. You couldn’t imagine.”


I think I could.


“Do the police have any idea who did it?” asked Annie.


“I don’t think so. Sheriff Dobson was with me when we found her, and he didn’t seem to have any idea.”


“Where’s the Sheriff now? I didn’t see his SUV on the main street.”


“I haven’t seen him since that day,” said Karen. “Deputy Waters picked him up after the Sheriff brought me home in my truck because I couldn’t drive, and they went somewhere together.”


“But you don’t know where they went?”


Karen shook her head and her brown curls bounced into her eyes. “He didn’t tell me where he was going.”


“Thanks, Karen. Save me a room. One with two doubles. My bodyguard is with me.”


“I’m so glad you’re staying. I can’t sleep and don’t want to be alone here again tonight.”


“Lock the doors until I come back.”


Karen slid a key across the counter. “Take number twelve again.”


 


Varmint Camp. Apache Mountains.


DUSK hung gray and frigid over the pines as Santana stopped his bike in front of the gate and dismounted.


Roberto stood at the left side of the gate smoking, his Blackout slung carelessly over his shoulder. He stared in disbelief at the tall silhouette approaching out of the gloom.


Santana drew his weapon and smiled at Roberto. “How’d you vote, kid?” Santana fired, and Roberto didn’t get a chance to tell him.


Santana hopped back on his Harley and drove along the narrow track between the snowbanks. He made a quick stop at his own trailer, parked his bike and picked up his shotgun and more ammo for his Colt. A rough plan was forming in his head, but whether it would work or not remained to be seen. If it didn’t work, he was dead anyway, so he might as well give it a shot. The odds were not in his favor.


Darkness had fallen when he stepped onto his deck, and in the mountains, darkness meant pitch black. If there was no moonlight, you couldn’t see your hand in front of your face. From where he stood, Santana could see lights shining from the clubhouse. Probably a poker game going on. Always poker. The boys loved to play Hold-em. Tonight, the stakes would be higher—much higher.


His Harley boots crunched on the frozen snow as he strode towards the clubhouse—once his dream—now he didn’t give a shit if any of it was ever finished. Funny how things change. His heart had ached all the way from Austin, knowing what he had to do, and knowing when it was done, he couldn’t go back to Annie. There was no going back.


These men were his men—his club and they had sold him out. Their betrayal was punishable by death. They all knew it. It was spelled out in black and white in the rules. Santana inhaled a lungful of frigid air and pushed the door of the clubhouse open.


He closed the door behind him and the room fell silent.


 


JACK drove up to the gate and the headlights of the truck illuminated Roberto’s body on the snow-covered ground. The gate stood wide open, but Roberto lay sideways across the narrow road. There was no room to go around him in a truck.


Jack hopped out, rolled Roberto off to the side and slid back into the driver’s seat. “He hasn’t been dead long. He’s still warm. Santana must be just ahead of us.”


“I wonder who killed Angie?” asked Annie. “Gage is the heavy. It was probably him.”


“Why would they kill a waitress?” asked Jack as he steered through the narrow opening trying to avoid hitting the snowbanks. “Unless she was a direct threat for some reason.”


“She liked to gossip with all her customers,” said Annie, “but I don’t see her as a threat to the Varmints.”


“We don’t know it was the Varmints. Maybe she had other enemies we know nothing about.”


“I guess that could be true,” said Annie, “but all the customers seemed to like her.” She shivered and turned the heat up a notch. “Did you let the DEA know about the lab?”


“Uh huh, but I don’t know when they’ll arrive. When I talked to the field agent in El Paso he was putting a crew together as fast as he could. Hope they get here tonight to take it down. They thanked you for the information.”


“Hey, it’s my job,” said Annie.


“Not exactly your job,” said Jack. “Just a sidebar.”


Annie giggled. “Yeah, a sidebar.”


“Your job is cut and dried, sweetheart. Unlike the rest of us.”


Annie zipped up her jacket and pulled a black watch cap down low over her long black hair. “Let me out anywhere along here in front of the trailers and wait until I’m out of sight and in position before you do anything heroic.”


Jack chuckled as he slowed down. “I’m invisible remember? My heroics go unnoticed. The bad guys rarely see me.”


“They can’t see me,” said Annie. “I’m not here.” She reached into the back of the truck for her Remington with the night scope.


“Good luck,” whispered Jack.


“Six pack when we’re finished.” Annie disappeared into the blackness.


 


JACK left the truck in front of Santana’s trailer and took the long way around to the back of the clubhouse, ploughing through knee-high snow and pushing through evergreen branches weighted down with inches of white icing. The night was brutally cold. No wind. No moonlight. He trudged towards the light shining from under the plastic tarps covering the clubhouse windows. A moth edging closer to the flame.


When he was close enough, Jack risked a peek through the back window. He pulled the tarp back an inch and took stock of the interior. He needed to know where he was going, the fastest way in and out, and he needed to move quickly if he didn’t want to die in the Apache Mountains.


Jack pulled out his Seal knife to be ready, and hoped he was up to the task. The only one he wasn’t worried about was Annie. She was number one in her field and she left no room for error. He’d never known a woman so cool under pressure. The ice in her veins amazed him. She would do her job calmly and cleanly and be waiting for him in the truck.


 


ANNIE worked her way around to the end of the clubhouse building—the end farthest from the road—where she would have the most cover. The snow was deep where no one had walked, and Annie had almost made it to the window she’d chosen when she tripped over something in the dark. She brushed away a layer of new snow and saw it was a frozen body. She peered through her night scope and stared at the face of Sheriff Dobson—at least she thought it was Dobson—she’d only seen him once from a distance. There was another body close to Dobson. The deputy. Guess neither one of them would be giving her and Jack a helping hand.


She sighed and continued to the window with the most central location. She pulled off the duct tape holding the tarp in place and eased the barrel of her Remington through the opening.


Through the sight she could see Santana holding a shotgun on Hondo. Leaning in closer, she strained to hear what Santana was saying. All the Varmints were sitting around a poker table staring at their president, none of them moving a muscle and none of them saying a word.


Santana began yelling. “The price of betraying the president of the club is death. Everyone knows the rules and the ones who should know the rules better than anyone else are the VP and the Sergeant at Arms.” He waved the shotgun at Hondo and Gage in turn.


“We didn’t betray you, boss,” said Hondo. “We thought you were dead. Honest, we did.”


One of the poker players, a Hondo supporter, pulled a gun. He aimed at Santana and fired. Terrible shot. The bullet lodged in the wall three feet over Santana’s head.


Santana never moved—never even flinched. He smiled, looked Hondo right in the eye and pulled the trigger. The shotgun blast hit Hondo in the face and knocked him backwards off his chair onto the floor.


Stray pellet’s hit Varmints on either side of Hondo and the men jumped away, hollering in pain and looking for something to stop the bleeding in their arms, necks and shoulders.


The rest of the Varmints were on their feet, cursing and yelling and pulling weapons out of their belts.


Two shots came out of nowhere while the Varmints ran around in a panicked frenzy.


Pop. Pop.


Brains, blood and tissue rained down on the poker table and two more Varmints lay dead on the floor of the clubhouse. Santana and Gage. Headshots both of them.


Jack ran inside with his weapon drawn and shouted, “All of you line up against that wall and put your weapons on the floor if you don’t want to end up like those guys.” He pointed at Santana and Gage, both missing substantial parts of their heads. The Varmints were reluctant to give up their weapons, but Jack paced back and forth in front of them encouraging them to comply with his orders. Knowing Annie had him covered and would drop any Varmint who tried anything, made him feel a little more confident.


Once the Varmints had laid their weapons on the floor and Jack had kicked them out of reach of the bikers, he picked one of the Varmints and pointed at him. “You, take these and cuff all your buddies.” He handed the Varmint a package of flexicuffs.


“Fuck you, I ain’t doing that.”


“Do it,” said Jack.


“I ain’t doing it and you can’t make me.” The guy turned his back on Jack and took off running for the door.


Pop.


He dropped like a stone.


Heads turned. All the Varmints tried to figure where the shooter was, and they argued about it.


Jack pointed to another one. “You, do it.”


The Varmint grabbed the pack of plastic cuffs and got busy.


Sirens sounded, and Jack said, “The DEA is here to take down your lab. Nobody move.”


Seconds later a mass of men in DEA jackets swarmed the clubhouse. Jack spoke to their team leader and turned the scene over to them. The alphabets would take all the credit, but he didn’t care. Glory was not his thing.


 


ANNIE was asleep in the truck when Jack came back. He started the engine, turned around on the narrow track and headed towards the gate.


“Get everything all wrapped up, sugar pop?”


“Yep, the field agent has taken over. We’re out of here.”


“I got us a room at the New Moon. Two beds. So don’t think I’m going to jump your bones, Jackie.”


Jack was almost too exhausted to laugh.


 


 






 




CHAPTER TWENTY


Friday, November 16th.


 


New Moon Motel. Apache Springs.


ANNIE rolled over, pulled the covers over her head and ignored the knock on the door.


“I’ll get it,” said Jack, sounding wide awake. “Might be important.”


Annie heard two male voices mumbling, then nothing. Then she heard Jack in the shower.


“Back in a few,” said Jack. He left the room and closed the door behind him.


Annie checked the time on her phone. Not even seven thirty. She struggled out of bed and stood under the shower to wake herself up. After she dressed and dried her hair, she wondered about coffee. After the rough time Karen had been having would she feel like making coffee for her guests?


Only one way to find out.


Annie thought about running the few feet between her room and the motel office without a coat, but then thought better of it and put her jacket on. Her truck was parked where she’d left it, so Jack had obviously gone off with someone else. Maybe one of the DEA dudes. After all they were birds of a feather—all alphabet guys—only the letters were different.


She stepped into the motel office and could smell a heavenly aroma coming from the kitchen. Something was in the oven. Karen was definitely baking. Good news, because Annie was starving. Hungry when she went to bed after her little romp around in the Apache Mountains and even hungrier when she woke up.


Karen heard the door and poked her curly head into the office. “I’ll get you some coffee, Annie. The muffins have five more minutes.” She waved her arm. “Why don’t you come in the back and talk to me while you wait?”


“Thanks, Karen. That’s nice of you.”


“I slept better knowing you and your bodyguard were here. I had the shakes for the past couple of days and I felt scared—like I might never be unscared ever again.”


“That can happen after you’ve had a bad shock,” said Annie. “It happened to me when my son was kidnapped. After I got him back I felt like I could never sleep or let my guard down ever again.”


“Oh, my God, that must have been terrible. How old was he when that happened?”


“Three.”


The bell tinkled, and Karen went into the office to see who it was.


“Hello, Miss Moon, I’m, Warren Costello, the new Sheriff for Apache Springs replacing Sheriff Newcombe.”


Annie stood at the doorway and listened.


“Have you made any progress finding out who killed Angie?” asked Karen.


“I think we can pretty well close that case, Miss Moon. The feds came in last night and took the Varmints down and destroyed their meth lab. We’ll be better off without them around Apache Springs.”


“Do you know which one of the Varmints killed her?”


The new Sheriff shook his head. He was an older man, in his early fifties, tall and slim with a weathered complexion. “We might never know that, Miss, so many of them are dead.”


Karen paled and gripped the edge of the counter.


“I wanted to thank that Federal Agent,” said the Sheriff, “I think his name was Jack. Is he still here?”


Karen turned and asked Annie, “Is your friend Jack in the room, Annie?”


“No, he went out with another agent.”


“Well, tell him thanks for me when he comes back. He rid our county of some bad problems.”


“I’ll tell him,” said Karen. “Are the bikers all gone?”


“All gone to jail, and the DEA agents found Sheriff Newcombe’s squad car back in the bush behind the meth lab. I don’t think he and his deputy got off too lucky. They also found Sheriff Dobson and his Deputy from Sierra County. They froze to death out behind the biker’s clubhouse.”


Karen put her hands over her face. “Oh, no. What a terrible death.” She grabbed a tissue and wiped her eyes. “Someone should let Doris Brown know. I think she’s keeping Sheriff Newcombe’s service center running, hoping he’ll return.”


The Sheriff nodded. Guess I should go break the news to Ms. Brown.”


“Poor Doris will be devastated,” said Karen. “She was quite attached to Stan Newcombe.”


 


I-10 Heading East to Austin.


ON THE WAY home, Jack and Annie were both tired from the trip and from their assignments, but now Apache Springs could go back to being the quiet little town where nothing ever happened.


Angela Schumacher, plus two sheriffs and two deputies had been killed for no reason except to get them out of the way and no one would have been held accountable.


“You’re quiet, Annie.”


“Just tired, Jack. And I want to get home to my family.”


“Does it bother you when your assignment is somebody you know?” asked Jack.


“I wouldn’t have the assignment if the targets weren’t known murderers who’d been under surveillance for a long while,” said Annie. “And there’s other criteria in place that I know nothing about. My work is classified, and I seldom question it. The names aren’t pulled out of a hat.”


Jack chuckled. “I know that.”


“As far as Santana goes, my only regret is Bianca. She’s my mother-in-law and I love her, but I did my best to make sure she had one last visit with her son.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


IT WAS LATE when Annie pulled through the gate onto Blaine’s newly expanded property to drop Jack off.


“Come on in for a beer, Annie. The boss will be freaked out if you don’t come in and see him.”


Annie blew out a breath. “Okay, just one. I’m ready for bed.”


“We should have stopped half way home instead of pushing it through,” said Jack. “Would have been easier.”


“I have work to do,” said Annie. “I need to be home.”


Lexi barked and greeted them in the front hall, and as soon as she was inside, Blaine grabbed her in a hug.


“I’m so glad you came in, Mom. It seems like I haven’t seen you in a week.”


Annie pushed Blaine’s black hair out of his eyes. “Is that Jackson’s coat on the hook?”


“He’s sleeping over and tomorrow we’re going to get a couple of new fish. I said he could have one of his own.”


“He’ll love that.”


Blaine slipped his arm around her waist and herded her into the kitchen. “Farrell and I are having a couple of beers. Misty went to bed already and so did Carm.”


Annie sat down at the table and Farrell fetched her a beer from the Sub-Zero.


“Did Santana get back to his club okay?” asked Blaine. “I had my mind on my case and didn’t really catch why you and Jack had to go out of town.”


Jack nodded. “All turned out well. All cleaned up.”


Farrell rolled his blue eyes.


Annie relaxed and enjoyed her beer with the boys. She hadn’t had any down time for weeks, and when she did have a moment to herself she stressed about Jesse.


“Hey, I thought I heard people partying in the kitchen while I was trying to sleep,” said Travis. He focused on Annie. “I didn’t know you were coming, Annie-girl.”


“Just bringing Jack home. How are you managing, Travis?”


“Good. I’m back to work half days and feeling tons better.”


“I thought… never mind.”


“You thought I’d be going to Ginny’s like everybody else. Nope. This was the right choice for me. A faster recovery and I can keep up to date with what’s happening.”


Jack finished his beer, stood up and stretched. “Long day. I’m sacking out people.”


“Good night, Jack,” said Annie. “Thanks for everything.”


“Mom, you look tired,” said Blaine. “Why don’t you sleep here tonight? Jacks will be so surprised when he gets up in the morning and sees you.”


“I do have a bag in the truck from my trip. I guess I could if you want me to.”


Blaine beamed a smile. “I do want you to. You’ve never stayed at my house before.”


“Give me your keys, Mom,” said Farrell, “I’ll go get your bag.”


“Thanks, sweetheart. This will be fun. A sleepover with my boys.”


 






 




EPILOGUE


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE worked in his office for the following week, wrapping up details of the case and filling out reports for the Chief.


Some of the items stolen during the robberies were found at the Triple-D Auction house, identified by the forensic techs and put into evidence—to be returned to the rightful owners at a later date.


Mrs. Brennan’s jewelry was recovered to her delight and as a way of thanks, she invited Misty to give readings to a small exclusive group of her friends.


Danny Diaz was released from Saint Michael’s Hospital and transferred to the infirmary at Travis County Jail where he awaited his trial in the lockup. Ballistics confirmed that the gun belonging to Danny Diaz was the gun used to kill both Mrs. Melanchuck and Juanita Andrews.


Blaine was notified of trial dates for Marko Balboa, and Pedro Vasquez, both charged with attempted murder.


Tana Nichol’s fingerprints were found on several of the stolen items recovered from the auction house and she was re-arrested and charged with armed robbery. The business she ran, Austin Security Pros, was closed down.


Sybil Richards, the receptionist for Triple-D Auctions professed to know nothing about stolen goods being cleared through the auction house. She claimed to be horrified to find she was working for thieves and murderers. She wasn’t charged but lost her job when the auction house was closed down.


Jackson picked out a Koi and placed it lovingly in Blaine’s pond with the others. He calls Carm twice a day to inquire about his fish.
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CHAPTER ONE




January 19th.


 


Judge Campbell’s Residence. West Austin.


The night before.


CAT stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. A few more lines around her eyes than she’d like and a few too many freckles across her nose. A good cover-up would fix that. No gray hair, at least not yet. Still dark red with lots of natural highlights. The gray might be on its way—coming in fast and furious after tomorrow.


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


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


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


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


“Can I come over?”


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


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


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


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


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


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


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


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


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


She twirled around once and smiled.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Something like that.”


“What are you wearing tomorrow?”


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


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


“Green is my best color.”


“Red hair, green eyes. I got it.”


“What color is Mrs. Powell wearing?”


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


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


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


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


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


“You will.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Your wish…” Dec winked at her.


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


“Will his presence bother you?”


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


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


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


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


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


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


“Hey, cowboy, what’s up?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“That’s what I told her.”


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


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


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






 




CHAPTER TWO


January 20th.


Inauguration Day.


 


Judge Campbell’s Residence. West Austin.


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


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


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


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


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


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


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


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


She shrugged. “Maybe a little.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Is Travis going with us or with Ginny?”


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


“Is Cat gonna have a date?”


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


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


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


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


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


 


STATE CAPITOL, Austin.


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


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


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


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


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


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


 


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


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


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


“Thanks,” said Blaine.


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


Blaine shrugged. “Somebody had to.”


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


“She needs a better one,” said Blaine.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Sure,” said Annie, “let’s do it.”


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


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


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


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


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


“Thank you for noticing.”


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


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


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


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


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


“Don’t forget Mary’s white wine.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Declan noticed and smiled at his date.


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


Blaine, Farrell and Travis were on their feet.


 


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


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


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


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


“Si.”


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


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


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


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


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