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    To my family who keep me going. 
 
      
 
      
 
    That stone you’re throwing better hit me because I’ve got a brick for you.  
 
      
 
    ―ANONYMOUS 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Monday, December 25th. 
 
    Christmas Day. 
 
      
 
    PERCHED ON a craggy hilltop, fifty feet above the water, the front porch of the cabin offered a spectacular view of Lake Buchanan. Built one hand-hewn timber at a time by his father years before, the place was as solid as the rock it stood on.  
 
    Though he’d neglected the property over the last ten years, the DeVouge family cabin had weathered the elements remarkably well on its own. At the bottom of the hill, the boathouse and dock had stood the test of time equally as well as the cabin and were both as sturdy as the day they were completed. His father had built the place to last and no corners were cut in the doing. The cabin, constructed of rough-sawn timbers and natural field stone gathered from the forty-acre property, was comfortably furnished inside and equipped with everything one would need for a relaxing weekend.  
 
    Almost everything. 
 
    From where he stood on the porch, his gaze flickered through a gap in the tall pines, across the huge expanse of icy gray water, and focused on the dam in the distance. He nodded his head. Ten minutes tops, by boat. A smile began around his mouth and to quell the excitement coursing through his veins, he pulled a hand-rolled Cuban out of the pocket of his dressing gown and lit up. He savored the first drag of the day, inhaled and held the smoke in his lungs. 
 
    I’m where I want to be now. Nothing and nobody will get in my way.    
 
    “I’m glad you’re not smoking one of those things inside,” came a voice from behind. “The stink of it stays in the upholstery forever.” 
 
    Why isn’t she still sleeping? 
 
    “Merry Christmas to you too,” he growled. He didn’t turn to look at her. Why spoil the day so soon? He knew only too well what his wife looked like—short, fat and ugly. Not the cute little brunette he’d hooked up with in college. Had he ever been in love with her? Maybe not, but he’d been in love with the package—a decent looking girl with half a brain and bushels of Texas oil money behind her—if he played his cards right—and he would—someday he’d have it all. 
 
    “No, I’m smoking out here and freezing my ass off instead.” His voice had an edge to it that could cut diamonds. “Don’t I always try to please you, sweetheart?” 
 
    She crossed the porch in three steps and slipped her chubby arms around his waist from behind. “Of course, you do, Hughie. You made me the first lady of Texas. I couldn’t be happier.” 
 
    “Don’t call me Hughie,” he shouted without meaning to and turned towards her with a raised hand. 
 
    She cringed and took a step back. “That’s your name. What else would I call you? I’ve called you Hughie since the first day we met.” 
 
    “Time for a change.” He paced the length of the small porch, relit his cigar and puffed on it to get it going. “I’m not the guy you knew in college, Bette. Not by a long shot. I’m a different person now. I’m important and I want to sound important. Hughie sounds like a cartoon character. Call me… Malcolm.” 
 
    “Malcolm? Why would I start now, calling you by your middle name after twenty-five years of marriage?”  
 
    “Why? Because I told you to.” 
 
      
 
    AT SIX A.M. BLAINE prowled the huge kitchen in his restored Victorian making coffee and thinking of the day ahead. He smiled anticipating the fun they’d have with Annie and his brothers at Coulter-Ross. Jackson, his adopted brother, was only six years old, and he’d been hyped for days waiting for Santa Claus to come down the chimney.  
 
    Blaine had no memories of waiting for Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny or anything else in his childhood, for that matter. His first memory was waking up under the bleachers in Odessa fairgrounds when he was fourteen. After that rude awakening, he’d struggled to survive on the streets of a city he didn’t recognize. Another homeless kid befriended him and talked him into joining the O-Zone, a brutal biker gang. Blaine took a sip of his coffee and tried not to think about it.  
 
    If Annie hadn’t rescued me, I’d be dead. 
 
    Annie had taken him in, given him a home on her ranch and adopted him when he was sixteen years old. The day she picked him up at the police station in Odessa, he still considered to be the turning point and the best day in his life.  
 
    Lexi whined to go out and snapped Blaine out of his trip down memory lane. “Come on girl, I’ll put you in the yard.” He opened the back door and shivered as the December wind hit his bare skin.  
 
    Shit, I can’t smoke out there with only my boxers on. 
 
    He ran upstairs to get dressed and almost crashed into Carmelita coming out of her room. She giggled and said, “Felice navidad.” 
 
    “Same, Carm.” He grabbed her in a hug and hollered, “It’s gonna be a great day.” More than a cook and a housekeeper, Carm was special. She would have been Blaine’s mother-in-law if Fabiana had lived, but things didn’t work out that way. Carmelita Flores had befriended him when they were both at a low point in their lives. She didn’t have to do what she did for him—cook and run the household—but she enjoyed it and wanted to do her part. 
 
    Once he was dressed and had a smoke, Blaine checked the tree in the living room. He made sure the twinkling white lights were on and the gifts perfectly arranged. Misty had wrapped all the gifts he’d bought after she and Carm spent all of Christmas Eve doing marathon baking. How would the three of them eat all those desserts? There wasn’t one Tupperware container on the premises that wasn’t filled with tarts, cookies or brownies. He’d better invite Farrell over tomorrow. 
 
    After a cursory glance around the living room for dirty dishes or wine glasses overlooked from the night before, he headed to the kitchen for another coffee.  
 
    Misty would soon be here for breakfast and after what she’d gone through helping him with his last case, he wanted everything to be perfect for her. They’d only been seeing each other for a few weeks, but they were happy together and the new relationship seemed right. 
 
      
 
    AT THE QUANTRALL RANCH, Jesse joined his family in the dining room for Christmas breakfast. Wendy, his sister-in-law, had come next door from the house she shared with his youngest brother, Paul, and their toddler, Shannon, to help Molly with the cooking.  
 
    “Merry Christmas to everybody,” said Jesse. He set Charity’s baby carrier on the floor between his chair and Tyler’s.  
 
    Tyler leaned down and touched Charity’s face. “Santa came, little girl. Can’t wait until you open all your presents.” 
 
    “She’s too little to open her own,” said Paul from across the table. “You’re excited because you get to do it for her.” 
 
    “What if I am?” asked Tyler. “You ripped all Shannon’s gifts open last year, if I remember correctly.” 
 
    Wendy set a basket of warm cornbread in the middle of the table. “When y’all are done arguing, I’ll serve the special omelets Molly and I made.” 
 
    “Can’t wait to taste them,” said Brian at the head of the table. Oldest and most serious of the five Quantrall boys, Brian was a doctor.  
 
    Wendy pointed at her husband. “Y’all should follow the good example Brian is settin for y’all. He’s all about peace and goodwill.” 
 
    Paul raised an eyebrow. “I’ll save that one for my New Years’ resolution. I’ll promote peace and goodwill in the barn, if Ty does what I tell him for a change.” 
 
    “If you don’t stop showing up late for chores, I’ll beat you senseless, Paulie.” 
 
    Jesse chuckled at his two youngest siblings. 
 
    “What time is dinner at Coulter-Ross?” asked Bob. He was the quiet one. Tall and blond like Paul, they looked enough alike to be twins. 
 
    Jesse helped himself to another piece of cornbread. “Six, I think Annie said. Blaine is coming from Austin and bringing his girlfriend.”  
 
    “Don’t think I’ve met her yet,” said Brian. “What’s her name?” 
 
    “Misty,” said Jesse. “She’s a psychic. Does readings and stuff like that.” 
 
    “Woo woo stuff?” asked Paul. “Why would Blacky hook up with somebody like that? He’s… like a scientist or some damn thing.” 
 
    “Criminologist,” said Jesse, “and a lawyer to boot.” 
 
    “Blaine’s reasoning is logical and based on evidence and hard facts,” said Brian. “I can’t see him giving much credibility to images floating in on a psychic wavelength.” 
 
    “Maybe he likes Misty for other reasons,” said Tyler. “She’s a helluva looker.” 
 
    Paul raised an eyebrow. “Oh, yeah? Can’t wait to see her.” 
 
    Wendy served the omelets and sat down next to Paul. “I’m sure Blaine likes Misty for herself and not what she represents.” She cast a serious glance at her husband. “Y’all could take a lesson.” 
 
    “Amen,” said Bobby and winked at Tyler. 
 
      
 
    AT SIX O’CLOCK two blue Ford trucks transporting the Quantrall clan descended on Coulter-Ross. The two families had been close for years and holidays were always spent together.  
 
    Annie greeted everyone at the door and hung up their jackets. A cold front had swept down from Canada and settled in for Christmas week. Most Texans were chilled clear through to their bones.  
 
    “Let me take the baby, so you can get your coat off, sugar,” she said to Jesse. “Good thing you have her bundled up.” 
 
    “I had her ready to go, then Ty put another blanket on her,” said Jesse with a grin.  
 
    “Make fun of me if y’all want to, but I don’t want her getting another cold. When she was sick and wouldn’t eat, I almost lost my mind.” 
 
    Jacks pushed through the crowd of adults to get closer to the baby. “Did Santa bring Charity any presents, Jesse?” 
 
    “Sure did. He brought her a load of stuff.” 
 
    “Like what? Any toys?” 
 
    Jesse chuckled. “Yep, some toys. Uncle Ty bought her toys too, and a rocking horse. So much stuff I can’t even remember.” 
 
    “Want to see what I got?” Jackson was off and running down the hall to the great room.  
 
    Annie’s ranch house was huge, luxurious and more spread out than the Quantrall homestead. Furnished simply to accommodate the needs of cowboys and kids, it was welcoming and comfortable. 
 
    The Quantralls were barely in the door and clear of the foyer when the next wave of guests arrived. Blaine, his arms occupied holding two large shopping bags of gifts, leaned towards Annie and kissed her cheek. “Hey, Mom, we’re having Canadian weather. Should make you feel right at home.” 
 
    “I am at home, honey. I’m transplanted and rooted in Texas.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you are.” He introduced the two ladies with him, “This is Misty, and this is Carmelita Flores.” 
 
    Annie greeted both and took their coats. “Merry Christmas, and welcome to Coulter-Ross. I’ll get you both a drink in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Powell,” said Misty. “I’ve seen your picture, but you’re even more beautiful in person.”  
 
    Annie smiled. “Thank you, Misty. Nice of you to say.” She motioned them down the hall into the great room.  
 
    “Hi, Misty,” hollered Farrell, giving her a little wave. He sat with his leg propped up on an ottoman close to the flat screen. 
 
    Carmelita held back, timid in the crowd and not knowing anyone but Blaine and Misty. Blaine noticed and took her arm. “Come sit over here, Carm. I’ll get you some wine.” 
 
    In Spanish she asked, “Can I hold the baby?” 
 
    “Si.” Blaine and crossed the room to where Jesse sat. “Carm wants to hold the baby, Jesse. Is it okay?” 
 
    “Sure, it is.” He carried Charity over and placed the bundle wrapped in a pink blanket on Carmelita’s lap. “Nice to see you again, Mrs. Flores. Is Blaine behaving?” 
 
    She grinned. “No se.” 
 
      
 
    MISTY YAWNED as Blaine drove back to Austin. “I’m so full of turkey and pie, I’m about to fall asleep,” she said. “Your Mom is a fantastic cook, Blaine, and a wonderful hostess.” 
 
    “Yep, she is.”  
 
    “What did you think, Carm?” Blaine asked in Spanish. “Is my Mom as good in the kitchen as you?” 
 
    “Si, bueno.” 
 
    Blaine parked in the drive and helped Carm into the house with her bag of gifts. Annie had surprised both women with extravagant selections of perfume and spa products. He turned off the alarm and let Lexi loose on the front lawn, then turned his attention to Misty and carried her bags across the lawn to her house next door.  
 
    “Hoodoo wants out,” she said. She stuck her key in the lock and opened the door. “Can you sleep over?” 
 
    “I’ll give Lexi a few more minutes outside and then I’ll come over.”  
 
    “You need a key,” said Misty. “Remind me to have one cut for you this week.” 
 
    Are we exchanging keys already? Does that mean I have to give her a key too? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Tuesday, December 26th. 
 
    Boxing Day. 
 
      
 
    THE CELL on the nightstand beside his head woke him way too soon. He rolled over and let out an exhausted groan, forgetting he was in Misty’s bed. But how could he forget? Misty was an artesian well of sexual energy and he was drowning in it. 
 
    He glanced at the unknown caller on the screen, grabbed for the phone and trudged naked into the bathroom so he wouldn’t wake Misty. “Yes, sir. You need me?” 
 
    “I do, kid.” The voice was rough and familiar on the other end of the line—wherever the end of the line was—an unknown caller from an unknown location. “I wouldn’t call you on a holiday unless it was unavoidable.” 
 
    “Uh huh, go ahead.” 
 
    “Go to the rest area outside of San Marcos and you’ll find a tractor-trailer parked there.” He gave him the plate number.  
 
    “Any more details?” 
 
    “Rumors, son. I need facts and I need you to dig deeper. Something ugly is buried way down deep. Find it for me.” 
 
    “I’ll leave right away.” 
 
    The voice on the other end whispered. “Watch your back.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE DRESSED and explained to Misty that he had to work. He drank his third cup of coffee next door in his own kitchen while he waited for Farrell to drive from Coulter-Ross to Austin. His foster brother, and his right hand, had been trapped in a bike gang when he was younger, the same way Blaine had been. Farrell was smart, tough, focused and deadly with a rifle or a handgun. They watched each other’s backs. 
 
    The other three members of the Blackmore Agency were Jesse Quantrall, now semi-retired because of his heart condition, Travis Bristol, former Marine and surveillance specialist, and Lily Duke, office manager and black belt. 
 
    Carm cleared the breakfast dishes and loaded the dishwasher. Noticing Blaine was dressed to go out and was wearing his waist holster, she asked in Spanish, “Are you working today?”  
 
    “Si, I have an assignment that can’t wait.” 
 
    “You have a new boss?” 
 
    Blaine shook his long black hair. “Nope, same boss I’ve always had. He used to communicate through Governor Richardson as a safety precaution, but now he’s calling me directly. He likes to keep a low profile.” 
 
    He’s miles below the radar and that’s the way he likes it. 
 
    Carm had no interest in Blaine’s assignments as long as he was safe. She was a homebody. She smiled and told him what was foremost on her mind. “I’ll cook a turkey today.” 
 
    “Okay. Farrell will be with me when I come back.” 
 
    She smiled. “Bueno.” 
 
    She likes Farrell because he’s a good eater. 
 
    Lexi barked when Farrell parked his red Silverado in the driveway.  
 
    “Gotta go.” Blaine gave Carm a hurried peck on the cheek and whipped out the door. He unlocked the big diesel and opened the back door for Farrell to load his rifle case.  
 
    Farrell jumped into the shotgun seat and said, “What do we know?” 
 
    Blaine shook his head as he backed out the drive. “Nothing yet. Just rumors floating around in high places.” 
 
    Farrell stared at Blaine across the console. “Where the hell are the high places, bro? We ever gonna find out?” 
 
    “Better if we didn’t. Might scare the crap out of us.” 
 
      
 
    THE REST AREA was all but deserted. Boxing Day morning—only a few trucks on the road, and even fewer taking a break in the rest area. The cold snap held steady over south Texas and forecasts of snow continued on the weather channel, but not a flake had materialized—at least not yet. Frigid air and gusty wind was all they’d received from Canada so far. Blaine zipped his leather jacket up as he and Farrell approached the truck. 
 
    Farrell chambered a round in his SW and held it steady as Blaine used bolt cutters on the padlock securing the two back doors. The broken pieces clanked onto the pavement as he reached for the handle on the left-hand door and pulled it open. It screeched with a keening sound on hinges needing oil, but the noise wasn’t the worst of it.  
 
    “Jesus Christ.” Blaine covered his mouth and nose with his sleeve and gagged down his breakfast. He took a step back, inhaled a breath that he could tolerate and pressed 911 on his cell. 
 
    The inside of the rig was dark and cold and only the unmistakable shape of corpses was visible at first. When Blaine’s eyes adjusted to the lack of light, bodies of young girls took shape on the bare floor. Some were propped up against the side walls, heads flopped forward on their chests, drooping sideways in death.  
 
    “Want me to take a closer look?” Farrell stood with one boot up on the metal step. 
 
    “No. Don’t disturb anything,” said Blaine. “At least not yet. Bag the lock and the hasp. Maybe we’ll get some prints. Help should be along in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Think any of them are alive?” 
 
    “Depends how long the truck has been parked here, or where they came from. Could be a long way away—as far as South America. They’d have to be in the truck for days to die enroute.” 
 
    “If they were being transported,” Farrell seemed puzzled, “why wouldn’t the driver keep going and deliver them… to whoever?” 
 
    “Why did he leave them here and book it?” asked Blaine, thinking out loud. “He’d already crossed the border—that’s the riskiest part. Was he close to getting caught? Did he pick up a tail? Or was it something else?” 
 
    “If he left the truck, somebody picked him up or else he hitched a ride,” said Farrell. “Where the hell could he go from here without a ride? We’re in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    “Something this big wouldn’t be a one-man operation,” said Blaine. “They’ve got manpower—a network.” 
 
    “Should be prints in the truck, on the lock, and we should get an ID from the tag.” Farrell jogged around to the front of the rig and peered in the window. He returned as sirens sounded on the interstate. “How did the boss know about this?”   
 
    Blaine managed a half smile. “He has his ways.” 
 
    “Come on, Blacky, that’s what you always say.” 
 
     First response vehicles parked near the rig and two deputies strode across the asphalt. “You called this in?” The big chunky guy with a tight-fitting uniform and fat red cheeks glared at Blaine, taking in his leather jacket, his long black hair, and his tats, like he was the root of all evil. 
 
    “I did,” said Blaine. “Y’all are gonna need more help.” 
 
    “Fuck you, punk. I’ll make the call once I have a look at the scene. Who are you anyway? Show me some ID before I arrest your ass.” 
 
    “Bad attitude, sir. What’s your name?” Blaine flashed his cred pack and the deputy sucked in a breath. His red cheeks became even redder. When he spoke, he used a different tone. “Mr. Blackmore,” he offered his hand, “pleasure to meet you, sir. Let’s have a look at what y’all have here.” The big cop hauled his bulk up the metal step. He took three strides forward into the back of the truck and threw up. 
 
    “Make a note of his name, Farrell.” 
 
    Farrell nodded and pulled out his little black book—he called it Blacky’s black book of retribution. The BBR for short. 
 
    Paramedics arrived and could offer no help to the dozen young girls that were already dead, but two of the starved teens were still drawing breath. The ambulance attendants, pale after their exit from the back of the big rig, started IV’s and transported the two living teens to the ambulance. 
 
    “Where will you take them?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Trauma unit in San Marcos. 
 
    “I’ll be along to check on them,” said Blaine to the two boys wearing horrified looks on their young faces. The sight and the smell in the back of the truck wasn’t something they would soon forget. 
 
    Blaine called DPS and requested a tow for the big rig. The truck needed to be examined inch by inch at the forensic lab in Austin. 
 
    “I’ll go to the vending machines and get us a couple Cokes,” said Farrell. “I’m feeling kind of dry.” 
 
    “Get yourself some snacks too,” said Blaine. “We have to wait here until the medical examiner is finished and the tow comes, but the good news for later is, Carm is making us a turkey dinner.” 
 
      
 
    DARKNESS HAD FALLEN by the time Blaine and Farrell arrived back in Austin. He punched the security code into the panel and inhaled the aroma of roasting turkey as he walked through the door. Feeling good about the warmth of his home and at the same time heartbroken for the dead girls that would never see home again. 
 
    “Smells good, Carm. Is dinner almost ready?” 
 
    “Si,” she said, as she hustled around the kitchen.  
 
    “Did you invite Misty over?” Blaine pulled two Lone Stars out of the fridge and handed a can to Farrell. 
 
    “Si.” 
 
    Blaine waited for the answer. “And… is she coming?” 
 
    Carm shook her head. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Enfermos.” 
 
    “She’s sick?” 
 
    Carm nodded and pointed at the table that was set for the three of them.  
 
    “I’ll check on her after dinner.” 
 
    Carm asked about their day and Blaine skirted around the details. Farrell drowned her in compliments. Something he was good at, especially for the sweet potato casserole with the melted marshmallows on top. With Farrell fussing over her, she forgot all about her questions. 
 
    After two desserts, pecan pie with whipped cream, and a piece of Misty’s Yule log, Farrell went home, and Blaine trudged across the lawn to Misty’s house. Similar to his Victorian, hers was a little smaller and in good repair. He had no idea how she’d been able to afford a house in this price range on her own—her only source of income, that he knew about, being her psychic readings and her classes on Tarot reading. 
 
    He knocked on her door and Hoodoo barked. Her big Bernese Mountain dog was an excellent watch dog. She didn’t come to the door and he tried again. 
 
    I’m not knocking any more in case she’s sleeping. 
 
    “Okay, she’s sleeping. I’ll text her and she can let me know when she’s up and around.” He walked back home, punched in the security code and was in for the night. 
 
    Before he crashed, Blaine called Jesse to bring him up to speed on the new case. 
 
    “Jeeze, Blacky, don’t know if I’ve ever heard anything worse. A dozen dead teenagers? My God, who would do such a thing?” 
 
    “That’s what we need to find out. Meet me in the morning and we’ll talk to the two that are still alive.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Wednesday, December 27th. 
 
      
 
    JESSE SHOWERED and dressed before breakfast. Since Charity arrived in his life, he’d been living in a dream state, enjoying every waking minute with his baby daughter, and letting everything else fall by the wayside—the Appaloosas, the oil business and worst of all his partnership with Blaine. 
 
    Now the Agency had a new case and Jesse clued in. He hadn’t been helping Blacky nearly enough. A new year was fast approaching, and he vowed to make changes. He’d support the kid better than he’d done in the past few months. If that meant hiring someone to help with the baby, then so be it. Ty wouldn’t like it, but Jesse would call an agency and he and his brother would start interviews tomorrow. 
 
    Charity had settled into a routine and she was an angelic baby. His brothers gave him more help than he ever imagined they could. In his time of crisis, the Quantrall boys had made a damn good showing. 
 
    Every once in a while, pangs of regret and sadness overtook him when he thought of Lacey. Could they have made a life together with Charity if things had been different? Such a beautiful young girl to be struck down in an accident in the prime of her life. He’d shed more than a few tears over Lacey Vincent. Not when they’d broken up, but after Charity arrived in his care it hit him hard. Lacey was gone, and he had their baby girl to raise with only a father—no mother. 
 
    After a quick breakfast, he left the baby next door with Wendy for the morning. He hated to jerk Charity out of her own bed, disturb her and take her out in the cold. Grated against his nature. 
 
    What kind of a funk am I in today? 
 
    Driving to Austin, he turned the heat on in the new Range Rover. “Is that a first? Turning the heat on in south Texas?” 
 
    He parked next to Blaine’s old Victorian and hopped into the kid’s Ram diesel. “Just the two of us going to the hospital?”  
 
    Blaine turned on the wipers to get rid of the rain pelting down. “Yeah, I gave the boys the day off. Farrell worked yesterday. All we’re going to get today are some names if we’re lucky. The semi is in the forensic’s garage, and the techs will be short-handed all week too—everybody’s on holidays. Not a damn thing we can do until we have a starting point.” 
 
    “An operation like this isn’t going to be easy to unearth,” said Jesse. “And the people running it are likely to get their backs up if we rattle their chains.” 
 
    “Uh huh. We were warned.” 
 
    Jesse raised a brow. “Oh, yeah? Were we?” 
 
    “Might have to dust off our vests, partner,” said Blaine, “to see it through until the end.” 
 
    “Fuck, I hate wearing it. Too damn bulky.” 
 
    “In our line of work, we’re damn lucky we haven’t run across this network before now,” said Blaine. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. We’ve had a lot to keep us busy. Don’t know how the boss gets wind of shit like he does.” 
 
    “He goes to a lot of places—dinners and parties, political stuff—and he just listens. People think he’s one of them and they trust him.” 
 
    “Huh,” said Jesse, “guess that’s their mistake.” 
 
    Blaine took a ticket from the machine and parked in the hospital lot. “Shit, man, we’re gonna get soaked running for the door.” 
 
    “It’s coming down good now,” said Jesse. “I can’t run.” 
 
    “Sorry. I forgot,” said Blaine. He circled around, stopped at the gate and put money in for the two minutes he’d been in the lot, then peeled out when the arm raised. A grin crossed his face as he turned on the strobes and parked at the front entrance in a ‘no stopping zone’.  “Go now.” 
 
    Jesse laughed as he booted through the glass doors with Blaine right behind him. 
 
      
 
    THE TWO SURVIVORS lay side by side in the ICU, hooked up to monitors and IV poles. Their eyes were closed, and both of them looked as pale as death itself. Jesse and Blaine were only allowed a minute to verify the condition of the girls, then the doctor in charge of their trauma, Doctor Lennox, said he’d speak to them in his office. 
 
    An older man, mid-fifties, Doctor Lennox possessed a calm and kindly demeanor. “I understand that you need information if y’all are going to get to the bottom of this… horror of human treatment, but as of this morning, I can’t say with any degree of certainty, that these poor little girls are going to make it.” 
 
    “It’s frustrating to realize we can’t help them without them helping us,” said Blaine. “Kind of a ‘Catch 22.’ 
 
    “I’ll check every day until you’re in a more confident position, Dr. Lennox,” said Jesse, “then we’ll see if they can tell us anything.” 
 
    “Maybe they can’t tell us anything useful,” said Blaine, “the only people the girls may have been in contact with might have been the recruiters. They send young guys to befriend them—lure them in with gifts and money and promises of a better life. The girls usually don’t meet any of the main players.”  
 
    Dr. Lennox nodded his head. “I see.” 
 
    Blaine stood up and extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, Doctor, and in case the girls improve, I’ll make a few inquiries and find a temporary safe place for them to go when the time comes.”   
 
    “Nice to meet you, Mr. Blackmore. You’re a legend in Texas.” A smile played around his lips. “I didn’t know if you were real.” 
 
    Jesse chuckled and shook the doctor’s hand. “Sometimes he’s a little too real.” 
 
      
 
    THE CAPITAL GRILLE afforded a wide choice of empty tables after the lunch hour downtown had officially passed. Most business people were back slaving at their desks before two p.m. Jesse and Blaine arrived at a quarter to two and were shown a table with no waiting. Blaine never waited anyway but he didn’t point that out to Jesse who had been worrying about the usually crowded conditions. 
 
    He’s got to stop stressing about things that don’t matter.  
 
    The hostess beamed at Blaine. “Mr. Blackmore-Powell, how lovely to see you.” 
 
    Blaine winked at her. “Kim, I’ve missed you.” 
 
    The hostess giggled, grabbed two menus and ushered them into the dining room. 
 
    As soon as their waiter came by, Jesse ordered Shiners’ and Blaine said he’d have a Corona. They both ordered the lunch special—rib eye steak with fries and Cole slaw—and didn’t bother opening the menus. At the last minute, Jesse felt pangs of guilt and changed his fries to a baked potato. 
 
    Jesse tilted his head towards a table two rows over. “Isn’t that your buddy, the new Governor?” 
 
    Blaine’s lip curled in a sneer. “That goddam DeVouge. I hate that fucker.” 
 
    Jesse smiled and chugged back half his beer. “Funny how he tried to fire us. Hilarious.” 
 
    “Hope you have a run in with the asshole. You won’t be laughing so hard.” 
 
    Jesse laughed out loud at Blaine’s angst. “I might be.” 
 
    “Is that his wife he’s with?” whispered Blaine. 
 
    “Don’t think so. I saw Mrs. DeVouge on TV and that ain’t her. The first lady of Texas is short and kind of chunky. Not brunette, five ten, a hundred and fifteen pounds.” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “You had a damn good look at her, didn’t you?” 
 
    Jesse shrugged. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Why in hell would he have lunch with a babe like that out in the open and this close to his office?” 
 
    Jesse finished his beer and beckoned to the waiter. “He’s your buddy. Go ask him.” 
 
      
 
    THE FORENSIC team had barely started on the truck when they arrived, but the techs acknowledged the high priority the case was being afforded and promised to have something solid by the following day. 
 
    Back in the truck, Jesse said, “Well, all we’ve got is the tag on the rig so let’s chase it down.” 
 
    “If the guy ran from the scene what makes you think he’ll be sitting on his ass waiting for us to knock on his door?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Let’s check him out anyway,” said Blaine and headed down highway seventy-one. 
 
    According to the truck registration, Bobby-Joe Friedlander was an independent driver who lived in a four-plex apartment building in Bastrop near the river.  
 
    “Four private units,” said Jesse as they stepped into the entranceway. “No super.” 
 
    Jesse buzzed the panel for apartment number three and there was no answer. “Let’s take a look-see.” He strode up the stairs, paused to catch his breath at the top, then knocked on the first door on the right. “Bobby-Jo Friedlander, open the door. This is the police.” 
 
    No response. A door opened down the hall—apartment four—and a woman in her mid-thirties stuck her head out. “What do the cops want with Bobby-Jo? He ain’t done nothing and he ain’t home.” 
 
    “You a friend of his?” asked Jesse. 
 
    “What if I am?” 
 
    Jesse strode down the hallway to speak to her face to face. “Can I have your name, ma’am?” 
 
    “What do you need my name for? I haven’t done anything.” 
 
    “Just procedure, ma’am. I like to know who I’m talking to.” 
 
    “You can call me Cara, but I’m just a neighbor. Nothing more.” 
 
    Blaine joined Jesse and asked. “Where does Bobby-Joe park his truck when he’s home?”  
 
    “No room here at the building. He has to leave it at the Citgo at the corner. They rent him a spot.” 
 
    Jesse nodded. “Any idea when he’ll be back?” 
 
    “Not a one. Want to leave a message?” 
 
    “No thanks,” said Blaine. He watched her go in and close her door. “I’ll send the boys down tonight when she’s asleep.” 
 
    “Let’s check out the gas station where he parks,” said Jesse. 
 
    Blaine parked in front of the convenience store, next to the Citgo garage. The pumps were busy, and there was a short lineup of customers waiting to pay. “Can I speak to the manager?” Blaine asked the girl running the cash register. 
 
    “He might be in his office,” she pointed towards the back of the store, “if he hasn’t left yet.” 
 
    Blaine nodded his thanks and led the way down the hall. They passed two washrooms before coming to a door marked ‘Private.’ Blaine knocked and somebody on the other side of the door hollered, “Come in.” 
 
    Blaine opened his cred pack and placed it in front of the manager, a man in his late forties wearing a red golf shirt with Wally embroidered on the pocket.  
 
    “What can I do for the police?” 
 
    “Just a couple of questions about Bobby-Joe Friedlander. I understand you rent him a spot to park his big rig?” 
 
    Wally nodded. “Fifty bucks a month, but he gasses up here and he’s a good diesel customer. Why are you asking?” 
 
    “His truck was found abandoned, and I was wondering if you’d seen him recently.” 
 
    “Abandoned?” Wally shook his head. “Doesn’t sound right. Why would he up and leave his rig?”  
 
    “That’s what we’re trying to find out,” said Jesse. “How well do you know Mr. Friedlander?” 
 
    “Not well. Only as a customer and for his parking arrangement. We’re not friends or anything.” 
 
    Jesse pushed a card across the desk. “Would you give us a call if you see him?” 
 
    Wally fingered the card. “I guess I could. Why do y’all want him? Has he done something?” 
 
    “We need to talk to him,” said Blaine. “That’s all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE GOVERNOR LEFT the Grille with the tall, slim woman he had lunch with. They parted ways on the sidewalk—she returning to her office of attorneys and he, hopping in the back of his waiting limo.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the Lone Star Flag fluttered in the breeze as the driver stopped on the charter runway at Austin-Bergstrom and let the newly sworn official out of the vehicle.  
 
    With one small overnight bag in hand and a smile on his face, DeVouge climbed the steps and disappeared into the jet. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE DROVE to his office at Powell and Associates after he dropped Jesse off at his truck.  He didn’t like working out of this location for privacy reasons, and had thoughts floating through his head about changing the Agency’s headquarters soon—very soon. 
 
    “What’s up, Lil?” He crossed the office and poured himself a coffee. 
 
    Lily Duke had been the office manager for Powell and Associates for several years before Blaine had stolen her from his legal firm. Now she officially worked for the Blackmore Agency. A gorgeous blonde, about thirty-five, Lily had it all going on. Smart, organized and tireless, she was a master at anticipating his needs, and the best personal assistant he could possibly have.   
 
    “I started on the truck driver but haven’t found much yet.” She glanced up from her screen. “Did you go to his address?” 
 
    “Yep. Not home.” 
 
    “Is Travis going later?” She raised a perfectly arched brow. 
 
    “Uh huh. After dark. We need a thorough search.” Blaine sat down at his computer and turned it on. 
 
    “Misty called.” 
 
    Blaine screwed up his face. “Why did she call the office and not my cell?” 
 
    Lily shrugged as she crossed the room with the pink message slip in her hand. “Not clear on that, boss.” 
 
    “She wasn’t feeling well yesterday. Carm made a big turkey spread and Misty didn’t come over.” 
 
    She tapped the note with a sparkly silver nail. “You better call before you start your research. You hate it when you get interrupted.” 
 
      
 
    MISTY WOKE when Hoodoo barked. He always barked when her cell rang. This was the second day her head swam with images and flashes of things she couldn’t sort out or decipher. All her gift succeeded in doing at times like these, was making her dizzy and sick to her stomach. She forced her eyes open and reached for the phone. Blaine. 
 
    “Hey, sorry I didn’t get back to you last night. I’m still in bed.” 
 
    “Still? Can I bring you anything?” 
 
    “When you come home for the day, some ginger ale would be nice.” 
 
    “What’s wrong? Is it the flu?” 
 
    “Bad headache and kind of dizzy. Nothing serious.” 
 
    It is serious, or it wouldn’t be making me this ill. I just don’t know what it means yet. 
 
    “Do you want me to send Carm over?” 
 
    “Oh, no. Misery doesn’t love company, at least not in my case. It’s better if I’m by myself. Thanks anyway.” 
 
    “Go back to sleep. I’ll call later.” 
 
      
 
    AT DINNER, JESSE inhaled a couple of deep breaths before he brought up the subject of hiring a woman to help with the baby.  
 
    As soon as the words were out of Jesse’s mouth, Tyler stopped eating, set his fork down beside his plate and went on the defensive. “Why in hell would we want a strange woman prowling around upstairs when we can take care of Charity by ourselves?” 
 
    “Blacky and I are beginning a new case, and I might be away more than I’ve been the past few weeks,” said Jesse. “I don’t like taking Charity out of her crib and driving her next door. Besides Wendy has enough to do with Shannon running around.”  
 
    Always the peacemaker, Brian, at the head of the table offered, “Maybe somebody part-time would work out. More like a baby sitter.” 
 
    Molly brought a platter of meat and a bowl of potatoes from the kitchen and couldn’t help but hear the conversation. “I’m happy to watch her anytime, Mr. Quantrall. I love taking care of her for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Molly, and of course you’re my first choice, but you have a heavy workload with the house and the cooking.” 
 
    Brian stared at Jesse for a moment, then said, “We have a cleaning service once a week, but Molly still does all the laundry and a million other jobs. What if we had them come twice a week to do the laundry and the extras?” 
 
    Molly interrupted. “I want to do the baby’s laundry myself.” 
 
    Brian nodded. “Okay. Then Molly will do the grocery shopping, the cooking, the baby’s laundry and take care of the baby when you need her.” 
 
    “What do you think, Molly?” asked Jesse, “It’s not like I’m going to be gone all the time, and rarely at night.” 
 
    “Sounds fine to me. Cleaning isn’t something I’ll miss terribly.”  
 
    “Fantastic,” said Jesse. “Now I don’t have to interview a bunch of women I don’t know.” 
 
    “We have the same cleaning service at the clinic,” said Brian. “I’ll talk to the team leader and set them up for twice a week.” 
 
    “You okay with that, Ty?” 
 
    Tyler stared at his plate. “I can live with it.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL PICKED TRAVIS up at his apartment for the trip to Bastrop. “Got everything we need, partner?” 
 
    “Yep, I think so,” said Travis, “Course, we’re counting on the dude still being AWOL, ain’t we?” 
 
    “Uh huh, but if he’s home, we can arrest his ass and take a look around. Simple as that.” 
 
    “We better go in thinking he might be there,” said Travis. “Save ourselves getting dead.” 
 
    “Plan A.” 
 
    When they arrived at the four-plex, the outside light burned brightly by the door, and a single bulb lit up the narrow hallway inside. Farrell left the light off in the stairwell and they climbed to the second floor in the dark.   
 
    Farrell pointed silently at the trucker’s door with his penlight and Travis nodded. In order not to wake the neighbors, Travis said in a low voice, “Police, Mr. Friedlander. Open the door.”  
 
    Nothing happened, and Travis had the door open in twenty seconds. Once inside with the door closed, they risked turning on a light.  
 
    “I’ll clear it,” said Farrell. He led with his SW and did a walk-through. “Nobody home. Let’s get at it.” 
 
      
 
    FROM HIS COMPED SUITE at Caesar’s Palace, DeVouge poured himself a stiff drink from the full bar and settled into a comfortable wing chair to make calls. Nothing was happening at the Capitol this week and no one would miss him. His staff were still in mourning over Richardson and didn’t give a flying fuck for him anyway—at least not yet. They would sit up and take notice when he’d had time to snap them into shape. He’d have the wheels of government rolling along exactly to his liking in no time flat. Delegating was the name of the game, and a game he’d mastered during the years he’d put in as Richardson’s gopher.  
 
    He smiled to himself as he finished his drink and picked up his cell. Before he selected a number, it rang in his hand. Jesus, not her. 
 
    “Sweetheart, how nice to hear your voice. 
 
    “Where are you, Hugh? I had Sadie make your favorite roast beef dinner—the one with the Yorkshire pudding—last night and you didn’t come home. You didn’t even call.” 
 
    “Unavoidable, Betsy. Meeting after meeting, what can I tell you, it’s stressful being number one.” 
 
    “I called your office and you weren’t there. Mrs. Warburton said you hadn’t been there all day and she was concerned.” 
 
    “Of course, I was there. Where else would I be? That woman is a menace. I may have to replace her.” 
 
    “I like her.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Well I don’t.” 
 
    “What time will you be home?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I’ll call you later.” He pressed end. 
 
    She’s becoming tiresome. I may have to do something about her. 
 
    He poured himself a refill and checked his off-shore bank balance. Still not there. What are those assholes doing? 
 
    The bastard kept changing phones and changing his number. Hugh checked his wallet for the slip of paper with the current number on it, found it under the flap and punched it in.  
 
    The man answered on the second ring. “To what do I owe the pleasure, Governor?” 
 
    “Why hasn’t a deposit been made to my account?” 
 
    “No delivery.” 
 
    “You think that matters to me? Your bungled transactions have nothing to do with me. You pay me on a weekly basis or you’re out of business tomorrow. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. It will be taken care of right away.” 
 
    Fuming, he ended the call and counted his bankroll for tonight’s game. Not nearly enough. He’d been card dead the last two times he’d played in the big Vegas game and his resources had been badly drained. Tonight, would be different. He’d play tight, hold his temper and cut back on the bourbon. Things would turn around like they always did. Lady luck would smile on him and he’d recoup his losses.   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Thursday, December 28th. 
 
      
 
    JESSE WOKE to the sound he’d come to dread. Not the sound he’d become attuned to—his daughter crying for his attention. He’d come to welcome that sound. Every time she cried out for him, it gave him a renewed sense of purpose. 
 
    This was the other sound—the one that grated on his nerves because it always brought bad news—his cell jangling before daylight. The screen cast the only light in the room—Chief Gillespie, Bastrop PD. 
 
    “Chief, good morning. We haven’t spoken for a while.” 
 
    “No, we haven’t, Ranger Quantrall, and to my way of thinking, that’s a good thing.” He huffed out a little chuckle. 
 
    “Something I can do for you?” Jesse righted himself on the side of the bed and waited for the Chief to unload. 
 
    “I hope so. We pulled in a floater this morning down by the bridge and his prints were in the system. He came up on a most wanted list issued by your agency. I called you rather than Ranger Blackmore, because I had your number in my phone.” 
 
    “No problem. Blaine or me—same thing. Who is he?” 
 
    “Bobby-Joe Friedlander. Ring any bells?” 
 
    “Sure does,” said Jesse. “We needed to talk to him urgently, but I guess it’s a little late for that.” 
 
    “Uh huh. We can autopsy him or send him up to DPS.” 
 
    “I’ll see what Blacky wants done with him. Anything obvious besides drowning?” 
 
    “Double tapped,” said the Chief. “He didn’t drown.” 
 
    “Executed. I’m not surprised.” 
 
    “Is the violent crime team working on something in my area?” 
 
    “Not on your turf, Chief, that I know of. The victim lived in Bastrop and he was connected only through his truck. He drove a big rig involved in human trafficking.” 
 
    The Chief paused, “Tell me Bastrop isn’t a hub.” 
 
    “Don’t think so. As far as I know, it’s only the driver’s place of residence.” 
 
    A low whistle came through the phone. “Never heard a whisper of that filthy business around here, and that’s the way I want to keep it.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE TOOK JESSE’S call at the breakfast table, his second cup of coffee in front of him and Lexi’s big head on his knee. “Damn it, Jesse. Somebody was watching Friedlander’s building, waiting for him to come home.” 
 
    “Maybe Travis and Farrell came up with something last night when they searched his apartment.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard yet. I’ll get their report when I get to the office.” 
 
    “If they’d found anything vital, they would have called,” said Jesse. “They wouldn’t have waited. Anything I can help with today?”  
 
    “Just keep in touch with Doctor Lennox. Get an update on the girls in ICU and find out when we can talk to them. If something else comes up, I’ll call.” 
 
    Carm studied Blaine’s face as he set his cell on the table. “More bad news from Mr. Quantrall?” 
 
    He nodded. “Not what I wanted to hear, but I’m not surprised.” 
 
    She nodded and changed the subject. “He has a beautiful baby.” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “He does.” He drained his cup and stood up. “I’ve got to get going. Would you check on Misty later in the morning? I’m worried about her.” 
 
    “Si.” 
 
    Blaine hugged Carm and headed to his truck.  
 
      
 
    LILY SAT behind her desk looking as poised and gorgeous as always when Blaine arrived. Travis had pulled a chair close to her desk and Farrell stood at the far wall pouring coffee. 
 
    “You’re late, boss,” said Farrell. “I’m docking your pay.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll dock something important of yours, bro. You watch out.” 
 
    Farrell took a huge bite of a sugar covered donut and white powder fell like snow down the front of his shirt. He picked up his coffee and limped to the sofa near the window. He’d abandoned the crutches, swearing his wounded leg was almost better, but Blaine thought it was a little too soon for him to be working. They’d already had words. 
 
    “Let’s hear what you found at Bobby-Joe’s apartment,” said Blaine. 
 
    Travis started. “Ordinary stuff. He wasn’t organized by any means. Reminder notices. Behind on his bills and his rent. If he was being paid big bucks for the use of his truck, there was no sign of any money.” 
 
    “Lily couldn’t find much background on him,” said Blaine. “I’ll dig deeper.” His cell rang on his belt and he grabbed for it. “Okay, great. We’ll be right over.” 
 
    “Where we going to right this minute, boss?” asked Farrell. “I’m about to eat another donut.” 
 
    “Wrap it in a napkin. The lab is done with the truck.” 
 
    Travis jumped to his feet, ready to go. 
 
    Blaine pointed at Lily as he passed her desk. “You’ve got your work for today?” 
 
    “I’m gone,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Travis jumped in the back of the diesel and asked, “What’s Lily up to today, boss?” 
 
    “Recon.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s my specialty,” said Travis. “I should be going with her.” 
 
    “What’s exactly going on with you and Lily?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Not too much, yet,” said Travis. “I’m hoping for more.” 
 
    “Don’t fuck up the team.” The edge in Blaine’s voice told Travis he wasn’t kidding. 
 
    “Nope. I won’t.” 
 
      
 
    THE BIG RIG was parked behind the forensics’ garage, waiting for a tow to the impound yard.  
 
    “Hope they found some little thing we can start on,” said Farrell.  
 
    “Yeah, we need something,” said Blaine, “I don’t think Bobby-Joe’s autopsy will give us anything we can use. If it was an execution, nothing will be left behind.” 
 
    Sue Jacobson, team leader in the lab looked up from her microscope as Blaine and the boys walked in. A tall young lady with short, dark hair, Blaine had never seen her in anything other than a white lab coat and latex gloves.  
 
    She reached for a stapled report next to her computer and offered it to Blaine. “Not too many surprises, coming from the space occupied by a sloppy truck driver, but one I think y’all will find interesting. We placed another person in the passenger seat. His name and his police record are attached.” 
 
    “Great news. Thanks,” said Blaine. “Any insight from the back of the truck?” Blaine swallowed. “From the victims?” 
 
    Sue shook her head. “All unknown. Nothing in any of our systems, but...” 
 
    “There was something?”  
 
    “The truck itself has a false wall at the front, giving a two-foot wide space to conceal the victims at border crossings.”  
 
    “Uh huh,” said Blaine, “there had to be something—that and payoffs—they cross at a certain point when a certain customs officer is on duty.”  
 
    “Are the two girls who survived going to make it?” she asked with a sadness in her brown eyes. 
 
    “Their doctor is hopeful, but he wasn’t encouraging.” 
 
    Sue turned her head and went back to her microscope. 
 
      
 
    FREDDIE VIOLETTA’S last known address was listed on his sheet as a unit in east Austin. Blaine parked down the block and sized up the dilapidated row housing. Efforts had been made on some of the units replacing sagging roofs and rotted front steps, but not so on Mr. Violetta’s digs. Paint hung in strings from the two posts supporting the front overhang, and the front door had no paint at all—bare wood with no finish. 
 
    Blaine motioned Travis to go around the back. “You’ll have to go around the whole row. I’ll give you five.” 
 
    Farrell chambered a round and stood to one side of the door while Blaine knocked. No answer. Blaine pounded on the door and the second time there was a rustling noise on the other side.   
 
    “Open up, Mr. Violetta. This is the police. I need to speak to you.” 
 
    Bang. A shot blasted through the door and luckily Blaine had already stepped to the side just in case. Then the sound of footsteps pounded through the house towards the back.   
 
    Farrell grabbed the door handle and it didn’t give. Locked. He was about to kick it in when Travis hollered from the back. “Got him.” 
 
    “Go help Travis, Farrell.” Blaine turned and gave the order to thin air because Farrell had already limp-sprinted to the end of the row of houses and disappeared. 
 
    “Where you assholes taking me?” hollered Freddie. Travis dragged Mr. Violetta along the sidewalk and shoved him into the back seat of Blaine’s truck. He sat awkwardly, listing to his left, his hands cuffed behind his back.  
 
    “We’re taking you to headquarters to ask you a few questions,” said Blaine from the driver’s seat.  
 
    “You guys sure y’all are cops?” 
 
    “Yeah, pretty sure,” said Farrell. 
 
    Violetta let out the breath he was holding. “Thought you were the other guys.” 
 
    “What other guys would those be?” asked Travis. “The ones bringing girls into the country and selling them into the sex trade?” 
 
    “I ain’t saying nothing.” 
 
    “Your partner’s dead,” said Blaine. “Floating in the river in Bastrop. I guess you knew that already if you killed him.” 
 
    “Bullshit, I killed Bobby-Joe,” hollered Freddie. “Why in hell would I kill my only friend in the whole fuckin world?” 
 
    “Maybe because somebody gave you an order,” said Farrell, “and you had to do it.” 
 
    “Still wouldn’t do it,” mumbled Freddie. “I got loyalty.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? Loyalty?” hollered Blaine. “What about all the dead girls? Where’s your loyalty there?” 
 
    “Don’t know nothing about dead girls.” 
 
    “I think you’re lying, Freddie,” said Travis. 
 
    Freddie clammed up. He turned his head and stared out the window for the remainder of the trip. 
 
      
 
    DEVOUGE SHOWERED and changed into one of the half dozen custom suits he kept in the closet at his office. He would just make it to his one o’clock staff meeting by the skin of his teeth. Mrs. Warburton stared him down with the evil eye on his way past her desk, but he hadn’t hesitated. He’d give her no quarter, and as soon as he had a minute, he’d give her the boot and hire somebody that was a damn sight easier to look at. Some office eye candy.  
 
    He picked up his briefcase and almost made it to the door when his cell rang. He risked a glance at the caller, then wished he hadn’t.  “Hello, sweetheart. How’s your day going? Couldn’t be as hectic as mine.” 
 
    “Cut the bullshit, Hugh. Where the hell were you last night?” 
 
    “No time, darling. Talk later.”  
 
    I’ll kill that bitch. 
 
    All through the meeting when he should have been listening to proposals for the coming election year, he couldn’t stop thinking about the hands he’d lost the night before. Before next weekend, he had to have a lot more money to get back in the game. He had a couple of good ideas where to get it. 
 
      
 
    MISTY LET HOODOO into the yard. She felt better this morning and while the dog was outside, she made a pot of coffee. Her headache had subsided, although not completely gone, and she was able to function better than the past couple of days.  
 
    I hate feeling like that. I shouldn’t try to piece the images together, it makes my head hurt more than ever. 
 
    She cut a bagel in half and popped it into the toaster.  
 
    How long has it been since I’ve eaten? Day before yesterday? No wonder I feel shaky. My legs feel like rubber. 
 
    The doorbell rang halfway through her bagel. “Who can that be? I cancelled all my students for today.” She opened the door and a tall golden-haired guy charged past her into the foyer.  
 
    Her ex-husband, Brad Mulligan, was a tri-athlete and a personal trainer. They’d been divorced for two years and she’d been trying to make payments to him monthly in order to keep the house. He’d recently decided she was too slow. He wanted the house sold and he wanted his money. 
 
    He spun around and flashed her a menacing grin. “Time’s up, baby. I need this house sold and no more of your lies. The listing ran out and you didn’t renew it, like you told me you did.” He stuck a finger in her face. “That’s one strike against you.” He hauled off and smacked her across the head.  
 
    Misty fell to the floor, dazed and sick to her stomach. She grabbed onto the hall table to try to support herself and it tipped over on top of her. A sob escaped her lips as she was too weak to move. 
 
    “Where’s my dog?” he hollered. “Hoodoo, where are you?” Her ex ran through the house like a wild man searching for the dog. 
 
    “Don’t take my dog,” Misty sobbed. She pushed herself up onto her feet and forced herself to follow Brad. He was clipping Hoo onto his leash in the mudroom when she caught up to them. “No, please don’t. I’ll sell the house right away and get you the money. Don’t take him, please. He’s all I have.” 
 
    Brad pushed her hard and she toppled over against the dryer. “Get out of my way, you, psycho bitch. I’m done being reasonable.” 
 
    “You were never reasonable, Brad. You’re nuts, and we both know it.” 
 
    He stopped dead in his tracks and stared at her. “What did you say to me?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She dropped her chin on her chest. 
 
    “Strike two,” he roared. “Before I go, I’ll have to teach you a lesson.” He grabbed her arm and propelled her into the kitchen.  
 
      
 
    BLAINE AND THE BOYS had just settled Freddie Violetta into an interrogation room at DPS when Blaine’s cell rang.  
 
    “Okay, Carm. Slow down. Start over.” He listened to the rapid Spanish mixed with Carm’s sobbing and near hysteria. 
 
    Carm went next door like I asked her to, to check on Misty and a man went inside as she was crossing the lawn between the two houses. He hurt Misty and took Hoodoo.  
 
    “Stay with her and call 911. I’m on my way.” To Travis: “Start without me. I’ll be back.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE ARRIVED AT HOME the same time the ambulance pulled into the driveway next door. He jumped out of his truck and tore across the lawn, not knowing what he might find at Misty’s house. 
 
    Carm was kneeling on the kitchen floor beside Misty, holding an ice pack on the side of her head. Black and blue bruises were already making themselves obvious on her bare arms and legs. She was wearing her little blue nightgown and nothing else. His eyes focused on her left leg. The angle was unnatural, and he feared it was broken. 
 
    “Come on, Carm.” He helped Carmelita up from the floor and held her in a hug while the paramedics lifted Misty onto the stretcher and prepared her for the ambulance. 
 
    The two young men asked Misty questions and her answers were mumbled, garbled at the best. They wheeled her out the door and shoved the gurney in the back of the bus. 
 
    I’ll kill whoever did this. 
 
      
 
    JESSE CHECKED WITH Doctor Lennox at the trauma center by phone, and there had been little change in either one of the girls who survived. “I’m afraid they’ll need more time,” was all he said. 
 
    Jesse fed Charity and put her down for her afternoon nap. He closed the door to her room and grabbed for his cell before it woke her up.  
 
    Ty was right about keeping phones out of there. 
 
    “Yeah, Blacky, what’s up?” 
 
    Blaine explained about Misty and then about bringing in Violetta. “Can you see what you can do with Mr. Violetta?  He’s scared, but he’s not as scared of us as he is of somebody else. We might need to put him in protective custody before he’s the next floater.” 
 
    “Yep, I’m on my way.” 
 
    Travis and Farrell stood leaning on the wall in the hallway outside interrogation room three when Jesse arrived.  
 
    “Any progress?” 
 
    Travis shrugged. “Don’t think he knows much, boss. He’s done nothing but talk since we picked him up, but all that yakking amounted to nothing.” 
 
    “Take my truck and go get some lunch. Pick me up in an hour.” 
 
    The boys left, and Jesse walked into the ten by ten room with two Cokes in his hands. “Hey, Freddie, I’m Jesse Quantrall. Could you use a Coke?” 
 
    Freddie looked up at Jesse with sad brown eyes. He was dark-complexioned with curly hair. Italian in his background. “Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    Jesse sat down, took a sip of his Coke and set the can down. He pulled a little recorder out of his pocket and set it between them. “You must be tired of talking. My boys told you why you were here n’all. Am I right?” 
 
    “I’m being arrested as an accessory to murder—that’s what they told me—but I didn’t murder anybody. Honest.” 
 
    “You sound honest, Freddie, but we can prove you were riding in the big rig that had more than a dozen dead girls in the trailer. How do you explain that?” 
 
    Freddie shrugged. “Can’t think how to explain it.” He gave Jesse a hard stare, sizing up his snap front shirt and his Stetson. “You a cop too?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Special cop. Work with the Texas Rangers.” 
 
    “Heard the Rangers was rough.” 
 
    Jesse smiled. “People like to talk.” He leaned back in his chair and relaxed to help Freddie relax, then he leaned in closer. “Let’s think back and start your story when Bobby-Joe asked you if you wanted to make some money.” 
 
    Freddie’s eyes widened. “How’d you know he asked me that?” 
 
    “Just a guess, but maybe that’s where y’all could start.” 
 
    “Okay. It was a week ago. I been out of work for a while and I happened to run into Bobby-Joe at Rack-em. We shot a couple games and sat down for a brew, kind of got caught up. Like that.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “And that’s when he said he had a new run for his truck and it was paying good. Did I want to help him?” 
 
    “Did he tell you what he was hauling?” 
 
    Freddie shook his head. “Nope. And I thought it was like a couple other times I helped him—you know—load at the one end—unload at the other end.” 
 
    “Right. A regular haul.” 
 
    “Uh huh. A regular haul.” He ran his hands through his thick hair. “Honest to God, Ranger, I thought it was just slugging crates.” 
 
    “I believe you, Freddie,” said Jesse. “But you saw something you didn’t want to see.” 
 
    “When we got there—to the pickup place on the other side of the border…” 
 
    “Do you remember where that was?” asked Jesse. 
 
    “We crossed at Brownsville, and it was dark when we got to the little town. Don’t know the name of it but it was about half an hour or a bit longer after we crossed. Bobby-Joe knew where he was going.” 
 
    “Okay, you went to the pickup point. Was it a warehouse or something like that?” 
 
    He glanced up from staring at his hands and took a second look at Jesse. “Yep, like that. You’re a smart guy for a cop. Know that?” 
 
    “Thanks, Freddie.” 
 
    “And I was surprised as hell that we didn’t have to load or nothing. All we had to do was leave our empty trailer and hook Bobby-Joe’s cab onto the trailer that was waiting for us, and we were ready to go.” 
 
    “Did Bobby-Joe look in the back before y’all left?” 
 
    “Uh huh. He hopped in the back and arranged some things the way he wanted them. I didn’t get out of the cab because he told me not too.” 
 
    “You didn’t ask him why?” 
 
    “Didn’t bother. It was a long drive down there, and I was beat and half asleep.” 
 
    “Didn’t you wonder what you were going to do to earn your money?” 
 
    “Uh huh. I did wonder about that. I figured I might have to unload the whole fuckin truck by myself. Bobby-Joe could be like that. Kind of lazy and a bit on the tricky side.” 
 
    “But you trusted him?” 
 
    “Knew him since high school. Figured he wouldn’t screw me over too bad.” 
 
    “Did you turn right around and come back when you left the pickup place?” 
 
    “Yep. Once we crossed the border and got on the interstate, I drove for hours while Bobby-Joe crashed in the sleeper.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s what he wanted you for,” said Jesse. “To spell him off some of the driving. Have any trouble crossing the border?” 
 
    “Nope, but once we crossed, Bobby-Joe stopped and went in the back and did something. Don’t know what it was. That’s when he told me to drive and we carried on.” 
 
    “Were you driving when you stopped at the rest area?” 
 
    “Yep. Bobby-Joe had to take a piss. Told me to pull in and stop. I parked and we both walked up to the building, used the bathroom, then got Cokes and a couple chocolate bars. We were starving by that time.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you would be.” 
 
    Jesse thought of the girls in the back of the rig who were beyond hungry, and it made him sick. He inhaled a couple of times and focused on Freddie.   
 
    Freddie let out a big breath and went silent. Jesse figured he was getting to the hard part and encouraged him. “After you came out of the washroom, what happened?” 
 
    Freddie clamped his hands together to stop them from shaking. “Uh huh. That’s when things went south.” 
 
    “Can you tell me what happened?” Jesse used a soft tone of voice, sensing Freddie’s trepidation. 
 
    “I don’t think I can talk about it right now. Could you show me where I’m gonna sleep?” 
 
    Jesse didn’t push him, figuring he’d been forthright up to that point. “Sure can. Let’s get you settled.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE ARRIVED at the hospital minutes behind the ambulance and found where Misty waited in one of the Emergency treatment rooms. He and Carm rushed into the cubicle, Carm still in tears over Misty being hurt, and him losing his mind over who had hurt her.  
 
     Lying on the narrow stretcher, looking pale and small, blood dried and crusted around her mouth, Misty gazed up at him with glassy eyes. “I’m so sorry, Blaine. You shouldn’t be involved in this. My ex is a brutal person and I don’t want him anywhere near you.” 
 
    “You’re worried about me?” Blaine stood next to her and held her hand. “Is your leg hurting?” 
 
    Misty nodded, and silent tears rolled down her cheeks. 
 
    Slouched down on the single chair in the room, Carm held her head in her hands and sobbed.  
 
    After a half hour wait, a young doctor in green scrubs made an appearance and sent Carm and Blaine to the waiting room. Blaine used the time to call Lily, tell her what had happened and to demand everything she could find on Brad Mulligan. Misty hadn’t been forthcoming on her ex spouse’s name, but Blaine insisted, and she had reluctantly divulged it. 
 
    The second call he made was to Jesse for an update on Freddie Violetta’s interrogation. An orderly wheeled Misty to X-ray and the doctor told them to wait where they were. She’d be back after they had a picture of the fracture.   
 
    Carm sat silently sipping bad coffee, her tear-stained face reflecting the horrors of the day. 
 
    Blaine listened intently to Jesse’s story. “Fantastic, Jesse. You’ll get more from him tomorrow. For tonight he’ll be safe at headquarters.”   
 
     “He had no idea what he was getting into,” said Jesse, “but when we get the rest of the story he might be guilty of more than we know.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s possible. If y’all are done there, could you drop the boys at the office to pick up wheels?” 
 
    “Sure, where do you want them after that?” 
 
    “I want them both here at Saint Mikes. Farrell to pick up Misty and Carm and take them home. Travis to go with me.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS AND FARRELL arrived in the Emergency waiting room five minutes after Misty was wheeled out, her broken leg in a hot pink cast. The doctor followed behind and spoke directly to Blaine. 
 
    “No walking boot until after I see a new X-ray in two weeks—maybe not even then. The break is not pleasant.” He turned to face Misty. “You’ll be on crutches for a while, young lady.” 
 
    Misty managed a weak smile. “Thank you, I’ll manage.” 
 
    Blaine walked Misty and the boys through the exit doors and out to the curb. He lifted Misty into the front seat of Farrell’s truck. “Straight to my house, set the alarm and stay there. Lily might be there doing a few things, and if she is, get her to help Carm get Misty settled.”  
 
    “Hey, I’m right here,” Misty mumbled. 
 
    Blaine winked at Misty as he handed Carmelita into the back seat. “Carm has had better days.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE POWERED UP the Ram and turned off the hospital property and into the street. He tossed a pack of Marlborough’s over to Travis. “Punch the asshole’s address into the GPS.”  
 
    “Didn’t know Misty had an ex,” said Travis as he typed in the street name. 
 
    “Funny, the things people think we don’t need to know, ain’t it?” 
 
    “Sometimes the very things that might protect them. He beat her up bad, man. Her face is… okay, let’s not go there.” 
 
    Blaine winced and tried not to dwell on the condition of Misty’s beautiful face. “He took the dog. He took the goddam dog.” 
 
    They arrived at the address in Oak Hills and parked in the drive. A two-storey brick house in an up-scale neighborhood. A Lexus in the driveway. 
 
    “How you want to handle this, boss?” 
 
    Blaine inhaled. “I want to kill him. That’s how I want to handle it. I shouldn’t be here. I should’ve sent you and Farrell.” 
 
    “Let’s see how it goes,” said Travis. “I’ll take the lead.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “Might be best.” 
 
    Travis rang the bell and Hoodoo barked on the inside. “Dog is here. That’s good.” 
 
    A tall blond guy with bright blue eyes opened the door. Travis pushed him backwards into the foyer. “Brad Mulligan, you’re under arrest for assault causing grievous bodily harm.” 
 
    Brad opened his mouth to laugh and before Blaine could smash him in the face, Travis spun Brad around away from Blaine, and cuffed his hands behind his back.  
 
    “You can’t arrest me. That bitch is lying. I never touched her.” 
 
    “Shut up,” said Blaine. He took the leash off the hall table and clipped it on Hoodoo’s collar. “Come on, boy. You’re going home.” 
 
    “My dog. My dog,” hollered Brad like a ten-year-old. “You can’t steal my dog.” 
 
    “Returning him to his rightful owner.” 
 
    “Who are you guys? No ID. I’ll fuckin sue the city and sue both of you.” 
 
    Blaine flashed his creds in front of Brad’s eyes and stuffed the folder back in his pocket.  
 
    “Why in hell would they send the super cop on an assault call? I don’t get it.” 
 
    “You don’t have to get it.” 
 
    Travis pushed Mulligan out the door and Blaine followed with the dog. 
 
      
 
    THE BLACK LIMO drove through the gate of the Governor’s mansion on Colorado with the security detail behind in a black SUV. One lonely media van sat parked on the outside of the gate praying for a photo op with the new governor.  
 
    DeVouge, former Lieutenant Governor, newly pressed into service by the untimely death of Governor Richardson had been hostile to the press since his swearing in, and most representatives of the media had deemed it prudent to back off over the holidays. 
 
    The Governor stood for a moment and gave a wave to the camera before entering the front door of his new residence. He rushed inside and slammed the door behind him.  
 
    “Where in hell have you been, Hugh,” his wife hollered at him as he removed his overcoat. “You’ve got a lot of explaining to do.” 
 
    He cast a glance around to make sure none of the staff was near the front door, then placed a large hand on Bette’s chest and sent her sprawling through the French doors into the formal sitting room. She hit the sofa table with her generous butt and a lamp toppled to the carpet. Her hand went to her mouth to stifle a scream as she fell to her knees. 
 
    DeVouge stared down at her and smiled. “Make me a drink, sweetheart.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE HAD A COFFEE with Chief Calhoun while Travis booked Brad Mulligan. He didn’t want anything to foul up the arrest—Mulligan needed to go to jail and stay there. 
 
    “I miss Jesse a lot,” said the Chief. “Saw him for a few minutes today, but that’s not what I’m talking about. I mean working on a case together and like that.” 
 
    “I miss him too. We were together practically day and night and now he can only do what he can do. Nothing physical. Nothing stressful.” 
 
    “When he told me the first time that he was out and out quitting, I never had a worse day.” 
 
    “We worked it out and he does what he can,” said Blaine, “Still the best interrogator on our team.” 
 
    “Hope you get to the bottom of this ugliness y’all are working through now. I’ll give you any help I can. You know that.” 
 
    “I do, sir, and I thank you for your support.” 
 
    Travis tapped twice and poked his head in the door. “All done. He’s downstairs in a holding cell hollering for his lawyer.” 
 
    “Let him holler,” said the Chief. “I don’t think the phone will be working at least until tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Blaine smiled as he shook the Chief’s hand. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Friday, December 29th. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE WOKE to the chorus of two barking dogs. He glanced over at Misty still asleep on the other side of the bed and let out a breath. Her pale face was almost unrecognizable under the bruising and swelling. During the night, she’d needed more pain killers for her leg and he’d had trouble getting her settled. Having her ex reappear suddenly in her life and attack her again had brought old horrors to the surface and she was reliving them in her dreams. 
 
    What a nightmare her marriage must have been. 
 
    He pulled on a pair of jeans and padded downstairs to let the dogs out into the backyard. Hoodoo seemed the same as ever, bouncy and friendly, unscathed by his kidnap experience. And as always, Lexi was thrilled to have a playmate. 
 
    Carm stole silently down the stairs, dressed, a clean apron in her hand, her long black hair twisted up and clipped at the back of her head. She was ready to cook breakfast. Blaine finished rinsing the carafe and started the coffee as she came into the kitchen. The first thing she asked about was Misty.  
 
    Blaine answered her in Spanish. “She had trouble sleeping. Her leg hurts a lot.” 
 
    “Very bad break, the doctor said.” She opened the fridge and took out the cream for Blaine. Carm always drank her coffee black. 
 
    “The boys will be coming here this morning. I’m staying home with Misty. I’m not going to the office.” 
 
    A smile spread across Carm’s face. “I’ll make a big breakfast for all of you.” 
 
    “Si. I’ll eat with them.” 
 
    Blaine headed upstairs. He had a quick hot shower, dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved black pullover and tried to pull a brush through his long hair. When he was presentable, he stood at Misty’s side of the bed to see if she was awake. 
 
    She opened her puffy eyes and looked up at him. “Hi. I heard the shower running. You look good.” 
 
    “You don’t. Can I get you to the bathroom?” 
 
    “Yes, please. I don’t want to lay here all day.” 
 
    After Misty was dressed in a loose-fitting track suit, Blaine carried her downstairs and placed her gently on one of the kitchen chairs. He got her a coffee and set it in front of her just as the doorbell rang. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” said Carm. 
 
    “No.” Blaine held up a hand. “I don’t want you or Misty answering the door. Understand?” 
 
    “Okay,” said Carm and went back to her stove. 
 
    Blaine opened the door to Travis and Farrell and showed them into the kitchen. “Grab a chair, Carm is making us breakfast, then we’ll have our meeting.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE SETTLED CHARITY in her crib for her morning nap, gave Molly the monitor in the kitchen and headed back to headquarters for round two with Freddie Violetta. He popped into Chief Calhoun’s office for a moment to say hello. “Morning, Chief. I brought you a coffee.” 
 
    Randy Calhoun’s blue eyes lit up. “You know the way to my heart, son. Thanks.” He pointed to the chair in front of his desk and Jesse sat. “Prying more out of our guest today?” 
 
    “Hope so,” said Jesse, “Need something to grab on to.” 
 
    “Nasty business.” The Chief made a face. “Got to be stopped. We need to send a message.” 
 
    Jesse pointed to the wall between the Chief’s office and the office where Ranger Jamie Parnell used to work. He tried to ask about his ex-partner but couldn’t find the words. 
 
    The Chief raised an eyebrow. “You asking about Jamie?” 
 
    Jesse nodded.  
 
    “Took a transfer. Sad to see her go, she was my right arm.” 
 
    She left her great job working for the Chief because of me. 
 
    Jesse nodded and sipped his coffee. “I better get started.” 
 
    “I’ll get Barney to bring him up to room two. You go ahead and get settled.” 
 
    Jesse had the recorder on the table and the interview set up when a Ranger in uniform brought Freddie Violetta in. Jesse nodded his thanks and Barney closed the door. 
 
    “Morning, Freddie. They treating you okay here?” 
 
    “Food is better than what I make at home, so, yeah.” He leaned in closer and rested his arms on the table. “Did you talk to anybody who can help me? Like put in a good word and tell some bigshot that I’m doing my best to help y’all.” 
 
    “Uh huh. My partner knows.” 
 
    “He somebody with any kind of clout?” 
 
    “Sure is. He’s tied up today with another problem, but he’ll come in and talk to you if you can provide us with something useful.” 
 
    “Have I ever heard of him?” 
 
    Jesse shrugged. “You might have. His name is Blaine Blackmore-Powell.” 
 
    Freddie’s eye widened. “The fuckin super cop?” 
 
    Jesse chuckled. “He might not be pleased to hear you call him that.” 
 
    “I heard a few people talking about him,” said Freddie,” like how he looks like a ganger n’all but he’s some kind of a genius coming down hard on crime in the city.”  
 
    Jesse smiled and turned on the recorder. “Okay, let’s start and see if we can get all the way through your bad day.” 
 
    “Where did I leave off?” 
 
    “The truck was parked at the rest area. You and Bobby-Joe used the bathroom, then y’all got Cokes and snacks at the vending machines. You stopped yesterday when you were walking back to the truck.” 
 
    Freddie’s face lost color as he searched for the words. “Yeah, that was it. Bobby-Joe opened up the back doors and said he better check on the cargo. He called it cargo and I didn’t know.” Freddie put his hand over his heart. “I swear I didn’t know.” 
 
    “I believe you, Freddie. Go ahead.” 
 
    “Bobby-Joe jumped up into the trailer and let out a stream of cursing like something had happened to the load, so I swung up on the back step and jumped inside. I couldn’t believe the stink and I thought at first we were hauling meat without a fuckin reefer and the load had gone rotten.” 
 
    Jesse felt his stomach lurch. “What did you see?” 
 
    “That was it.” Freddie squinted his eyes like he couldn’t see. “I didn’t see a damn thing. No crates. No boxes. I thought to myself what in hell is he hauling?” 
 
    “It was dark in the trailer?” 
 
    “Yeah, dark, and the whole back end was empty. Bobby-Joe had a flash in his hand and he was way inside—up near the front. He was pointing it down on the floor at something and I took a few steps farther in to see what it was.” 
 
    Freddie gagged thinking about what he had seen. He swallowed a couple of times, and Jesse thought Freddie was going to vomit. “I’ll get you some water.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Jesse stuck his head out the door and had one of the girls get a bottle of water from the vending machine at the end of the hall. He gave it to Freddie, sat down and watched him drink half down. 
 
    “It was the worst thing I ever saw,” Freddie said in a whisper. “Little girls lying in their own shit and vomit. Some of them not moving at all. I only saw them for a second. I couldn’t look at them longer than that.” 
 
    Jesse nodded and waited for Freddie to take a few breaths. 
 
    Freddie pulled at his curly hair and looked like he might break down. He drank down the rest of his water before he continued. “Bobby-Joe panicked when he saw some of them were dead. He said if we made the delivery and didn’t have fourteen live ones, we were dead too.” 
 
    “Who was going to kill him?” 
 
    “The gang running the girls.” 
 
    “What gang?” 
 
    “A bike gang with high connections.” 
 
    “Bobby-Joe didn’t mention the name of the gang?” 
 
    Freddie shook his head. 
 
    “Go ahead, Freddie. You’re doing fine.” 
 
    “Bobby-Joe headed out of the rig. He said we had to get away from the truck. Far away. He closed up the back and I said we can’t leave the ones that ain’t dead. We have to call 911.” 
 
     “And did you?” 
 
    Freddie nodded. “But not then. Bobby wouldn’t let me do it then. He started grabbing all his stuff out of the cab and stuffing it in his pockets.” 
 
    “Uh huh. He stripped the cab but didn’t take the tags?” 
 
    “He was just about to take the tag off when headlights came into the rest area. He didn’t wait to see if it was just somebody wanting to take a piss or a cop. He took off running into the bush. I followed him because I had to, and we kept on running until we came out on the highway about a mile north. We separated and hitched rides.” 
 
    “When your ride dropped you off you called it in?” 
 
    “I had to. I have a conscience and I’m not a murderer.” 
 
    “No, you’re not, Freddie.” Jesse reached across the table and shook Freddie’s hand. “You saved two of the girls, and I thank you for that.” 
 
    “Only two?” Freddie’s dark eyes glazed over. “That means twelve died. I don’t know if I can live with that.” 
 
    Jesse tried to redirect Freddie’s thinking. “Let’s think back to when you were in the warehouse south of the border.” Jesse pushed back a bit in his chair and watched Freddie’s breathing slow down a little. “Relax and think of anything you heard while you sat in the truck waiting for Bobby-Joe.” 
 
    “Okay.” Freddie closed his eyes. 
 
    Jesse sipped his cold coffee and waited. 
 
    “One of the bikers was called Banjo. I’m pretty sure I heard that.” 
 
    “Excellent,” said Jesse. “Don’t rush. When the club members were walking around did you happen to see their cuts?” 
 
    “That’s the leather vests they wear, right?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “I saw a couple of them.” 
 
    “Did you see the back where they have the insignia?” 
 
    “I think I did.” 
 
    “Take your time, Freddie.” 
 
    “Kind of a blur in my mind, but I’m thinking it was like a hand.” He held up his right. 
 
    Jesse nodded. The Rule out of Vegas has a hand. 
 
    “You could be right about that, Freddie. Good recall.” 
 
    Freddie sat with his eyes closed. Color had drained from his face and he seemed exhausted. 
 
    “Give it one more minute to go over the voices you heard, then I’ll let you go back to your cell and get your lunch.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ranger Quantrall. Will you remember me to the super cop?” 
 
    “Sure will. I’ll see him after I leave here and tell him what a help you’ve been.” 
 
    “Should I be getting a lawyer?” 
 
    “Of course, a PD will be assigned to you if you don’t have an attorney of your own. Someone will probably show up today to talk to you about your arraignment and possible bail.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” Freddie inhaled a breath and seemed like he had something else to say.  
 
    “You think of something, Freddie?” 
 
    “Maybe. When the bikers were talking to Bobby-Joe behind the truck. One of them said ‘don’t piss us off, Friedlander, and don’t piss off ‘Pinkerton.’ I think I remembered it because it was like those old wild west detectives, know what I’m say’n?” 
 
    “I do know,” said Jesse. “The Pinkerton Detectives in the old movies.” 
 
    Freddie nodded. “Yeah, like that.” 
 
      
 
    AFTER THE HOUSEKEEPER cleared the breakfast dishes, Bette leaned closer to her husband and whispered. “I’m moving back to our own house today, Hugh, and I don’t care if the media watches me every step of the way. You can’t treat me like one of your cheap sluts.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, sweetheart. Don’t talk silly. I had a rough couple of days, and I didn’t mean it. I’ll make it up to you. You’re everything to me. You know that.” He reached across the table and stroked her hair. “How would you like to drive up to the cabin tonight for a romantic weekend?” 
 
    “How can I trust you, Hugh? You hurt me once and you might do it again.” 
 
    He gave her hand a squeeze. “It was pressure from the new job, and I snapped, sweetheart. You can’t imagine what being number one in the state is like. I wouldn’t wish it on my dog.” 
 
    “You don’t have a dog, Hugh.” 
 
    Hugh used his fake syrupy voice. “I know that, sugar lump. It was only an illustration.”  
 
    “If you aren’t nice to me this weekend, I’m leaving you, Hugh. I don’t know you anymore.” 
 
    “It won’t happen again, Betsy. I promise.” 
 
    I wish you would leave me, but not before the election. 
 
      
 
    FARRELL HUGGED CARM after he polished off the last of the breakfast tacos. “Those were the best tacos I’ve ever had, Senorita Carmelita.” 
 
    Carm laughed. Everyone laughed at Farrell, except when he was aiming at their head ready to pull the trigger. Then they took him a little more seriously. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get started.” 
 
    Blaine had already moved Misty into the family room to the sofa to make her more comfortable. Lily had arrived at the tail end of breakfast and had taken a seat next to Travis. She took her yellow pad out of her briefcase and pulled out a Sharpie to take notes.  
 
    “This is what I’ve decided. I had considered it before yesterday’s fiasco, but that kind of clinched it for me—I’m moving the Blackmore Agency office here to the house. We’ll set up in the library down the hall. There’s tons of room for another desk for Lily. This place is too huge for a single guy and Carm agrees, the house was built with a lot more people in mind.”   
 
    “Uh huh,” said Farrell. “Then we won’t be bothering the high class legal beagles at y’all’s lawyer store.” 
 
    “Right. And we’ll have more privacy. Our firm is on the down-low anyway, most of the time. We don’t need people wondering what we’re up to.” 
 
    “When we moving, boss?” asked Travis. 
 
    “The larger pieces of furniture over the weekend, but you three go downtown and start packing up. Bring back the computers and small stuff when y’all are finished. We won’t disrupt the front waiting area today. We’ll wait until the place is empty to move Lily’s desk and credenza.”  
 
    “Yep. We’re gone,” said Farrell. “What are you gonna be doing, boss?” 
 
    Blaine waited for Farrell’s question every morning—a standing joke. “Jesse is coming after Violetta’s interview and we’re discussing what Freddie has given us to work with.” 
 
    Travis raised an eyebrow. “You mean we’ve got something?” 
 
    “Jesse was sure he’d have something solid today. He’s a good interrogator.” 
 
    “Damn right, he is,” said Travis. “He makes them want to spit it out. I’ve watched him, and he’s so fuckin patient with the assholes. I don’t know how he does it.” 
 
    “Beating it out of them ain’t legal,” said Farrell. 
 
    “But beating your partner sure is.” Travis gave Farrell a hard right to the shoulder and knocked him off balance. 
 
    Blaine stepped onto the porch, watched the boys leave and lit up a smoke. He was only half finished when his cell rang. Thinking it was Jesse, he answered without checking the screen. 
 
    “I’ll get you, you asshole. Your days are numbered.” 
 
    “Threatening me, Mr. Mulligan? Not a good idea.” 
 
    “Yeah, and what are you gonna do about it?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    I’ve got to find out where he works but I’m not asking Misty.  
 
    Blaine hustled inside and booted up his laptop. He was knee-deep into Brad Mulligan when Misty called him from the next room.  
 
    “You need me?”  
 
    “I think I’ll go back to bed for a couple of hours.” 
 
    “I’ll take you up. You should take your next dose of meds before you sleep.” He picked her up and carried her up the stairs. At the top, he was out of breath. “I’m out of shape.”  
 
    Misty giggled at his gasping for air as he laid her on the bed. “I need to go on a diet.” 
 
    “That’s one thing you don’t need to do. You haven’t eaten nearly enough lately.” 
 
    “The headaches make me nauseated.” 
 
    Blaine sat on the side of the bed. “Did you figure out why you’re getting them?” 
 
    “Nope. Maybe it was just Brad, but I don’t think so. He’s a horrible person but the images seemed more evil than that. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Don’t stress about it until you get over this latest crisis.” He leaned down and kissed her gently. “We need one of those monitors like Jesse has. Then I could hear you.” 
 
    “I’m not a baby.” 
 
    “You’re my baby.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE SAT AT THE TABLE drinking coffee with Carm waiting for Blaine to come downstairs. “Misty okay?” 
 
    “No. She’s not okay at all. She needs more bedrest. She’s still weak from being lost in the woods, and now this—beat up and a broken leg.” He shook his head. “Not good at all.” 
 
    “I will make turkey soup for her,” Carm said in Spanish. 
 
    “Great idea,” said Blaine. “I’ll pick up a couple of new paperbacks for her when we’re out.” 
 
    Jesse finished one of the leftover tacos Carm offered, then unloaded all of Freddie’s information.  
 
    Blaine took notes. “So, possibly The Rule out of Vegas are involved, a biker named Banjo, and reference to a guy called Pinkerton. At least it gives me something to start on. If I can connect to any one of those things, we’ll be one step closer. The man will soon be calling for a progress report.” 
 
    “He likes to know what’s going on once he drops the bomb, doesn’t he?” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “He stirs up trouble, then wants to know how fast we can clean it up.” 
 
    “His own little game,” said Jesse without smiling, then went back to Violetta. “Freddie asked about representation, so you might want to see if a PD has been assigned to him. Personally, after seeing how easily his partner was dispensed with, I think our only witness is a lot safer at DPS than he would be at home.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE HUNKERED DOWN in the library and changed the focus of his research from Brad Mulligan to the leads Jesse had provided. With information this sketchy, it would take hours to hit on what he needed, and maybe not even then. Two hours into it, he risked a call. “Pinkerton ring any bells?” 
 
    “Senatorial and connected are the two bells ringing. Go deeper.” The call ended before Blaine could pose another question. Maybe that’s all the man knew. 
 
    Senatorial? Connected? Mob connections? Okay. Give it a shot. 
 
    He found the man—or possibly the man. Kensington Pinkerton. Senator from Texas with an address in Bee Creek Terrace.  
 
    Another hour produced a consortium hidden under various corporations, but with diligence, Blaine unearthed several warehouses and condos owned by the group. They all had to be investigated—one or more than one might be where they kept the girls or worked them. He typed a list of all the addresses involved and was on his way across the room to the printer to get it when he heard Misty scream upstairs. 
 
    Taking the stairs two at a time, his heart thumping loud enough to deafen him, Blaine tore down the long upstairs hall to his bedroom. “What happened?” 
 
    Misty sobbed into her pillow. “I saw them. I saw them this time.” 
 
    “Who?” Blaine sat down on the side of the bed and wrapped Misty in his arms. Her body shook with her sobs. “Who did you see?” 
 
    “The girls. I saw the dead girls.” 
 
      
 
    DEVOUGE LEFT his office at the Capitol early. He had signed a few items that could have waited until the new year, but he had wanted to put in an appearance, or Mrs. Warburton, the she-devil who ran his office would hemorrhage out her eyes. He made a point of being extra nice to her, so she would remember he’d been there. It was a hate-hate relationship that would be resolved in the coming months. He couldn’t wait to fire her. 
 
    On the drive back to the mansion his mind played several scenarios he might use on Bette at the cabin to put her in the right frame of mind. When he asked her for money this time, he didn’t want another screaming match and another one of her inquisitions. He might not be able to hold his temper. 
 
    His driver parked the official limo at the front steps of the residence on Colorado and the Governor hurried inside.  
 
    “Are you all packed for the weekend, sweetheart?” he called out as he entered the foyer. He wanted the staff to hear him. He saw how they’d been eyeing him up and down since he’d moved in. Richardson had been everybody’s best friend—down home boy and all the rest of it. Well that wasn’t him and never would be. He was doing this gig for one reason and one reason only. Power meant money, and he intended to explore every avenue while he was in office. Texas would still be thriving long after he was gone. 
 
    Bette called to him from the top of the winding staircase, and she sounded surprisingly pleasant. “I’m up here, Hugh. Almost ready.” 
 
    The official residence for the Governor of Texas, originally built in the Greek Revival style had undergone major renovations after fire damage in 2008. It was now larger, modernized, and a source of pride in Texas. Many notable Governor’s had made their home here. A popular stop on the tour of historic Austin. 
 
    With a cloth and a spray can in her hand, one of the housekeepers crossed the foyer intent on banishing dust from the sitting room. Hugh couldn’t think of her name, but he made the effort and smiled at her, then called out to Bette, “I’ll come up and get your luggage for you, dear. Don’t try to manage it yourself.” 
 
    He strode up the stairs and picked up the packed bag from beside the bedroom door. He glanced at his wife and made a face at her outfit. Bulky clothes did not suit her short, round body. She looked like a homeless Pillsbury dough boy.  
 
    What the hell are you wearing? Was what he wanted to say, but instead he said, “Is that a new outfit?” 
 
    She nodded. “Warm clothes. I heard there was snow in the forecast.” 
 
    “Did you pack my clothes?” 
 
    “Uh huh. We’re all ready.” She stopped short and looked him in the eye. “Remember your promise?” 
 
    “Of course, I do, honey. This is the weekend we’re getting back on track.” 
 
    Bette smiled. “Good. As long as you focus on that.” 
 
      
 
    OUTSIDE OF MARBLE FALLS, the limo slowed to a stop under the portico at Bellavino Wineries. Bette stared out the window for a minute, then her face broke into a smile.  
 
    “Hugh, how sweet. You remembered how much I loved the food last time we stopped here.” 
 
    “I did, and I thought we should eat on the way. It will be too late to cook anything when we get to the cabin.” 
 
    Bette reached over and squeezed his hand. “Thank you for being so thoughtful. I mean that.” 
 
    A tap on the window and security was on the job. “Give me one minute inside, sir, before you go in.” 
 
    “Of course, Agent Roderick. Take your time.” 
 
    The limo door opened a few minutes later. “All clear, sir. Your reservation is ready.” 
 
    The proprietor, an older Italian gentleman with white hair, looking a lot like Geppetto of Pinocchio fame, showed them to their table personally and brought out a bottle of his best wine to celebrate their visit.  
 
    Bette sipped from her glass and nodded her appreciation. “Fantastic, Luigi. I’ve never had better.” 
 
    After dinner, a generous helping of tiramisu, and another bottle of wine, Bette was a little wobbly getting back to the limo. Agent Roderick helped her into the back seat and closed the door. “Did you bring more wine, Hughey, honey bunny?” She asked with a giggle. 
 
    “Two more bottles, and Luigi insisted on sending a case to the mansion for our next state dinner. He was thrilled we stopped in.” 
 
    “We’ll save a bottle for New Year’s Eve,” she said. “It will be fun to celebrate at the cabin.” 
 
    It would be more fun in Vegas. 
 
    Hugh kept up the charade and began talking about their college years together and how much fun they used to have on campus at the frat parties. 
 
    Bette hummed a little song, then slumped over against her husband and closed her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “WE’RE HERE, SIR.”  
 
    Hugh had dozed off and woke with a start when Agent Roderick opened the back door of the limo.  
 
    “The place is all in darkness. Wait here until I check it out and get some lights on.” 
 
    “Fine, go ahead.” Bette had flopped over against him, sound asleep and snoring. 
 
    The limo door opened again. “Doesn’t seem to be any electricity,” said Roderick. “Do you want to go inside or change your mind about staying, sir?” 
 
    I can’t change my mind. I have a plan. 
 
    “I’ll put a fire on,” said DeVouge. “The power will come on soon. Happens up here quite often.” 
 
    “If y’all are sure, sir.” 
 
    Hugh shook his wife’s arm. “Wake up, Bette. We’re here.” 
 
    Bette woke up giggling and Hugh wanted to swat her across the head. It was cold, damp and late. He was tired and wanted nothing more than a shot of bourbon and a warm bed. 
 
    Between the limo and the steps of the porch, Bette faltered a time or two and Agent Roderick lent a hand. They got her inside and onto the sofa. 
 
    “Need a hand with the fire, sir?” 
 
    The Governor found the candle stash in the desk drawer and Roderick lit three of them with his lighter. “No, I’m good here, Roderick. Why don’t you and your partner get a motel in town. Nothing is going to happen out here over the weekend.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t do that, sir. It’s my job to make sure you and the first lady of Texas are safe at all times.” 
 
    DeVouge shrugged. “Your call.” He squatted down in front of the hearth and got busy. A nice fire was blazing and crackling when Bette woke needing the bathroom. 
 
    She staggered a little on her trip down the hall, using the walls for support. She returned a few minutes later hugging herself. “A little chilly in here, Hugh. I could use a glass of wine to warm me up.” 
 
    “It’s in the kitchen. I’ll open a bottle for you.” 
 
    That’s it. Keep on drinking. When I ask you for money it will be easier if you’re wasted.  
 
    Hugh poured her a large glass and poured himself a shot of bourbon. He sat close to the fire shivering. “The cabin may not get warm enough tonight,” he said. 
 
    “Sure it will.” Bette slurred her words. “I’m hot already.” She peeled off her jacket and tossed it into a wing chair. She emptied the last of the bottle into her glass and chugged it. “Fantastic wine. Can’t get enough of it.” She set the glass on the coffee table none too steadily and it tipped over. “Whoops.” 
 
    She giggled and stood up. “I need a smoke, Hughey. I’ll bum one off Roddy.” 
 
    “You haven’t smoked in six months, Bette. Don’t start now.” 
 
    “Screw you, Hughey. I want a smoke and I’m smoking.” She lunged for the door in the semi-darkness and stumbled out onto the porch. “Roddy, where are you? I need a smoke.” 
 
    What the hell?  
 
    Hugh stood up and followed Bette outside. He stepped through the front door in time to see Bette at the top of the flagstone steps leading down to the boathouse. Her short round silhouette looked like a little pumpkin in the moonlight.  
 
    “Roddy are you in the boathouse?” she hollered at the top of her lungs. 
 
    “No, I was in the car, Mrs. DeVouge,” Agent Roderick hollered as he came running up the steep grade from the bottom of the driveway where the cars parked.  
 
    “Grab her.” The Governor shouted to Roderick as he headed down the porch steps. “She’s drunk.” 
 
    Roderick shone his flashlight around the wooded property trying to see where the Governor was pointing and finally spotted Bette. He ran to the top of the steps and made a grab for the first lady. But a second too late. She missed the first step in the dark and was airborne. A horrified Agent Roderick watched Bette DeVouge tumble all the way to the bottom. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” he called to his partner, “Williamson, get up here and help me. Call 911.” 
 
    Unable to believe his own eyes, DeVouge trudged to the top of the steep incline. Williamson arrived and turned him around. “Sir, for safety’s sake, I’m going to ask you to sit on the porch steps for now. Would you do that?” 
 
    “I want to see Bette. Is she hurt?” DeVouge used his best tone of concern. 
 
    “Until we know her condition, it would be best for you to remain up here. You could fall in the dark.” 
 
    DeVouge hunkered down by the fireplace inside the cabin with a bottle of Texas bourbon and a glass. He’d ventured out onto the porch several times during the past hour to see what was going on and no one would tell him anything. First response had taken forty-five minutes to arrive to the out-of-the-way location of the cabin.  
 
    Finally, Agent Roderick came through the door. “There’s no easy way to tell you this, sir, but Mrs. DeVouge died from her fall down the stone stairs. The Medical Examiner said she died instantly from a blow to the head and didn’t suffer, if that’s any consolation, and I know it isn’t.” 
 
    Hugh let his head drop to his chest, unable to believe what he was hearing. When did he ever get this lucky. “I… I can’t believe it,” he said in a whisper. 
 
    Agent Roderick crossed the room and rested a hand on the Governor’s shoulder. “Should you go back to the city, sir? I don’t think we should stay here.” 
 
    Hugh stood up and set his glass on the mantel. “You’re right. I should go back... with Bette.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Saturday, December 30th. 
 
      
 
    CARM LAID plates and cutlery on the dining room table for another breakfast meeting. She had expressed to Blaine her pleasure being part of his family and his team. With tears in her eyes, she had told him he was the son she never had, and that made him happy, but at the same time he felt guilty for neglecting Annie, the way he had lately. Carm was sweet, and he had become very attached to her, but he had a mother and he should treat her a lot better than he’d been doing. New Year’s resolution—he’d make some changes. 
 
    After breakfast, the boys refilled their coffee mugs and settled around the table for the meeting. Blaine explained what he’d found on Pinkerton and how they would handle the information.  
 
    “Travis, you and Farrell are on the residence starting this morning. Here’s the address out in Bee Creek Terrace. I don’t know if we can risk anything other than just watching and waiting for now, but if an opportunity comes our way, we’ll reconsider.” 
 
    Lily passed out copies of the list with the other known properties on it. “This list has several condos included. The sex trafficking trade uses hotels sometimes, mostly near major highways, and they move the girls around, but the safest thing for them is their own address. Less suspicious if the customers come to an ordinary residence. Jesse and I will start checking these addresses as discreetly as possible. I don’t want any flags to go up until we’re ready.” 
 
    “Got it,” said Farrell. “Nobody will see us at the Senator’s digs, boss.” 
 
    “If we come up with a location that bears watching, we might all be pulling down some heavy surveillance hours. Be ready for that contingency.” 
 
    Travis nodded. “Good to be working again, boss. Don’t mind it at all.” 
 
    “Lily will watch the house and Misty’s house next door. If Brad Mulligan’s car shows up, she will call in the RO and have him picked up.” 
 
    “Misty and Carm will not go out alone, not that Misty can go out anyway, but I don’t want Carm walking to the store by herself.” 
 
    “I’ve got the house and the girls, boss,” said Lily. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Shit, all I do is worry,” said Blaine. “That’s my job.” 
 
    Carm listened to the briefing and called across the kitchen in Spanish. “I’m preparing food for the weekend. I don’t need to go out.” 
 
    “Bueno.” 
 
    “We putting off moving the office furniture for now?” asked Farrell. 
 
    “See what happens at the Pinkerton residence. We might squeeze it in later, or maybe tomorrow.” 
 
    Travis and Farrell headed for the door and Jesse took his mug to the sink. His cell rang on his belt and he answered. “Yep, uh huh. Got it, Freddie. Be right over.” 
 
    Blaine raised a black eyebrow. “What’s up with our witness?” 
 
    “His PD got him bail and he’s panicking.”  
 
    “We’ll pick him up.” 
 
    Jesse grinned. “That’s what I said.” 
 
      
 
    DEVOUGE WOKE around ten, alone in the master bedroom at the mansion. Exhausted from the long trip home the previous night and slightly hung over, he stared at the ceiling and replayed the events at the cabin. What the hell had happened? Bette had taken a header off the top of the path and the albatross around his neck was gone—just like that.  
 
    Roderick was beyond devastated that he had failed to prevent such a travesty and had easily agreed nothing would be made public until Monday. 
 
    Hugh sat on the side of the bed and contemplated what he’d do today. First order of business—collect what was owing from that shady Pinkerton. Second—call his lawyer and get her beautiful ass working on the insurance money. After Bette’s estate was settled, his money worries would be over. It would all come together after all.  
 
    Being a widower, and his wife the victim of a tragic accident would get him elected in November, hands down. He couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    Thanks, Bette. You’re the best. 
 
    After a hot shower, the governor dressed in a casual pair of Armani slacks, paired the pants with a blue cashmere sweater and picked a tan tweed jacket off a hanger. He stopped for a quick cup of coffee in the dining room and took time for a freshly-baked bran muffin. Condolences for the late first lady of Texas rolled out of the staff and gave the governor a chance to practice his new grief-stricken persona.  
 
    When Charlie brought the limo around, DeVouge gave the address of a funeral home downtown. His security detail would be hot on his tail, but not for long.  
 
    Hugh stumbled inside the establishment alone wearing dark glasses, picked up a brochure in the reception area and exited through the back to the parking lot. He walked between buildings through to the next street and called a cab. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS PARKED THE dark green camper unit down the road from Senator Pinkerton’s property. Blaine had provided a map of the four-acre property backed by a wooded ravine and beyond that, a golf course. The neighbors on each side were barely visible from the road, there was so much vegetation insuring their privacy and anonymity.   
 
    “Back up a little more,” said Farrell. “There, that’s good. I don’t think anybody will see us here, and we’ve got a good view of the gate.” 
 
    “Wonder what kind of security he has on the gate?” 
 
     “You can wonder, but that’s all you can do today,” said Farrell. “Boss said no recon yet.” 
 
    “He mentioned the word opportunity, partner, and I always take that to mean, if I see an opening he won’t be pissed if I go for it.” 
 
    “You’ve pissed him off a few times jumping the gun,” said Farrell. “Best not to set off that Latino temper.” 
 
    “You’re right. The boss has a short fuse.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE AND JESSE arrived at the courthouse at ten. Freddie Violetta had appeared before the judge and had been granted bail. He was waiting in the rotunda on a bench, afraid to venture outside. 
 
    “Hey, Freddie,” said Jesse, “You okay?” 
 
    “You don’t mind that I called you, Ranger Quantrall?” 
 
    “No, Freddie, I don’t mind.” He introduced Blaine. “This is Blaine Blackmore-Powell.” 
 
    “Wow, never thought I’d get to meet you in person. You’re like a celebrity.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” said Blaine. One thing he hated was being recognized. 
 
    “Let’s go, Freddie, we can talk in the car. Did you have breakfast?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I had breakfast at the jail.” 
 
    Freddie admired Blaine’s big diesel with the oversized tires and the roll bars as he got into the back seat. “Nice truck. Super nice, Ranger, sir.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “Got anybody you can stay with for a while, Freddie? Like a brother or a friend. Might be best if you didn’t go home for a short time.” 
 
    “That’s one of the reasons I called Ranger Quantrall. I couldn’t think of what in the hell I was gonna do if I didn’t go home. Couldn’t think of one place I’d be safe.” 
 
    “I’ve got a couple of ideas,” said Jesse. “Let’s go by your place and we’ll wait for you to pack a bag.” 
 
    “You guys are being kind of nice to me—sets me to worrying a bit.” 
 
    “See the thing is, Freddie,” said Blaine from the driver’s seat, “once we bring down the trafficking, we’ll need a few good witnesses against the main players, and that’s where you come in. We don’t want you to be dead when we need you.” 
 
    “Fuck, I don’t want to be dead either.” 
 
    It took Freddie ten minutes to pack a duffel bag and gather up some toiletries. His small narrow row house was a mess of beer cans and take-out containers, but he didn’t seem to notice. “Okay, I’m ready. I’m nervous about leaving here.” 
 
    Jesse glanced around and didn’t see much Freddie would be missing, but home was home after all. 
 
    Back in the truck, Freddie stowed his bag on the floor and asked the question. “Can I ask where y’all are taking me?” 
 
    “Ever worked on a ranch?” 
 
      
 
    LILY HELPED CARM clear the table after lunch. She loved her job and loved working for Blaine. After boring years of being an office manager, she was high on her new career. A few more hours on the job and she could apply for her PI license. 
 
    The doorbell rang and both dogs barked and ran to see who had come to call. From the description of Misty’s ex, Lily thought it might be him on the porch. She opened the inside door and left the screen door latched. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “I get it now,” he hollered. “This is Blackmore’s house, right next door to her. How convenient is that?” 
 
    “I’m going to ask you to leave, sir. You can’t be here.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? Who says I can’t. I want to see my wife. She owes me money.” 
 
    “You can’t see her, sir. She’s lying down.” Lily took a step back from the door and called the number for the RO. While she was looking at the screen on her phone, Mulligan ripped the screen door off its hinges and tossed it aside. He stormed into the foyer towards Lily and in the flash of an eyelash he was flat on his back looking up at the chandelier. Lily throat punched him, and he lay unconscious waiting for his ride to jail. 
 
    Carm stuck her head into the foyer when she heard the ruckus. She looked down at Mulligan and frowned.  
 
    “Bueno, Lilita.” 
 
      
 
    “CAB AT THE GATE,” said Farrell. 
 
    “Didn’t see who was in the back,” said Travis, “Did you?” 
 
    Farrell pulled out his binoculars. “Nope, but I won’t miss them on the way out.” 
 
      
 
    DEVOUGE STEPPED out of the cab and told the driver to wait at the gate. He pressed the button and growled into the intercom. When the gate released, he walked up the curved brick drive to the house.   
 
    Pinkerton met him at the front door, looking ready to pounce. The Senator was a thin wiry man, with a shock of white hair and silver-rimmed glasses. He was still in his burgundy dressing gown and matching slippers. “What the hell are you doing here, Hugh? We said no contact, remember?”  
 
    “If the money you owe me was in my account, there would be no contact.” DeVouge screwed up his ugly face and jabbed a finger in Pinkerton’s direction. “This is on you.” 
 
    “I’ve got your money, just no time to send it to its destination.” 
 
    “Give it to me and I’m out of here. Not nearly enough for what I’m doing for you. You owe me a million for getting rid of Blackmore. I fired him the day I took office, and you haven’t made good on that one yet. I’m upping the ante.” 
 
    “You’ll get your money. The last shipment wasn’t all it could have been and I’m a bit short.” He handed him an envelope. “This should tide you over.”  
 
    “I want double for each shipment coming into my state.” 
 
    “Fuck you. We agreed on a price.” 
 
    “Take it or leave it. I can always drop a few well-placed words to the Chief of Police.” 
 
    “We’ve got the cops covered like a blanket. You can’t threaten me.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? We’ll see who can threaten who? Without my help, you’ll be out of business in a week.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re a little high on yourself, Hugh. Don’t get too cocky.” 
 
    DeVouge stuffed the envelope into the pocket of his jacket. “And another thing while I’m here, you can start thinking about how much your people will be donating to my election campaign.”  
 
    Pinkerton opened the door to show him out. “I’m not happy that you showed up here, Hugh, and others will be upset as well. We had an agreement, and you’ve breached it. Don’t let it happen again.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL HELD THE BINOCULARS up and watched the man walk through the side gate and get into the waiting Yellow Cab. 
 
    “Can you tell who it is?” asked Travis. 
 
    “Looks like that asshole that fired us.”  
 
    “You mean the guy who took over for Richardson?” 
 
    “Yeah, him. Remember we saw him at the funeral and at the reception afterwards at the Governor’s Mansion. 
 
    “He’s an ugly son of a bitch,” said Travis.  
 
    “For sure. Wonder if he’s in cahoots with the senator?” Farrell set the binoculars on the floor of the truck. “Should we follow, or stay put?” Farrell pulled out his cell and pressed Blaine’s number. “Blacky, got something going on. That Lieutenant Governor guy, you know the son of a bitch that fired us, he paid a call on Pinkerton. Should we stay in place or follow the lead?” 
 
    “Follow. I’d love to nail that arrogant fuckhead with anything illegal.” 
 
    “We’re all over it.” 
 
    “Good work, boys.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE PARKED in his driveway. They’d had to come back to the house with Freddie Violetta to pick up Jesse’s truck. At first, Blaine didn’t notice the vehicle parked at the curb until First Response arrived with sirens wailing. 
 
    “That fucking Mulligan is here,” he hollered and booted it up the front steps. He burst through the door and had to jump over Brad’s body lying prone across the foyer, his hands cuffed behind his back.  
 
    Blaine’s heart skipped several beats as he waited for a response. “Everybody okay here?” 
 
    Lily ran into the hallway. “We’re fine, boss. Mulligan ripped the screen off and charged at me. I had to subdue him.” 
 
    Blaine let out a breath. “Fantastic, Lil. As long as y’all are okay.” 
 
    “Nothing happened. Misty is upstairs and didn’t even see him.” 
 
    “Find me the RO number, will you? I’ll give it to the officers.” 
 
    Carm came into the foyer and said. “Lilita fixed the bad hombre.” 
 
    Blaine explained the situation to the first officer on the scene and Lily gave her statement. She showed the officer the broken door leaning against the porch railing and told him she was a black belt. 
 
    “I’ll follow you to the precinct,” said Blaine. “I want to book him personally.”  
 
    “Yes, sir, Mr. B. Ripped the door right off your residence. I’d be pissed off myself.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE TURNED INTO the Quantrall laneway, passed the two-storey main house and headed across a five-hundred-acre pasture field. “Wow, big ranch. This your place, Ranger?” 
 
    “It is, Freddie, and you’ll be safe here until we get the situation under control.” 
 
    “Am I gonna sleep in a tent way out here?” 
 
    “Nope. My trailer is out here. I lived out here for a long while, and it’s got everything you’ll need. You should be comfortable once I bring you some food and my dogs to keep you company.” 
 
    “Never been too high on cops in my life, but I can’t tell you how much I appreciate the help you’ve given me, Ranger Quantrall. No words for it.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS FOLLOWED the cab through the city, hanging back a couple of vehicles to remain invisible. The cab turned onto route one eighty-three and went south. “I think we’re going to the airport.” 
 
    “Looks like it,” said Farrell. “Wonder where he’s going?” 
 
    “Wherever it is, he’s taking a charter.” The cab turned into the road leading to the charter section of Austin-Bergstrom. “No traffic going that way. We can’t follow out there. It’s too open. He’ll see us.” 
 
    “Okay, good enough,” said Farrell. “Blacky can call and ask about the flight plan. He’ll find out where the asshole is heading.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE FINISHED booking a silent Brad Mulligan. The loud-mouthed jerk couldn’t say a word because of the number Lily had done on his larynx, but his eyes shot death rays at Blaine through the whole procedure. Mr. Mulligan was placed in the infirmary for the time being because of his throat. Blaine left orders with the Ranger on lock-up duty, that Mr. Mulligan was to rest and have no phone call until Monday morning.  
 
    He had almost reached his truck, still fuming that after beating up Misty and being arrested, the asshole Brad hadn’t had enough. He’d come to Blaine’s house to get even. New security measures were on the horizon.  
 
    His cell rang and jerked him back to reality. Mary Polito. Haven’t talked to her in a while. 
 
    “Mary, nice to hear from you. Something up?” 
 
    “I think there might be, but I can’t get any kind of official statement.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “There was a huge luncheon put on downtown today for the holiday season at one of the shelters. Turkey dinners for the homeless—a seasonal story, and I was covering it.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Mrs. DeVouge was supposed to be serving in the dining area and there was a big photo op with the first lady of Texas available for the media.” 
 
    “And…?” 
 
    “She didn’t show. It was almost noon. Everyone was waiting, and a couple of security men drove up in a dark vehicle and spoke to the organizers, then they left. No first lady.” 
 
    “Let me see what I can find out for you, Mary. Wait for it.” 
 
    “Thank you so much, Mr. Blackmore.” 
 
    Blaine sat behind the wheel and scrolled to Mrs. Warburton’s private number.  
 
    “Mr. Blackmore-Powell, thank God you called. I didn’t know who to talk to that wouldn’t be the wrong person.” 
 
    “What is it, Mrs. Warburton? You sound stressed. Is there something going on with Mrs. DeVouge?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. I talked to Agent Roderick this morning and he confided that Mrs. DeVouge suffered a bad fall last night, up at the cabin on Buchanan Lake. She died from her injuries, and the Governor went crazy. He put a black-out order on the whole staff and said the news couldn’t be released until Monday. He says he can’t deal with it and he’s taking private time.” 
 
    “Where’s her body?” 
 
    “The morgue at DPS.” 
 
    “Where’s DeVouge?” 
 
    “Security lost him.” 
 
      
 
    WITHOUT GIVING A second thought to Bette DeVouge, the first lady of Texas, lying on a slab in the morgue, Hugh winged his way back to Vegas for the Saturday night game. 
 
    As he luxuriated in the cushy leather seat in the back of the jet, he enjoyed a shot of aged Texas bourbon over ice and counted the money Pinkerton had given him. Yep, it was all there—a hundred thousand. Next week it would double. And once the two mil came through from Bette’s insurance, his worries would be over. 
 
    The plane touched down so gently at McCarran, Hugh barely felt the landing. He exited the jet with his one small piece of hand luggage and descended the steps into the waiting limo.  
 
    “Good evening, sir,” said the driver. “We’ll be at the hotel in less than ten minutes.” 
 
    Hugh had called ahead, and Rudy assured him there would be a seat for him in the game when he arrived. 
 
    After checking into his suite, he took a moment to freshen up, then took the elevator to the suite on the top floor where the private game always took place. 
 
    Sometimes, a couple of the pros that played up and down the strip would sit in for an hour or two, but most of the time the regular players were older, rich guys like himself who enjoyed taking money from each other. 
 
    Rudy, one of the senior poker bosses from the casino floor always ran the game. A rotund Italian with a pleasant personality, he kept all the players happy. Drinks flowed freely, and a luxurious buffet was replenished hourly by the dining room staff.  
 
    Rudy flashed a dazzling smile at Hugh as he ushered him through the door and showed him to his seat.  
 
    “Seat three, right Governor?” 
 
    “That’s right, Rudy. You’re the man.” 
 
    The game stopped for a moment, and the players stared at the new arrival. Rudy took a moment to make introductions—something that was never done in a cash game on the casino floor, but this game produced a different atmosphere. 
 
    In seat one, was Frank Vitali, corporate lawyer, rolling in litigation money.  
 
    Seat two, Sandra Beauchamp. Someone Hugh had never seen before. A tall willowy blonde with a distracting amount of cleavage in his direct line of vision. 
 
    Seat four, Judge Peter Rumford. A gray-haired old fellow who had trouble seeing his cards. An easy mark. 
 
    Seat five, Lance Ogilvie. CEO of the Gold Mine Casino. 
 
    Seat six, Amanda Singer. Long-haired brunette wearing sunglasses. Another woman? He couldn’t believe it. Usually this caliber of game was populated by men only. She was definitely a wannabee. 
 
    Seat seven, Walt Atherton. Tall and tanned. He looked like he did nothing but play golf. That’s all he needed to do with all his oil and gas money. 
 
    Seat eight, Darryl Wise. Gave the appearance of an uneducated redneck with his plaid shirt and big beer belly, but he had made a name for himself building shopping malls all over the country. 
 
    Hugh passed a thick roll of bills to Rudy, received his chips and the game began. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Sunday, December 31st. 
 
    New Year’s Eve. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE SHOWERED and dressed as silently as possible, being careful not to wake Misty. He was almost home free, doing up the Harley buckle on his belt when she opened her blue eyes and smiled at him.  
 
    “You’re dressed already. Are you going out?” 
 
    “Not right now. I don’t want to leave you. Can I get you up?” He sat on the side of the bed and brushed a profusion of blond curls out of Misty’s face. 
 
    “I’m safe here. Do you have to work? I don’t know what day it is.” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “You have been a little bit out of it. It’s the last day of the year, and tonight is New Year’s Eve.” 
 
    Misty’s blue eyes widened. “Oh, are we partying?” 
 
    “Sure. If you’re up to it.” 
 
    “I’ve got a few hours to make a comeback.” 
 
    Blaine eyed her black and blue face, her right eye, swollen shut, her bruised arms and her broken leg. He smiled at her bravado. “Good luck with that.”  
 
    He helped her to the bathroom, then wrapped her in a fluffy robe and carried her downstairs. Carm was already hard at it in the kitchen. The smell of apple-cinnamon muffins floated on the air.  
 
    “I love those muffins, Carm,” said Misty. “I think I’m hungry today.” 
 
    “About time you felt like eating,” said Blaine. “I think you’ve lost weight.” 
 
    “Better for you, toting me around like a sack of potatoes.” 
 
    He filled two mugs with coffee and took them to the table. Hoodoo ran into the kitchen wagging his tail when he heard Misty’s voice. 
 
    She leaned down and hugged him. “Did you miss me while I was stuck upstairs?” 
 
    Lexi barked and ran into the front hall when she heard knocking on the door. Blaine ran to disarm the system and let the boys in.  
 
    “Morning guys. Come on in and have a coffee. I figured we’d do what we had to do today, then quit early and have a bit of a party later on.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me, boss,” said Farrell, “I can party pretty much anytime.” He sat down at the table and helped himself to a muffin from the basket in the center of the table. “Nice to see you up, Miss Misty.” 
 
    “I’m happy to be out of bed, believe me. I feel like a slug.” 
 
    Travis sat down, stirred sugar into his mug and said nothing. Blaine waited, then prodded the big guy.  
 
    “Something on your mind, Trav?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Been thinking that we’re trying to uncover something that might be like… way too big for us. Ever get that feeling?” 
 
    “All the time,” said Blaine. “But if the boss didn’t think we could do it, he wouldn’t have put us on it. If it turns out we need a hand, he’ll see that we get it. I trust him.” 
 
    “Why do you trust him, Blacky?” 
 
    “I have my reasons.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE DROVE OUT to the trailer after he gave Charity her breakfast. Molly had made a plate of bacon and eggs for Freddie and added a couple extra buttermilk biscuits.  
 
    Jesse crossed the deck carrying Freddie’s breakfast. The dogs heard him and Red sent up a round of howling like only a bloodhound can do. He let them out for a run, set Freddie’s breakfast on the table and started a fresh pot of coffee.  
 
    The dogs had woken Freddie up and Jesse heard him stirring down the hall. 
 
    “Brought you some breakfast, sir. The dogs can be noisy.” 
 
    Freddie wandered out of the bedroom and into the kitchen. “I like the dogs. They’re good company.” He sat down at the table and unwrapped the food. 
 
    Jesse grabbed him some cutlery from the kitchen drawer and walked it over. “Coffee’s on. Won’t be long.” 
 
    “Thanks for the food.” He gazed at Jesse with a sleepy, sad look on his face. “I appreciate it, but… I can take care of myself. I always do.” 
 
    “Yep, and you’ll be on your own out here. I just haven’t had a chance to get a list from you and take a trip to the grocery store.” 
 
    “You asked me if I ever worked on a ranch, when we were driving out here, and the answer is no, I never have—but I’m willing to work while y’all are keeping me alive. The least I can do.” 
 
    “Well I’ve got a barn full of fifty horses and they shit a lot in a day. My brothers and our hands spend hours keeping them cleaned out. You can help with that. Also, with brushing them down and feeding at chore time.” 
 
    “Thanks. Be something to do. I can’t just sit on my ass.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE SAT at the island in her kitchen thinking about New Year’s Eve and the sorry mess she’d made of her marriage to Jesse, and how her actions had damaged her relationship with Blaine. There was no way she could repair things with Jesse, he’d made that clear, but her number one resolution would be—putting things back together with her oldest son.  
 
    She thought of Race, and what his death had done to his poor father. Race was bad news, but still Lance’s only son. She picked up her cell and called.  
 
    “Hi, Lance. Just called to see how you were doing, and to wish you a Happy New Year.” 
 
    “Thank you, Annie. You’re always thoughtful.” He paused for a moment. “I’m doing a little better. I’m okay, and I actually went out last night. I received an invitation to play in a private game at Caesar’s, and I went.” 
 
    “Good for you, Lance. You should start seeing somebody. She would be a lucky lady.” 
 
    Lance managed a chuckle. “Don’t know about that, but I did see someone you might know. He was sitting in seat three and playing like a maniac.” 
 
    “Oh, who?” 
 
    “The new Governor… DeVouge.” 
 
    “Not one of my favorite people, but interesting all the same.” 
 
    “He was still there when I left at three a.m.” Lance laughed. “He was intense. He might still be there.”  
 
    “Some of those big games last for days. Hope you won some money.” 
 
    “Let’s say, I had fun anyway. Thanks for calling, dear. We’ll get together soon. I’m missing my grandson.” 
 
    Annie put her resolution into action and called Blaine. He answered on the first ring. “Hey, Mom.” 
 
    “Happy New Year, sweetheart. I love you.” 
 
    “I’m missing you, Mom, and just this morning I decided to have the boys in for drinks after work. Can you come over?” 
 
    “Sure, I’d like nothing better. How’s Misty doing? Farrell told me about the ex hurting her.” 
 
    “She’s… not so great. I’ve had Lil watching her when I’m out.” 
 
    “Can I bring her anything when I come?” 
 
    “I meant to get her some new paperbacks, and I haven’t done it yet. She needs stuff to read.”  
 
    “That’s easy,” Annie said. “I’ll pick some books up on my way. Do you want me to make any food?” 
 
    “Nope, I’m having Tulley’s cater. Misty loves their crab cakes.” 
 
    “Sounds fun. Oh, and before I forget, I just talked to Lance in Vegas and he said something you might find interesting.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? What?” 
 
    “He played in a private game last night and DeVouge was at the table.” 
 
    “No kidding? Unbelievable.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’ll explain when you come over. I have to make a couple of calls.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE’S NEXT CALL was to Chief Calhoun. “Happy New Year, Chief.” 
 
    “Same to you, young fella. And you’re calling me at home all chipper because…?” 
 
    “Number one, I’m verifying that you have the first lady of the state tucked away at the morgue until Monday?” 
 
    “Uh huh. We got an official request on that one.” He paused. “Guess I won’t ask how you heard about it.” 
 
    “Mrs. Warburton trusts me, and I think I’m one of the lucky few.” 
 
    “That’s one tight-lipped woman,” said the Chief. “Scott knew how to pick ‘em.” 
 
    “Secondly, and this is for your ears only… I have it on good authority that the bereaved husband slipped his security and is playing poker in Vegas.” 
 
    “What the hell? With his wife lying in the morgue? And here’s me buying into his devastated act. I always knew the man was a fucking asshole.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. You called it.” 
 
    After talking to the Chief, Blaine called Mary back. 
 
    “That was quick, Mr. Blackmore. Did you find out anything?” 
 
    “I did, but it’s complicated and I have to give some thought to how we’ll handle it.” 
 
    “Okay.” She sounded disappointed and from past association, Blaine knew her job at the paper wasn’t too secure. Not that many newspaper jobs were solid anymore. 
 
    “I’m having a staff get-together and I’d like you to come to my house later. Private. No outsiders.” 
 
    “And you’re inviting me?” 
 
    “I consider you an important part of my operation, Mary. Come around seven.” He gave her the address. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS AND FARRELL took the list of properties owned by Pinkertons’ conglomerate of companies and drove around the city checking them out.  
 
    “Not much traffic on New Year’s Eve,” said Farrell. “I was a bit surprised when the boss said he was having a party. He’s not that kind of a guy.” 
 
    “He feels so damn bad about everything that’s happened to Misty because of him,” said Travis, “I think that’s a big part of it. He wants to do something to cheer her up.” 
 
    They pulled into the first of the warehouses on the list up in Round Rock, located in an industrial park built on landfill where the old city dump used to be. Farrell rolled up his window. “Stinks here. Are we near the sewage plant?” 
 
    Travis shrugged, then looked to the right and pointed at a cinder-block building. “That one. Only a couple of vehicles in the parking lot. I’ll cruise by slow and you get the tags down.” 
 
    “Yep, I’ve got them.” Farrell waved his arm. “Circle around on the street behind. Let’s see if there are any big rigs out back.” 
 
    Travis circled the block and Farrell peered between the buildings at the loading docks. “Looks locked down. “Nothing happening today.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s do the next one.” Farrell picked up the sheet and punched the address into the GPS. “We can get to it off the interstate.”  
 
      
 
    DEVOUGE SLEPT UNTIL NOON and woke refreshed. He ordered breakfast from room service and took a shower while he waited for the food and the much-needed coffee to arrive. He was slightly hung over from all the free vintage bourbon he had consumed during the night, but not bad considering.  
 
    He dressed in the same pants but pulled a clean dark blue silk shirt out of his case. It looked a little wrinkled in the mirror as he buttoned it up and he smoothed it out with his hand. With that hot blonde at the table he wished he’d brought more of a wardrobe. She’d been flirting openly with him during the game and he’d lost two big hands because of it. It wouldn’t happen today if she was still there. He’d get even and show her he couldn’t be made a fool of. 
 
    After breakfast and his second cup of black coffee, he opened the safe and took out all the money he’d won. He counted out what he’d need for today’s buy-in and put the rest back into the envelope. The door of the safe clicked and he pressed lock. 
 
    Another poker boss was running the afternoon game when he arrived. Rudy had gone off shift. Hugh surveyed the table and there were three empty seats—not seat three which was his seat of choice. He opted for seat seven—lucky seven. He could see the flop better from there anyway, and he was much closer to Blondie’s end of the table.  
 
    Had she left and come back or was she wearing that black outfit when he left? 
 
    He nodded to her as he settled into his seat and began taking his chips out of the racks and stacking them in neat rows. This would be a good day. He could feel the positive energy zapping through the air in the room. 
 
    “Drink, sir?” asked one of the waiters. 
 
    “Bourbon over ice, thanks.”  
 
    I shouldn’t drink this early. I’ll sip it. 
 
    He sipped the drink while he waited for his blind and took note what hands the others were playing. The shopping mall guy had bags under his eyes and his chip stack was low. He bet big, drew to a heart flush and didn’t make it. One more hand and he’d be history.  
 
    Don’t rush in. Play it cool. 
 
    The blind came around and he received his first hand. A pair of black Kings. He only peeked at them once and hoped he didn’t have a tell.  
 
    “Option to raise,” said the dealer pointing at Hugh. His name tag said, Wayne and he was excellent. Quick and sharp. Kept the game moving. 
 
    Hugh pushed a stack of chips in for the raise and Wayne counted it and announced, “Seventy-five more to call.” 
 
    Blondie instacalled and Hugh figured she had an Ace or a pair in her hand. Pocket Kings attracted Aces like metal to a magnet. His chest tightened with the pressure.  
 
    “Two callers,” said Wayne. The guy in seat three—his seat—had called as well. 
 
    Wayne burned a card and flopped three onto the table. King, two, nine.  
 
    Hugh felt his heart give a thump. Seat three checked, he checked, and Blondie checked. No information. 
 
    The turn card was a red Queen. Seat three bet fifty thousand, Hugh raised to a hundred thousand and Blondie shoved.  
 
    Wayne counted her stack and she had the hundred to call the raise, plus sixty thousand more.  
 
    Seat three flung his cards at Wayne and stomped away from the table.  
 
    As calmly as he could manage, Hugh said, “Call.”  
 
    “Flip em up,” said Wayne. 
 
    Blondie turned over pocket nines for trips and Hugh turned over his Kings.  
 
    Wayne burned and turned over the river card. Another deuce. Two boats, but Hugh’s was bigger. Wayne pushed him all the chips. 
 
    “Nice hand, Governor,” said Blondie. “Guess I owed you that one.” 
 
    His heart raced as he gave her his best smile. “You did.” 
 
      
 
    TYLER LET THE boys at the barn knock off early for New Year’s Eve. He washed up in the bathroom at the barn then hollered to Freddie. “I’ll give you a ride out to the trailer, Freddie. It’s a far piece to walk.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tyler. Appreciate you letting me help out in y’all’s barn. Never seen a barn so nice, or such beautiful horses.” 
 
    “Hey, we can always use more help. That goes without saying.”  
 
    Jesse’s truck was parked at the trailer when they got out there to the back five hundred. “Maybe Jesse got you some groceries,” said Ty. “Said he was on it.” 
 
    “Your brother is a fine person, Tyler. Saved my sorry life and I’ll never be able to repay him or the super cop.” 
 
    “The super cop?” 
 
    “You know, Jesse’s partner, the Latino kid.” 
 
    “Blacky?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess that’s what y’all call him. Blacky.” 
 
    Inside the trailer, Jesse was unpacking grocery bags and filling up the fridge and the pantry. “Hey, there you are, Freddie. How did work go?” 
 
    “Good.” He stared at the blisters on his hands. “Damn good. Watching those cowboys work and trying to keep up showed me what a fuckin wussy I am.” 
 
    Jesse grinned. “Ty can always use help.” He strode across the kitchen and plunked three cold Lone Stars on the table. “Let’s have a beer, then I have to check on the baby.” 
 
    Freddie raised an eyebrow. “You have a baby?” 
 
    Jesse nodded and didn’t elaborate. 
 
    They sat around the table and had a beer, then Tyler said, “Last round. I’ve got to go. I’ve got a date to clean up for.” 
 
    “Good for you, Ty,” said Jesse, “I can’t say the same, although I am going to Blacky’s for dinner.” 
 
    Freddie chugged the last of his second beer and set the can down looking pensive. “This reminds me of one other time, me and Bobby-Joe were sitting around the table in a guy’s house having a couple. Let me think what his name was.” He squinted and said Jeff. Yep, his name was Jeff.” Then the light went on and he pointed at Jesse. 
 
    “What?” asked Jesse, “You thought of something?” 
 
    “That guy was Bobby-Joe’s trucking buddy. He had a rig, same as Bobby. Let me think. Jeff… Overland. That’s him.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE DROVE INTO AUSTIN at six for drinks. He hadn’t been out socially in months, and Molly insisted she was content to stay with Charity and had no plans for a riotous New Year’s Eve.  
 
    He parked the Range Rover in Blacky’s driveway and was locking up when Annie drove in and parked beside him.  “Hey, sweetheart, I could have picked you up. Didn’t know you were coming. Sorry.” 
 
    “No problem, cowboy. I might not stay too long.” She reached into the back seat and pulled out a bag. “I brought books for Misty.” 
 
    They were standing on the porch waiting for Blaine to open the door when a Mini Cooper parked at the curb and a little dark-haired girl hopped out. She carried her purse and a gift-wrapped bottle of wine. 
 
    Blaine opened the door and motioned Jesse and Annie into the foyer. He caught sight of Mary on the walk and waited for her to climb the steps onto the porch. “Mary, come in. Glad you could make it.” 
 
    She handed him the gift. “I’m a bit nervous about being part of your group.” 
 
    “Don’t be. It’s very small and you know almost everybody already.” He took her arm and ushered her inside. “This is my Mom, Annie Powell, and you’ve met my partner, Jesse.” 
 
    Mary stuck out her hand in Annie’s direction. “So nice to meet you, Mrs. Powell. You’re even more beautiful than your pictures.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mary.” To Blaine: “Where’s Misty? I brought her a few books.” 
 
    “She’s sitting in the family room with her leg up.” He pointed the way. Go on in.” 
 
    Farrell spotted Mary in the foyer and swaggered over. “You’re looking good, tonight, Miss Mary, in your red dress. Let me get you a drink. What’s your pleasure?” 
 
    “White wine is about as daring as I get, Farrell.” She followed him into the kitchen with a big smile on her face. 
 
    “Thank you for the books, Mrs. Powell. That was nice of you. I’ve got a while yet before I’m mobile.” 
 
    “My pleasure, Misty. I’m so sorry that you’ve had a setback.” 
 
    “How’s Charity, Mr. Quantrall?” Misty asked. “She’s an adorable baby.” 
 
    Jesse grinned anytime his daughter was mentioned. “She’s wonderful. More amazing every day. My housekeeper is watching her until I get home. Whenever I’m away from her, I’m as nervous as a black cat on Hallowe’en.” 
 
    Travis arrived with Lily and they greeted everyone. Annie winked at Travis and he colored slightly and steered Lily into the next room. 
 
    Carmelita placed a huge tray of nachos covered in melted cheese on the coffee table and smiled when everyone oohed and awed.  
 
    Blaine leaned against the wall surveying his little group and felt more contentment than he’d felt since he’d left the ranch.  
 
      
 
    THE GOVERNOR had played tight since he entered the game in the afternoon, and his prudent play had amassed him a huge stack of chips. Players had lost their limits and most probably more than their limits and abandoned the game throughout the day. Without stopping for a break, Hugh felt fatigue pressing down on him. Playing tired resulted in mistakes, and in a game this big, mistakes cost thousands.  
 
    He cashed out and the poker boss running the game insisted on providing an escort from the top floor down to his suite. Hugh acquiesced, tipped the security guard at the door and entered his room. He hadn’t given a second thought to walking around with that much cash in his pockets until the danger was pointed out to him.  
 
    Housekeeping had made up the suite and left a bouquet of fresh flowers on the dining table. One of the flowers added a lovely fragrance to the air, but Hugh didn’t know which one—flowers were Bette’s department.  
 
    That’s the first time I’ve thought of her since it happened. 
 
    After freshening up a little and arranging his flight back to Austin, DeVouge packed up his few belongings and stashed the money he’d won, plus the cash from the safe, in his overnight bag under his clothes. 
 
    He checked out and strolled outside to meet the limo taking him to the airport. He’d only been standing in front of the hotel a couple of minutes when the limo pulled up and the driver opened the back door for him. The Governor settled into the cushy back seat reflecting on the wonderful run of cards he’d had over the past two days. He sat smiling and silently congratulating himself on how well he’d played and didn’t notice the driver passing the ramp to McCarran and instead, taking the cutoff for the I-15. 
 
      
 
    THE LIMO SLOWED TO A STOP and Hugh woke from his doze thinking he was at the charter air strip at McCarran. A loud rumble seemed to surround the limo, then the back door opened, and the driver helped him out. Four Harleys were lined up next to the limo. Hugh stepped out expecting pavement underfoot, and instead stepped onto… gravel? Sand?  
 
    “What’s going on?” The first vestiges of fear crept into his tired brain and he froze. “Take me to the airport.” 
 
    The last words he heard were, “You’re up, Banjo.”    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Monday, January 1st. 
 
    New Year’s Day. 
 
      
 
    WITH MOST of Austin closed or on skeleton staff for the holiday, Blaine gave the boys the day off. He opted to stay home with Misty, keep an eye on her, and bury himself in research while he had the chance. She was tired from the party the previous night but enjoyed herself and thanked him more than once for the crab cakes from Tulley’s.  
 
    The nightmares about the dead girls seemed to have abated and Blaine had no idea what brought the dreams and the visions on. He was a scientist and a non-believer, but Misty wasn’t making it up. A vibe from somewhere was upsetting her. After breakfast, she’d retired to the sofa in the family room to start one of the paperbacks Annie had brought. 
 
    “Quiet day, today, Carm,” said Blaine, getting a refill. “I’ll be working in my office most of the day.” 
 
    “I’ll keep the coffee going.” She smiled at him. “I like it when you stay home.”               
 
    Glad for the peace and quiet, Blaine closed the office door, eased into his leather chair and fired up his computer. Jesse had supplied him with the name of another trucker—Jeff Overland—who needed to be checked out. He may or may not be involved, but it was worth a shot. Freddie thought because Overland hung out with Bobby-Joe Friedlander they might both be into the same thing.  
 
    They didn’t have much else to go on except for the properties owned by Pinkerton, and tag numbers of a few vehicles in the parking lots.  
 
    And a biker named Banjo. 
 
    After half an hour, he came up with a Jeffery Overland with a Bastrop address. The guy was thirty-one, about the same age as Bobby-Joe and Freddie Violetta. He was licensed to drive a big rig and was listed on the ownership of a seven-year-old Mack. No other information available. He printed off the info for Travis for the following morning. 
 
    Next, he tried the gang squad in downtown Vegas. “Not many bodies around today, Ranger Powell. I’ll let you talk to Detective Keith Vargas.” 
 
    “Hey, Detective, Blaine Blackmore. I see you got stuck working on the holiday.” 
 
    “I’m here but it’s like a tomb. No noise. No phones ringing.  I can’t concentrate.” He huffed out a chuckle. “What can I do for you, sir?” 
 
    “I’m working on something and I need information on a biker in your town—possibly a member of The Rule.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” His voice took on an edge at the mention of The Rule. “And who would that piece of shit be?” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “Only have a first name—Banjo—ring any bells?” 
 
    “We’ve been on The Rule hot and heavy. After Ogilvie went to jail, they went downhill in a handbasket at warp speed, but lately they seem to be making a comeback. Membership is up, and they seem to have more money than they’ve had in a long while. We have a man inside.” 
 
    “You do? That’s fantastic,” said Blaine. 
 
    Vargas asked. “You have a line on what they’re doing?” 
 
    “Maybe. I’m working on human trafficking. Importing girls from Central and South America for the sex trade.” 
 
    “And you think The Rule is involved?” 
 
    “Not near the top, but possibly playing a large part in the logistics.” 
 
    “Jesus. Let me see what Nick knows and get back to you.” 
 
    “Appreciate it… and Happy New Year.” 
 
    He ended the call to Vargas and his cell rang. “Chief, something come up?” 
 
    “Agent Roderick is freaking. He’s hyper at the best of times, but he’s losing his shit today.” 
 
    Blaine smiled and let Calhoun continue. 
 
    “The pilot waiting to bring the Governor back from Vegas called Roderick when DeVouge didn’t show for his flight. They don’t know where the hell the moron is.” 
 
    “He arranged the flight back to Austin and then didn’t show?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Yep, so maybe he decided to stay longer and play some more poker and didn’t bother to tell anybody.” 
 
    “Be just like him,” said Blaine, “the arrogant son of a bitch.” 
 
    “Couldn’t have said it better.” 
 
    “I know someone who was in the game a couple of nights ago,” said Blaine. “I could find out what hotel was hosting and make some inquiries if it would help.” 
 
    “It would help me out, son. My wife is cooking up a storm and we’re having all the kids and grandkids for dinner and football. She’s giving me the stink-eye because I’m working.” 
 
    “Let me take it, Chief. If anything freaky looms up, I’ll call. If not, we’ll talk tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’m giving you a raise.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “You don’t pay me.” 
 
    “Wish I knew who did,” the Chief mumbled. 
 
    Nobody will ever know that. 
 
    Next call was to Lance Ogilvie. “Happy New Year, Mr. Ogilvie. Hope you’re enjoying a day off.” 
 
    “I am, son. Nice of you to call. I’m coming out to the ranch soon to spend a few days with Jackson. He calls me on the phone and tells me what’s going on at the ranch. He’s so funny.” 
 
    “He is. I’m having him stay at my house over the holidays for a sleep-over.” 
 
    “Did you call me for a reason, Blaine?” 
 
    “Kind of a sketchy reason, but maybe you can help me with something. Annie said you sat in on a game with Governor DeVouge over the weekend?” 
 
    “I did. I only played the one night, but he seemed to be in for the long haul.” 
 
    “Do you mind me asking what hotel the game was at?” 
 
    “Caesar’s. Upstairs in one of the large suites.” 
 
    “Uh huh. And did the Governor seem to be staying there?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know that, but if he came for the game, the hotel would’ve comped him a suite. That’s pretty much a given.” 
 
    “Great information. Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Can I ask what’s going on with the new Governor?” 
 
    “He seems to be missing.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Any insight?” 
 
    “Not really. A man like that makes enemies.” 
 
    And I’m one of them. 
 
    Blaine ended his call to Lance and forged ahead. He spoke to the hotel reservation desk and verified that Governor DeVouge had checked out and taken a limo to the airport. 
 
    But he never arrived at the airport?  
 
      
 
    FOOTBALL WAS over, Carm went to bed and Blaine searched Netflix for a movie Misty might like. She decided on an old musical with Bing Crosby and Mitzi Gaynor. Blaine wasn’t a fan of musicals, but he cuddled her on the sofa and tried to enjoy it. 
 
    Bing sang White Christmas, and Blaine’s mind played ten different scenarios of where the hell is DeVouge? His cell rang, and Misty reached for the remote. “Don’t pause it, sweetheart. This might take a while.” 
 
    “Hey, Chief, how was your family dinner?” 
 
    “Excellent. I’m full to bursting with pecan pie and they’ve all gone home. Great to have them all visit, but nice and peaceful when they go back home.” He chuckled. 
 
    “I’ll wrap it in a nutshell for you, sir. De Vouge arranged the flight home as per the pilot. He checked out as per the reservation desk and they called him a limo for the airport. One of the bellmen put him in the limo in front of the hotel and poof—he never showed at the jet.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “Yep, that sums it up.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Tuesday, January 2nd. 
 
      
 
    MISTY DIDN’T have much to say at breakfast. When Carm was busy clearing the dishes and loading the dishwasher, Misty leaned close to Blaine and whispered, “I want to go home. I have to call my customers and make some appointments.” 
 
    “You’re not ready,” Blaine said flatly. “No way in hell.” 
 
    Misty pulled back a little. “I know you’re only trying to protect me, but I can’t just stay here day after day. I want to get my life back on track.” 
 
    Blaine picked up her hand and held it. “End of the week. I promise.” His cell rang, and he strode onto the porch to wait for the boys.  
 
    I hate arguing with her. 
 
    “Morning Chief. Have an update on the wandering Governor?” 
 
    “It’s official. Agent Roderick spoke to the feds and the Bureau is involved. Special Agent Roy Ackerman is heading up the search effort.” 
 
    “Fuck. He was the guy who tried to find me when the Zoners kidnapped me.” 
 
    “He any good?” 
 
    “By the book.” 
 
    “That’s the slow boat to China,” said the Chief. “Maybe you should nose around.” 
 
    “There’s one person I could talk to, and I need to get a read on him anyway.” 
 
    “Okay, you go that route and I’ll keep an ear on what Ackerman is doing.” 
 
    “What’s up with Mrs. DeVouge?” 
 
    “Jesus, that’s another sliver in my butt. Her family will have to take over in that area, I suppose.” 
 
    “Mrs. Warburton may be able to help you there,” said Blaine. “She should have the goods on the family ties.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Good thought. I’ll put her on it and notify the morgue that somebody will be in touch.” 
 
    “What about the media?” 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “Who is going to clue in the citizens?” 
 
    “You do it.” 
 
    “Me?” Blaine chuckled. “Who’s next in line to take over if the Governor and Lieutenant Governor are both toast? The State Attorney General should do it.” 
 
    “He’s in Hawaii on vacation,” said Calhoun. “I’m probably close to being next to him in the hierarchy of things, and I’m leaving it in your capable hands.” The Chief ended the call and Blaine stared at his cell. 
 
    He watched Travis park his F-450 in the driveway while he sorted out what to do next. As the boys ran up onto the porch he pressed Mary Polito’s number. “Mary, I need you at the house as soon as you can make it.” 
 
    “Twenty minutes, Mr. Blackmore.” 
 
    “We got work this morning, boss?” asked Farrell. 
 
    “Yep, we have another possible trucker. He lives in Bastrop and y’all are on your way there now.” He gave them the print-out with Jeff Overland’s information. 
 
    “If he ain’t home, how close are we looking, boss?” asked Travis. 
 
    “Close. Very close.” 
 
    “Got it. We’re gone.” 
 
    Blaine headed back inside, and his cell rang again. “Lily, are you at the courthouse?” 
 
    “Yes, boss. Mulligan made bail and his attorney is getting him released now.” 
 
    “Have you been to the impound yard?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Okay, good. Come back here, I need you.” 
 
    “On my way.” 
 
      
 
    MARY POLITO arrived shortly after Travis and Farrell left for Bastrop. Blaine ushered her into the office and closed the door. “Mary, we have a situation.” 
 
    “I knew something was up, but we didn’t have the opportunity to discuss it last night.” She smiled shyly. “Thanks for inviting me. I had fun.” 
 
    Blaine winked at her. “I think someone has a crush on you.” 
 
    “I do like Farrell,” she said. “He’s so funny.” 
 
    Back to business, Blaine said, “I was going to open up this can of worms last night, but as it turns out it was best that we waited. This morning our way is clearer, and we can do something positive.” 
 
    Mary pulled out her laptop and got ready to take notes. 
 
    “This is essentially what we need in tonight’s news.” He recapped what he knew of Mrs. DeVouge’s accident at the cabin. 
 
    “She’s dead?” Mary’s mouth dropped open. “That’s why she didn’t show up at the homeless shelter to serve the turkey?” 
 
    “She was already in the morgue.” 
 
    “What kind of an accident was it?” asked Mary. 
 
    “I don’t have any facts, so we’ll have to say unfortunate accident unless you can get more out of Agent Roderick and I doubt if he will comment.” 
 
    “I can run the story with a nice big picture of her. Kind of a sad story for the holiday season. Any idea on when her service will be?” 
 
    “Not yet, but I know the lady who is working on it with the family.” He took a sip of his coffee.  
 
    “Part two,” said Blaine. “It gets worse. This could be part of the same story, but I prefer the two not be linked in the paper. In my mind, they are two separate incidents. Mrs. DeVouge’s death was an accident and what happened after that wasn’t connected. I don’t want the two things to be connected in the mind of the public.” 
 
    “Okay.” Mary gave him her full attention. “I can’t imagine what you’re going to tell me, but my heart is pounding.” 
 
    “Governor DeVouge is officially missing. The Bureau has been called in and they are on the case. Special Agent Roy Ackerman is in charge of the investigation.” 
 
    Mary stopped typing. “What?” 
 
    “Publicly, all we can say for now is this: ‘Governor DeVouge left his hotel in Las Vegas and hasn’t been seen since.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE DROPPED FREDDIE VIOLETTA off at the barn before he left for Austin. Molly had gone to her sister’s place for a couple of days over the holidays and wasn’t back yet to watch Charity, so Jesse had the baby in her car seat in the back of the Range Rover. He’d called ahead with his little problem, and Carm was keen to watch the baby while he and Blacky went to Pinkerton’s estate. 
 
    Annie had offered time and again to take care of Charity, and Jesse knew she was the best person for the job, but he feared Annie becoming attached to Charity and what that might lead to, in light of their recent fucked-up marriage and quickie divorce.  
 
    Shit. Life was never simple. 
 
    He carried the baby onto Blaine’s porch with the diaper bag over his shoulder and rang the bell. The dogs inside sent up such a ruckus, Charity cried in his arms. 
 
    “Don’t be scared, sweetheart. Only doggies barking.” 
 
    Blaine opened the door and ushered him inside.  
 
    All smiles, Carm hurried out of the kitchen and took the baby. She talked away in Spanish as she carried Charity into the family room where Misty sat with her leg up on the ottoman.  
 
    “If you have any problems with her, call me,” said Jesse. “She’s usually pretty well behaved.” 
 
    Misty smiled. “What trouble could she get into?” 
 
    “Lily will be back in a few minutes,” said Blaine. “Three women will be able to take care of one tiny baby.” 
 
    Jesse didn’t feel convinced. “I guess so.” 
 
      
 
    SENATOR PINKERTON’S ESTATE in Bee Creek Terrace was landscaped luxury to the extreme, at least to Blaine’s way of thinking. Who needed more than one fucking fountain? 
 
    “Looks pretty secure.” Jesse eyeballed the six-foot wrought iron fence and pointed out the locations of the well-placed security cams as they waited for the gate to open. 
 
    “Guess he doesn’t like surprise visitors.” Blaine drove up the incline, steered around the turning circle, centered by another fountain—this one shooting spurts of water skyward like little rockets, and parked close to the flagstone steps at the front entrance. The carved double doors opened as they approached and a tall woman in a black uniform waved them into the front hall. 
 
    “Senator Pinkerton will speak to you in the library.” She led the way down a long hallway and motioned them through a door that stood open.  
 
    “Senator,” Blaine offered a hand to the old white-haired statesman and introduced himself. “Blaine Blackmore-Powell, and this is my partner, Jesse Quantrall.” 
 
    “Sit down, gentlemen.” Pinkerton pointed to a pair of burgundy leather wing chairs with brass studding. “Could I offer you coffee or something stronger?” 
 
    “No thank you,” said Blaine. “We won’t be here long. Just a couple of quick questions about Governor DeVouge. 
 
    “And what has our illustrious new Governor been up to?” 
 
    Pinkerton’s smile seemed forced, his blue eyes icy cold. 
 
    “He seems to be missing, sir,” said Jesse. “When did you see him last?” 
 
    “Missing?” Pinkerton laughed. “The man has no morals. Have you checked all the brothels downtown?” 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll all be checked sooner or later,” said Jesse. “The Bureau is turning Austin upside down.” 
 
    Pinkerton put a finger to his temple feigning deep thought. “At the end of the last session, was the last time I saw him. I believe it was when we broke for the holidays.” 
 
    That’s a lie. Travis and Farrell saw him here. 
 
    “And you haven’t seen him since?” asked Blaine. 
 
    Pinkerton shrugged. “No. And, why would I?” 
 
    “Rumor has it the two of you are friends,” said Blaine. 
 
    “Well rumor is wrong. Hugh and I are not friends and I count myself lucky on that score. The man is not the type to have many friends. He and I are political acquaintances who tolerate each other because we have to, and that’s about as far as it goes.” 
 
    They chatted for a few more minutes about the football games on New Year’s Day and Pinkerton offered nothing else. He showed them out with a cheery wave and as they drove down the driveway Jesse asked, “Did you manage it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think we’ll be in for some interesting conversation.” 
 
      
 
    PINKERTON WAITED five minutes after Quantrall and Blackmore left before he called. “Blackmore was here on a little fishing trip with Quantrall. The kid is smart and he’s starting to annoy me. Send him the little gift we talked about.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS PARKED down the block from Jeff Overland’s rancher, one of several located on a quiet back street in Bastrop. As he and Farrell got out of the truck, a short woman in jeans and a blue Cowboy’s hoodie came out the side door and headed for a pukey-green Kia in the driveway.  
 
    “Hang on a minute, Miss.” Farrell couldn’t run because of his latest leg wound but hobbled towards her as fast as he could. “We need to talk to you for a minute.” He leaned against her ugly car to catch his breath. “Your husband at home?” 
 
    “I don’t have a husband.” Her brown eyes flashed. 
 
    Travis caught up seconds later. “Jeff Overland live here?” 
 
    “Yeah, he lives here, but he’s my boyfriend, not my husband, and he ain’t home. He’s on a run.” 
 
    “What’s your name, ma’am,” asked Farrell?” 
 
    “Who are you and why do you want to know my name? You guys cops?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Travis pulled out ID and showed her. 
 
    Farrell whipped out his notebook to take down her name.  
 
    “I’m Faye Wellman if you need to know. I ain’t done nothing and neither has Jeff. He’s a truck driver, and I work uptown in the diner.” She glanced at her watch. “And I’m late.” 
 
    “All we want is a word with him,” said Travis. “When will he be back from his run?” 
 
    “Tonight, some time. Might be late. It usually is.” 
 
    “Where do most of his runs take him, ma’am?” asked Farrell. 
 
    “Lately he’s been running down to Brownsville. That’s all I know about it. He don’t talk about work too much.” She pressed the key fob in her hand and unlocked her car. 
 
    “We’ve held you up long enough,” said Farrell with a big grin on his face. “Wouldn’t want you to lose your job.” He opened the car door for her and she slid into the driver’s seat. They watched her drive down the street and around the corner. 
 
    “Any neighbors outside?” Travis looked at Farrell and didn’t turn his head. 
 
    “Just that guy three houses down picking up his paper. I’ll go chat him up.” 
 
    “Yep.” As soon as Farrell was in place, Travis jogged around behind the house. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE TURNED the corner off East Seventh onto his street and his cell rang. He checked the screen. Las Vegas PD. “Detective Vargas?” 
 
    “The information you asked for wasn’t hard to come by. Nick said the guy you’re interested in is the new power to reckon with in Vegas. His name is Sam Bolivar. Goes by Banjo.” 
 
    “Does he play?” asked Blaine. 
 
    Vargas laughed. “Can’t say.” 
 
    “Thanks for your quick action, Detective. Hope I can help y’all out before too long.” 
 
    “Hope so. The narcs still talk about how you gave them credit for the biggest bust they ever fuckin had.” 
 
    “Happy to help.” 
 
    Blaine parked in the drive and looked across the console at Jesse, “Come on in for a coffee before you go.” 
 
    “I better see how Charity is doing.” Jesse grabbed the door handle, “Whenever I leave her, I’m a nervous wreck.” 
 
    “It’ll get easier,” said Blaine. 
 
    What the hell do I know about it? Will I ever have any kids? 
 
    Jesse walked into the foyer and he could see Carm sitting in the family room rocking the sleeping baby on her knee. He smiled. “Guess I’ve got time for a coffee.” 
 
    “See,” said Blaine. “All good.” He didn’t see Misty or Lily. To Carm in Spanish: “Is Misty upstairs?” 
 
    Carm shook her head, then answered in a whisper. “She wanted to go home. Lilita went with her.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go over in a few minutes.” He shook his head and pointed to a chair for Jesse. “We talked about it at breakfast and I told her it was too soon. She can’t even walk.” 
 
    “Women have minds of their own,” said Jesse. “Annie is a perfect example.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Blaine, “You got that right. She rarely does what I suggest.” 
 
      
 
    AFTER JESSE LEFT with Charity, Blaine jogged across the lawn and opened Misty’s front door. Both girls were sitting at the kitchen table and Misty had cards spread out in a pattern in front of Lily. 
 
    “Hey, boss,” said Lily. “Misty wanted to come home for a while and catch up on a few things.” 
 
    “That’s okay, although I don’t think she’s ready.” 
 
    Misty smiled at him and reached for his hand. “Have one beer with us and unwind. You’re strung out, sweetie. Your aura is a nasty color.” 
 
    “I bet it is,” said Blaine. “It feels nasty.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE ARRIVED back at Quantrall and carried his sleeping baby upstairs to her crib. Carm had fed her, changed her and rocked her to sleep. A great babysitter. 
 
    Ty was in the great room watching TV and Jesse asked him to listen for the baby while he checked on Freddie. 
 
    “Yep. I’m watching a game. Not moving a muscle.” 
 
    “Feel okay, Ty?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Just tired from the holidays.” 
 
    “Did your date make you tired or is that too personal?” 
 
    “She was a bit of a firecracker. Don’t know if I’ll see her again. Taking her out seemed to take a lot of effort.” 
 
    “Jesus, Ty, how old are you?” 
 
    “I’m almost fuckin thirty, Jesse. Can’t hack it no more.” 
 
    Jesse went out the door laughing at Ty and jumped into his Rover. He drove across the pasture and parked in front of the deck at the trailer. As soon as he stopped the dogs ran towards his truck baying.  
 
    Why are the dogs loose? 
 
    He strode onto the deck, but the dogs didn’t follow him. Red and Bluebelle were trained trackers and they didn’t act the way they were acting without a reason. When Jesse came to the trailer the first thing they always did was run inside to their bowls to eat. Something was wrong. 
 
    Before seeing what was up with the dogs, Jesse stuck his head in the trailer and gave a shout out. “Freddie, you okay?” 
 
    No answer. He went inside and did a quick search. No Freddie. His heart picked up speed and his breathing became too rapid.  
 
    What’s going on? 
 
    Jesse tried to slow his breathing as he went back outside and followed the dogs. Red ran around behind the trailer with Bluebelle right behind him. Both dogs laid down in front of the outhouse Jesse had built and never used.  
 
    Jesus, don’t do this. 
 
    He inhaled a breath and slowly pulled the wooden door open. Nothing inside but a few cobwebs. He looked down the hole and could see nothing but darkness.  
 
    Why did I dig the hole so fuckin deep? 
 
    He needed a flashlight.  
 
    By the time he trudged back to the truck his chest had tightened up and was pressing in on him like a vice. He stopped long enough to take two long slow breaths before grabbing his Maglite out of the kit he kept in the back.  
 
    Back to the outhouse. The door stood open and the dogs hadn’t moved. “Jesus, Christ, I don’t want to look.” 
 
    He shone the light down the hole, recoiled and grabbed onto the door to hold himself up.  
 
      
 
    SPECIAL AGENT ACKERMAN, here, Mr. Blackmore-Powell. I wonder if you would come downtown to my office. I’d like to have a little chat with you about Governor DeVouge.” 
 
    “Not possible, Agent Ackerman. I have a situation of my own. You’ll have to come to my house.” 
 
    “I’m a busy man, sir, and it would be in your best interest to cooperate with the Bureau.” 
 
    “This is me cooperating, Agent. Ask me what you want to know over the phone. I haven’t got much to offer.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Why were you interested enough in the Governor’s whereabouts to know he had gone to Vegas?” 
 
    “That’s classified.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “You heard me, sir. I’m working on a project that’s above your clearance level.” 
 
    “What kind of garbage are you shoveling, young fella? I always thought you were a straight shooter. Give me the name of your superior.” 
 
    “I can’t do that.” 
 
    “You damn well better.” 
 
    “This conversation is over.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE CALLED Sheriff Rafe Cumberland on his private cell number. “I need you out at my trailer, Rafe. I have a situation here. Blacky and I were protecting a witness in a high-profile case we’re working on and somehow the bandits got to my trailer and killed my man.” 
 
    “Jesus, Jesse, sorry to hear that. Who do you want me to bring?” 
 
    “Bring Doc Scanlon and Val. Let’s keep it as tight as possible. I’ll alert Blacky and get him over here from Austin.” 
 
    “Fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Jesse sat on the steps of the cedar deck and gave his breathing a few minutes to settle before calling Blaine. “You won’t believe this, Blacky, but the fuckers killed Freddie.” 
 
    “No. How did they know where he was?” 
 
    Jesse let out a breath and felt himself age ten years. “Don’t have any idea.” 
 
    “Did you call it in?” 
 
    “Yeah, Rafe is coming. I told him to keep a lid on it.” 
 
    “I’m on my way.” 
 
    Jesse looked up when he heard the truck bouncing across the pasture field and thought it was the sheriff. “Tyler,” he mumbled to himself.  
 
    Ty parked and opened the back door of his truck. For a minute Jesse couldn’t figure out what in hell he was doing and then it hit him. He jumped to his feet and bolted down the three steps. “What’s wrong with my baby?” 
 
    “Nothing. Got a mare coming in and I can’t watch her, bro. You gotta take over.” 
 
    Jesse held out his arms and took her. “Sure, no problem.” 
 
    “It’s cold out, bro. Why are you sitting outside by yourself? Where’s Freddie?” 
 
    “In the outhouse.” 
 
    “Why’s he using the outhouse? You never do.” 
 
    “He’s dead, Ty. Somebody came out here and killed him.” 
 
    Ty’s head swiveled around like an owl on crack. “How the hell did they get out here without going past the house?” 
 
    Jesse shook his head. “No idea.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “They had to come cross country from the sideline. No other way they could’ve done it.” 
 
    “I thought nobody knew where Freddie was?” 
 
    “Nobody did.” 
 
    “Guess that wasn’t exactly true.” Ty looked up and saw two vehicles crossing the field. “I’m going before the action starts. Check on me later to see if I need a hand with the mare.” 
 
    “Yep, as soon as I’m done here.” He cuddled Charity closer to him and kissed her face. 
 
    Sheriff Cumberland parked and jumped out of his squad. Alone. No deputy driving him today. 
 
    Red made a beeline for him. One of his favorite people. Rafe leaned down and stroked Red’s long ears. “There’s the best tracker in Texas,” he said, “Hands down.” 
 
    A big man in his late fifties, his ginger hair was streaked with gray and his spotless uniform seemed to be a bit snugger around the middle than the last time Jesse had seen him.  
 
    Jesse strode over to meet him, held Charity, wrapped in her pink blanket, close to his chest with one hand and offered the sheriff his free hand. “Hey, Rafe, as soon as this is recorded I think I can unload most of it onto DPS.” 
 
    “Appreciate it, Jesse.” Cumberland eyed the baby but made no comment. “Got my share of petty crime around town. Most of my men are on holidays.” 
 
    “Want to take a look?” 
 
    “Might as well. Where is he?” 
 
    “Out back. Gonna be a bugger to get at him, but one thing to be thankful for. Nobody ever took a shit out there.” 
 
    Rafe screwed up his ruddy face. “Are we talking about what I think we’re talking about?”  
 
    Jesse strode around the corner of the trailer and opened the door of the outhouse. 
 
    “Fuck me blind,” said Rafe, “They didn’t.” 
 
    “Uh huh. They did.” 
 
    Valerie Wescott, head of forensics for the county, arrived minutes after the sheriff and pulled her kit out the back of her SUV. Jesse showed her where the body was. “Thank God, Scanlon will have to get him out of there before I start. Don’t get too close, Jesse. When Doc sees what he’s dealing with you might end up with a couple of shiners.” 
 
    Jesse chuckled. “He can be testy.” 
 
    “He’s always testy,” said Val. “Just varying degrees.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE PARKED in the row of county vehicles and followed old Doc Scanlon, the white-haired medical examiner, around behind the trailer. He took one look down the hole and let go a string of obscenities. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph, how in hell do you expect me to examine the fucking body?” He pulled his cell off his belt and summoned the fire department. 
 
    “So much for keeping a lid on it,” said Blaine. “Fuckin bikers.” 
 
    Rafe raised a ginger brow. “You sayin he was killed by bikers?” 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “My best guess.” 
 
    “Nasty people to deal with,” said the Sheriff. 
 
    Jesse, still holding his daughter as he walked around and chatted said. “I’m going inside to make coffee and put the baby down. Come get me if y’all need me.” 
 
    “I’ll take a coffee and get your statement down, Jesse,” said the Sheriff. “And that is a mighty cute baby you’ve got there. Should I ask why you’re working and carrying a baby?” 
 
    Jesse smiled down at her adoringly. “I should have introduced you. This is my daughter, Charity.” 
 
    When the County Fire and Rescue unit arrived, everybody took a step back, made room for the men and their equipment and gave them space to work. Close quarters in an outhouse built for one. They surveyed the situation, then came to Jesse with a request. 
 
    “Mr. Quantrall, the only way we’re gonna get the victim out of there is if we tip y’all’s shit house over so we can access the hole.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Jesse tried not to smile, but it was more than he could do, looking into the faces of the young firemen. “Y’all go ahead and do that, and don’t be nervous about getting in deep shit. Never been used—more of a landscape ornament, I’d say.” 
 
    “Thanks, so much, sir. Makes our job a hundred times easier.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Jesse left Charity sleeping on his double bed, pillows banked on both sides of her little body, then went outside to watch the action. 
 
    Once the outhouse was tipped on its side and the men pushed it out of the way, they had a clear shot at getting Freddie Violetta out of the hole. When Jesse had dug the hole, two or three years previously, he’d been in a bit of a depression and he’d gone a little overboard on the depth and breadth of the pit. 
 
    With the building out of the way, one of the firemen climbed down into the hole with a rope, secured Freddie and the men at the top pulled him up. 
 
    “Lay him right there.” Doc Scanlon pointed at a patch of grass. He knelt beside Freddie and wasn’t long spotting the cause of death. “Small caliber, up close in the temple. By the looks of his wrists, he was tied up first and struggled a fair bit before they executed him.” 
 
    Jesse walked back towards the trailer feeling ill. Blaine caught up and they went inside together. “How did they know where Freddie was? I can’t figure it out.” 
 
    Jesse looked up with sad brown eyes. “We need to sweep everything we own.” 
 
      
 
    CARM HAD DINNER waiting when Blaine got back from Quantrall. She pointed at the small table in the alcove and told him in Spanish that a package had arrived from Fed-ex. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting anything.” Blaine picked up the box and looked for the name of the sender.  
 
    After what just happened to our witness, I’m not taking any chances. 
 
    “Chief, sorry to interrupt your dinner. Things have taken a turn.” He told Calhoun about Freddie Violetta. 
 
    “Shit, how did they have a clue you had him stashed at Jesse’s ranch?” 
 
    “That’s bugging the hell out of me, sir.” 
 
    “You sound tense, son. What else?” 
 
    “When I got home a package had been delivered. My best instincts tell me not to open it.” 
 
    “Fuck,” hollered the Chief. “I’m sending the bomb squad, and I’m coming over.” 
 
    Blaine let out the breath he was holding. “Thank you, sir. Tell them to run silent.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Carmelita finished setting the dining room table, then stood by the stove wondering about dinner. “Que esta pasando?” 
 
    “I’m taking the package outside, then I’ll get Misty for dinner.” 
 
    She nodded. “Si.” 
 
    His heart thumping in his chest, he marched the package outside and set it on the driveway in front of his truck. Then he ran across the lawn, jumped the steps and took two long strides across Misty’s porch. He tried her door. Locked. 
 
    Why is it locked? 
 
    He knocked, and Hoodoo didn’t bark. “What the hell?”  
 
    He grabbed his phone off his belt and pressed Lily’s number. “Was Misty at home when you left?” 
 
    “Yes, she was. She said she’d go to your place when she saw your truck.” 
 
    “She’s not home. Where was Mulligan when you left?” 
 
    “His vehicle was parked at his residence in Oak Hills.” 
 
    “Okay, good.”  
 
    “You sound… weird, boss. Everything okay?” 
 
    “No, no and no. Everything is blowing apart.” The squad truck pulled into the end of his drive. “I’ve got to go. I’ll call you back.” 
 
    Blaine ran across the lawn at warp speed and showed the men dressed in their protective gear the package. They scanned it and shook their heads. “Not a bomb.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Blaine, barely able to breathe. “I’ll wait for the Chief and we’ll open it together. 
 
    “We’ll wait,” said Sergeant Palmer. “Need to see the contents for our report.” 
 
    “Sure. Of course, you would.” 
 
    The Chief’s Bronco parked behind the bomb wagon and he strode smartly up the drive. “Was it a bomb?” 
 
    “Nope,” said Palmer. “Mr. B’s waiting to open it with y’all.” 
 
    The Chief looked down at the box. “I don’t like the feel of this. Let’s do it.” 
 
    Blaine pulled the Seal knife out of his boot and cut through the wrapping. He lifted the lid of the box and choked on his gag reflex. 
 
    “Shit,” said Palmer. “It’s a fucking hand.” 
 
    “I can guess whose hand it is,” said Blaine. “That’s a piece of our missing Governor.” He closed the lid. 
 
    “Fuck,” hollered the Chief. “Don’t even want to think about what a nightmare this is gonna be. Palmer, take the fuckin thing to the lab.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’m on my way.” 
 
    “They’re putting pressure on me,” said Blaine. “First Freddie Violetta and now this. It’s a warning.”  
 
    The Chief managed a wry grin. “The fuckers are scared of you, Blacky. You’ve got them on the run.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE AND CARM ate dinner alone. No sign of Misty. “How can she be out running around by herself?” 
 
    Carm shrugged. “No se.” 
 
    “Her leg is broken. How can she walk? Her car is here but Hoodoo is gone. I’m worried, she’s not answering her cell.” 
 
    “She will come home.” Carm patted his arm and walked into the kitchen to get the coffee carafe. She cleared the dishes while Blaine called Travis and brought him up to date. 
 
    “Okay, boss, if this blows up in our faces, we have to be ready and my first thought is—we don’t have near enough manpower.” 
 
    “Who do you know?” 
 
    “Let me make some calls.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Good. What time are you going to Overland’s place?” 
 
    “Midnight.” 
 
    “Jesse and I will go earlier than that to Pinkerton’s. The senator is old and if he has a meeting tonight, it should be over and done with long before you need the unit.” 
 
    “I’ll pick up Farrell and we’ll wait at your place until you come back from Pinkerton’s.” 
 
    “Good, stay with Carm. I don’t like her being in the house alone with all this crap going down.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE SHOWERED and dressed in surveillance clothes, black jeans and a black t-shirt. Try as he might, he couldn’t shake off the events of the day and pretend he didn’t feel threatened. Not so much for himself, but for those close to him. That was the way these mucks operated. 
 
    He shoved his Beretta into his waistband, grabbed his jacket and went downstairs to wait for Jesse. Halfway down the stairs Jesse called.  
 
    “Can’t do surveillance tonight, Blacky. Sorry. Ty’s having a bitch of a time at the barn with Paulie’s best mare and I have to help him. Besides that, there’s another problem.” 
 
    “I know what it is. After finding Freddie, Brian probably grounded you for a couple of days.” 
 
    “Hate it Blacky, but it is what it is. Whenever I’m under any new stress, Brian is on me like a Pit Bull on a Chihuahua. I’m not the man I once was.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Nothing is going down. I’m only listening. I’ll call you tomorrow.” 
 
    He pressed end and Lily called. “You didn’t call me back, boss. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Lots. Want to work surveillance tonight? We’ve got two gigs going on.” 
 
    “Sure. With Travis?” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “No, you’re stuck with me.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean… when do you want me?” 
 
    “I’m leaving now. I’ll pick you up.” 
 
      
 
    FULL DARK, and cloudy skies overhead blocked out any moonlight, as Blaine parked down the road from the Pinkerton estate. He and Lily exited the cab of the truck, walked around and jumped into the camper. “His house is huge, and I was only able to get the one tag in there. He wasn’t too friendly when Jesse and I called on him to ask about DeVouge.” 
 
    “We may not be able to hear?” 
 
    “If his guests are in the same room we were in, we’ll be fine. If they meet outside on the terrace or somewhere else, we’re out of luck.” 
 
    For the first half hour, there were a few household noises but no conversation. Blaine took two Cokes out of the mini-fridge and passed one to Lily. 
 
    The doorbell rang faintly and sounded far away, then the sound of footsteps—boots with chains clanking—grew louder. Blaine recognized the same sound his own Harley boots made. 
 
    Pinkerton spoke, and Blaine put the audio on speaker. 
 
    “Good job on the delivery. The punk should back off.” 
 
    “Can we talk in here?” 
 
    “Of course, I had Barry do a sweep after the bandito left.” 
 
    Blaine pointed his thumb at his chest and grinned at Lily. 
 
    “If he doesn’t take the hint, we have other things in mind for him.” 
 
    “Don’t do anything yet. Let the waters calm down for a few days.” 
 
    “The delivery went smoothly in Houston. No problems.” 
 
    “How many has he got working for him now?” 
 
    “Close to two hundred. If they’re any good they pull in a thousand to fifteen hundred a day each.” 
 
    “Obviously, I need more here in Austin.” 
 
    “Your next shipment comes in late tonight.” 
 
    “After your last screw up, you won’t get paid until I see the condition of the cargo.” 
 
    “Not my fault.” 
 
    “Well it was somebody’s fault.” 
 
    “The driver paid the price. And Banjo said to mention you owe him for a couple of incidentals.” 
 
    “I have an envelope for him.” 
 
    “Thanks. See you next week.” 
 
    “Might be better if you didn’t come here anymore. I’ll pick a spot and we’ll meet somewhere else.” 
 
    “Don’t matter to me.” 
 
    “Where can I see tonight’s cargo? I may want something for myself.” 
 
    Blaine felt a sick roiling in his stomach. 
 
    “Truck stop in Bastrop. Be there around midnight.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS AND FARRELL were drinking coffee in Blaine’s kitchen when he and Lily got back from Pinkerton’s. “Hey, boys, we haven’t got time to waste. The bikers are meeting Jeff Overland at the truck stop in Bastrop.” 
 
    “What for?” asked Farrell. 
 
    “Maybe to pay him and take the girls?” said Lily. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter what for,” said Blaine, “we’ve got to be ready if there’s a chance to take down their shipment.” He was on the phone to Chief Gillespie explaining the situation to him. “All I need is backup, sir. I’ll bring all the manpower I can round up.” 
 
    “Call when you get into town and we’ll be ready. Like I said before, I don’t want this happening in my town.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chief.” He ended the call to one Chief and woke up another. “I need the SWAT team,” Blaine said for openers. 
 
    “Am I dreaming, or are you in my nightmare, Blacky?” 
 
    “Sorry, Chief, I’m a bit wound up.” He explained what was going down. 
 
    “Okay give me a time and place and I’ll get it organized. I’m done sleeping for now.” 
 
      
 
    AT ELEVEN, Blaine, Travis and Farrell left Lily with Carmelita and headed to Bastrop. Taking route seventy-one running south-east, they’d hit the truck stop on the Bastrop ramp outside of town.  
 
    “I hope the Chief comes in time with the tactical squad,” said Farrell. “Help us stay alive.” 
 
    “Wearing your vest?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Yep, like my momma always told me.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Blaine. “Could use her at the take-down. If there is one.” 
 
    “Think it might be a false alarm?” asked Travis?” 
 
    “Nope, but in the crime business, plans can change in a hurry.”  
 
    “Where are we meeting Chief Calhoun?” asked Travis. 
 
    “We’re not, but the two Chiefs and their crews are meeting in the parking lot behind Bastrop PD. We’re the spotters at the truck stop. We call when the truck arrives. We call—they come.” 
 
    “Hope it works as smooth as when you say it,” said Farrell. 
 
    Blaine couldn’t see his brother’s face in the dark, but after growing up in the streets, Farrell was never optimistic.  
 
      
 
    AT THE TRUCK STOP, Blaine cruised through the rows of parked rigs to make sure Jeff Overland’s truck hadn’t arrived yet, then parked in the restaurant lot where he had a clear view of rigs coming in off the interstate and also any turning right off the main road out of Bastrop. 
 
    The first week of January and Texas was blanketed in arctic air blowing down from the north. The wind was bitter. 
 
    “Turn the heat on, boss,” said Farrell, reaching a big hand out for the dial. “My teeth are chattering. Don’t want to chip my enamel.” 
 
    “It ain’t that cold, Farrell. Don’t be a pussy.” 
 
    Looking to his left, Travis tapped on the back window. “that might be it. ‘Big O Haulage’—can’t read the name under the ‘O’ from here.”   
 
    Farrell grabbed the binoculars and checked it out. “Yep. It says, ‘Jeff Overland’ underneath the ‘O’. 
 
    Blaine pressed the contact number instantly. “Truck’s here. It’s a go. He’s going to the parking area behind the restaurant.” 
 
    “On our way,” said Chief Gillespie. 
 
    Blaine started the diesel and let the engine run. 
 
    “Are they ever fuckin getting here,” hollered Farrell. 
 
    “Only been three minutes, partner,” said Travis. “Take a breather.” 
 
    “There they are,” said Blaine, as the convoy pulled off the road in a line. He slammed the truck into drive, pounded the gas and led the way around the back. He stopped short and let the tactical vehicles circle the truck and cut off any exit routes. 
 
    “Bikers ain’t here yet,” said Farrell. 
 
    “Neither is Pinkerton,” said Blaine. “I want that filthy old piece of work.” 
 
    The boys jumped out and crowded in closer to the action. The SWAT boys had the driver out of the truck, cuffed and placed in the back of a squad car without a shot fired. Probably Jeff Overland, but it would have to be confirmed. The boys had never seen him. 
 
    Next, the tactical boys attacked the lock on the back of the trailer with bolt cutters. 
 
    “Bikers,” hollered Travis, “here they come.” 
 
    The Harley rumble was unmistakable as the eight bikes roared across the asphalt heading for the truck. As soon as the lead rider saw the cops, he looped around a row of trucks, squeezed the gas and was gone. The other seven were right behind him. 
 
    “Watch for Pinkerton,” hollered Blaine. “Silver Beemer.” 
 
    Chief Calhoun strode over and stood next to Blaine. “We can’t arrest Pinkerton, son. Not yet. Not for coming to a truck stop.” 
 
    And not with an illegal tag. 
 
    Blaine blew out a breath in disgust. “Guess we need to place him in the back of the trailer.” 
 
    “Come on. Let’s see what we’ve got in the truck.” 
 
    The tactical team ripped the two back doors of the tractor-trailer open, jumped inside with automatic weapons at the ready and pronounced the back of the truck clear. “Go ahead, Chief,” said the team leader. “In your hands now.” 
 
    Chief Calhoun mounted the metal step and walked to the front of the trailer with a Maglite in his hand, Blaine was on his right and Chief Gillespie, of Bastrop PD was on his left.  
 
    “Oh, my God,” he said as the light revealed the young girls sitting on the filthy floor at the front of the truck. Most were crying and pulling back from the new wave of men coming at them. A few staring straight ahead as if they were in shock. 
 
    Blaine spoke to them in Spanish. “Policia. We’re here to help you and take you to a safe place.” 
 
    One of the girls, black hair and dark eyes—she couldn’t have been more than fifteen—spoke. “Gracias,” she said in a whisper. 
 
     “Let’s get them into the squads and take them to the hospital. I’ll have Victim’s Services meet us there.”  
 
    “Ten altogether?” asked Chief Gillespie. “Thankfully, all of them are alive.” 
 
    “Thanks to Blacky waking us up,” said Calhoun. He turned and shook Blaine’s hand. “Watch your back.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    Wednesday, January 3rd. 
 
      
 
    IT WAS TWO A.M. when Blaine pulled into his driveway in Austin. Tired and disappointed that they didn’t arrest any of the bikers or Pinkerton, at first, he didn’t notice the cube van parked at the side of his old Victorian.  
 
    He jumped out of his Ram and almost ran into the other truck in the dark before realizing it was there. He stopped and stared at the name painted in red and blue letters on the side of the truck— ‘Jack the Junker’.  
 
    What the hell? Was Carm throwing out junk in the middle of the fucking night? 
 
    Then he noticed the other vehicle. “Why is Lily still here?” He mumbled the question to himself as he stomped across the porch, dead tired and ready to rip a strip off ‘Jack the Junker’ if the asshole was inside his house. Storming into the kitchen he couldn’t believe his eyes. Four men in jeans and ‘Jack the Junker’ t-shirts were packing food out of the pantry and the Sub-Zero into plastic tubs. 
 
    “What the hell is going on in my house?” Blaine hollered. “Would somebody please tell me?” 
 
    The tall dude with Jack embroidered on his pocket said, “New digs for you, kid. Temporarily. Bosses orders.” 
 
    Carm let out a long whine of protest in Spanish. She looked exhausted. She never stayed up past ten. 
 
    “It’ll be okay, Carm,” said Blaine. “Go up and pack your clothes.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Please,” said Blaine. “I want you to be safe.” 
 
    Head down, she left the kitchen and went upstairs. 
 
    “Lily?” Blaine looked at her for an explanation.  
 
    “I called the boys. We all have to go.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Where?” 
 
      
 
    THEY MOVED like thieves in the night. Blaine, Travis, Farrell and Lily all driving their own vehicles and following in a convoy-like line behind Jack the Junker’s truck. With no luck, Blaine had tried Misty several times and she wasn’t returning his messages. He had no clue where she was or who she was with. He reached across the console and stroked Lexi’s fur to calm himself.   
 
    Carm had been a problem. So emotionally attached to the house itself, where she’d lived with her daughter, Fabiana, before Blaine bought it from her, she was in tears when forced to leave. Lily had been Blaine’s savior, helping Carm pack, reassuring her, and easing her into her car. 
 
    They finally reached their destination, outside the city limits—south and east—not quite to Smithville. The Jack the Junker truck braked in front of a tall wrought iron gate. Jack reached out, punched in a code and the gate swung open. The convoy followed a circuitous treed drive to a huge residence invisible from the road.  
 
    Jack stopped at the double front doors and shut off his truck. Everyone else parked in a line in front of the four-car garage and joined Jack and the other three junkmen at the front door. 
 
    By the time Blaine walked to Lily’s car and took Carm by the arm, Jack had the doors open and the lights on.  
 
    “It will be okay, Carm,” Blaine whispered as they stepped into the vaulted foyer. “You’ll see.” 
 
    Travis and Farrell with duffels in hand, both looked wiped.  
 
    Jack paused at the back of the ornately decorated foyer when Blaine’s crew were all in and the door was closed. “The bedrooms are in the wing past the kitchen. Take anyone you want. There are six plus the master suite. Tonight, everybody is tired, so I’ll just do a quick introduction and at breakfast, we’ll have a little meeting.” 
 
    Jack and his three associates looked remarkable alike. Tall, muscular, tanned and military. Short hair and clean shaven. 
 
    “We’ll just use first names. No need for anything else. This is Rick, Greg and Andy. I’m Jack. We know who y’all are and the man sent us to keep you alive while y’all are working on his little project. We’ll keep watch two at a time while y’all sleep.” He waved his arm towards the back of the house. “Have at it.” 
 
      
 
    AS SOON AS his head hit the pillow, Blaine was out. Morning came all too soon. He’d set the alarm on his phone for six-thirty and when it went off, he sat bolt upright. It took a moment to remember why he was sleeping in this unfamiliar, elegantly decorated bedroom—walls, carpet and draperies—all in shades of blue. 
 
    Needing a smoke, he postponed it until after his shower. He wasn’t given to parading around in his boxers in front of strangers looking for an appropriate place to light up. 
 
    Carm was fighting her way through the myriad of espresso colored kitchen cupboards when he made it as far as the kitchen. She opened doors, closed them, then continued her search with a frown on her face. The fucking house was spread out like Jabba the Hutt in the bar. “Morning, Carm.” He headed for the garden doors, visible at the far end of the arena-sized kitchen. “I need a smoke.” 
 
    Wonder where all the junkers are? 
 
    Stepping outside onto the flagstone terrace, a gust of wind caught his long hair and exposed the back of his neck to the cold. He shivered and took a step back closer to the shelter of the house. From where he stood the landscaped property seemed to be endless. Manicured lawn rolled on like a green blanket as far as the woods, and beyond the woods—who knew? No neighbors in sight. No pool visible, but with a setup this elaborate, the pool could have a building of its own. 
 
    The cell on his belt signaled a text. He read the screen. One word. “Settled?”  
 
    “Yes. Thank you.” 
 
    After two cigarettes, he lounged at the table in the breakfast room with a cup of coffee and waited for the boys to get up. “Did you find what you need, Carm?” He called to her in Spanish. 
 
    “Si. The kitchen is so big, I am lost.” She managed a smile and Blaine had hopes she might settle in. He had no idea how long they would be there. 
 
    He refilled his cup from the carafe and was walking back to the table when Travis and Farrell showed up looking as lost as he felt.  
 
    “Hey, boss,” said Farrell. “Fancy bedrooms. Mine was mostly green.” 
 
    Travis made a face. “I’m not a fan of yellow.” 
 
    “Trade rooms,” said Blaine and pointed at the coffee pot. 
 
    Moments later, two of the junkers, Andy and Greg, entered the kitchen looking bright-eyed and eager. A little too eager to Blaine’s way of thinking. He was tired and pissed off about a lot of things that had gone wrong. 
 
    “Morning Blackmore crew,” said Andy, wearing a smile too wide and gleeful for the occasion, “Greg and I are on the day shift and will be with y’all today. We won’t be in your way. If we’re doing our jobs properly—and we will be—y’all won’t even know we’re around.”  
 
    Blaine nodded. “Okay, thanks.” 
 
    No use protesting. They’re only doing their jobs. 
 
    After stacks of Carm’s pancakes, Travis and Farrell went out for a smoke with one of the junkers. Lily helped Carm clean up, and after opening several doors down a hallway running the opposite way from the bedrooms, Blaine found the study and set up his laptop. 
 
    The room was a generous size with arched windows overlooking the back of the property. Beautifully crafted bookshelves lined two of the walls, a few books remained, but not many. The carved antique desk sat along the same wall as the fireplace. The desk was polished to a high shine, but bare and empty. Nothing in the drawers. Whomever had lived here before had taken their personal belongings with them. One of the junkers had mentioned the estate was for sale. 
 
    He relaxed into the leather desk chair and let his emails come up. His heart skipped a couple of beats when he saw one from Misty. Thank God.  
 
    ‘Dear Blaine, so sorry I wasn’t able to speak to you before I left Austin. The visions flooding through my brain were overpowering me and making me ill. You are close to something too horrible for me to deal with in my weakened state. I had to put some space between us. 
 
    I’m at my Mother’s place in New York State and she is helping me sort through the images. As soon as I have an answer, if there is one, I’ll be in touch. Please believe that you are in a lot of danger and I want you to be careful.  
 
    Hoodoo misses you and Lexi. 
 
    I love you, Blaine. I haven’t said it out loud, but I do. 
 
    Misty. 
 
    His heart thumped in his chest as he reread the email. She’s okay. She’s working through some stuff, and she loves me. He smiled. It would be a better day today. 
 
      
 
    TENSION FILLED THE air in Chief Calhoun’s small office at DPS. Special Agent Roy Ackerman had demanded that all parties come to the Federal Building to his office at the appointed time, but the Chief had stood up to Ackerman’s bullying tactics and politely declined. Hence, the Special Agent in Charge of finding the Governor of Texas sat red-faced and fuming in the vinyl chair next to Blaine. 
 
    Ackerman placed a recorder on the edge of Chief Calhoun’s desk and said, “I need every scrap of information you gathered on Governor DeVouge’s disappearance, young man.” 
 
     “I believe I gave it all to you over the phone, last time we spoke, sir. Why do you need to hear it again?” 
 
    “Don’t be insolent, boy.” 
 
    Color rose in Calhoun’s face at the insult. “Why don’t you call Ranger Blackmore by his title, sir? Just for the record.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” blustered Ackerman. “Of course.” He repeated his request and Blaine repeated what he had already told him over the phone. 
 
    When Blaine finished, Calhoun passed a report across his desk to Ackerman. “The lab rushed the DNA on the severed hand and it’s been confirmed. The hand belonged to DeVouge.” 
 
    “Why wasn’t I alerted immediately?” 
 
    “You are being alerted, Roy.” The Chief’s rosy complexion became apple-red. A sure signal they’d be in for some colorful language. “Save the histrionics, sir. The fuckin report just landed on my desk before you got here.” 
 
    Ackerman ignored Chief Calhoun and turned to Blaine. “I’d like to hear your account of the hand being delivered to your residence, Ranger Blackmore.” 
 
    “The chief’s secretary will be happy to give you a copy of my statement, sir. It’s all on record. I didn’t leave anything out.” He checked the time on his phone. “I’m sorry, but I’m late for an interrogation.” 
 
    “This interrogation you’re in such a hurry to get to doesn’t have anything to do with my case, does it?” He pointed a finger the size of a bratwurst at Blaine. 
 
    “Not a thing.” Blaine gave the Chief a one finger wave and left the office. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS AND FARRELL sat across from Jeff Overland in interrogation room number two. Blaine strode in with a coffee in each hand and tilted his head towards the door. “You guys can take a smoke break.” 
 
    “What about me?” asked Jeff. “I’m about to die for want of a smoke.” 
 
    “Can’t help you with your bad habits, sir.” 
 
    Jeff Overland’s orange jumpsuit covered his generous gut as he leaned forward resting cuffed hands and forearms on the metal table. A day’s scruff in shades of ginger covered his fleshy face. Long auburn hair hung loose and stringy to his shoulders, stray strands hanging like fringe over his pale blue eyes. 
 
    “Want to tell me why you had ten underage girls locked in the back of your rig?” 
 
    Overland stared at Blaine, taking in the tats, the long black hair, the ganger look. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    “Blackmore is my name.” Blaine shoved a card across the table. “Tell me about the girls. Your wife said you were making runs to Brownsville to pick them up.” 
 
    “My wife?” Overland reacted the way Blaine anticipated he would and hurled himself bodily across the table.  
 
    Blaine stood and moved out of the way and Overland fell sideways—his ankle shackles tackling him and taking him down. One of the rangers watching through the glass burst through the door and set Overland back on his chair. 
 
    “Don’t touch me, fucker,” he hollered at the Ranger trying to help him. Seething, he glared at Blaine and spit the words out. “Make up another lie about my wife and you’re a dead man.” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “Threatening an officer, Mr. Overland? Let me jot that down.” 
 
    “I’m a witness, Mr. B.,” said Ranger Thorpe. 
 
    “Fuck you, you little prick, my lawyer will be here soon.” 
 
    Blaine leaned in closer. “Yeah, and then what? Same thing as Friedlander? Double tapped and floating in the fucking Colorado. That what you’re looking for, Jeff?” 
 
    “Ain’t gonna happen.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “Sure, it is. Only one reason they’ll bail you out.” He held up a finger. “One.” 
 
    “You’re full of shit.” 
 
    “I saw Bobby-Joe when they pulled him out of the river. Did you?” 
 
    Overland stared. His left eye flickered. 
 
    “I saw Freddie Violetta after they pulled his body out of a hole in the ground. Did you?” 
 
    Overland’s eyes dropped to his hands on the table. 
 
    “Didn’t think so.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS NODDED when Blaine stepped out of the interrogation room into the hallway. “His attorney is in the waiting area. He’s having his client released.” 
 
    “You guys better be on him, or he’s dead meat.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Travis. “We’ll get set outside.” 
 
    Farrell turned to follow his partner and his face lit up. Blaine turned to see what was making his foster brother look so happy. Mary Polito. 
 
    “Hi Farrell.” She gave him a smile. 
 
    “Mary, didn’t expect to see you here.” 
 
    “Hey, Blaine, I knew you were busy this morning and I wanted to ask you a couple of quick questions about the funeral.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Today is Mrs. DeVouge’s memorial service,” said Blaine. He ushered Mary across the waiting area to two vacant chairs by the wall. “You’re covering the funeral? Do you usually do that kind of a story?” 
 
    “No, but my boss thought I could enlarge it into something more if I added elements of her husband still being missing. I didn’t know if you could share anything else about that aspect of the case?” 
 
    “Not before this morning I couldn’t, but as of an hour ago I can confirm that the Governor’s right hand was delivered to my residence by Fed-Ex. His whereabouts are unknown, and whether he is alive, or dead is anybody’s guess.” 
 
    Mary sat gob struck. “His hand?” She held up her small hand holding a ball-point. “Like a real hand?” 
 
    “Yep.” Blaine made a face. “It was gross.” 
 
    “The Governor’s disappearance is a federal case. Can I safely print about the hand?” 
 
    Blaine shrugged, and the corner of his mouth turned up thinking of Ackerman going insane. “The hand came to me, with my address on the box.” He hooked a thumb towards his chest. “According to the U.S. Postal Service that makes it my hand. Ackerman didn’t tell me it was a secret.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS FOLLOWED Faye Wellman’s Kia after she picked up Jeff Overland. He stayed three vehicles behind, but he could see the boxy little car clearly. 
 
    “He’s a big bastard to be stuffed in that little car,” said Farrell.  
 
    “Maybe they only have her car and the big rig,” said Travis. The rig is impounded and that’s all they’ve got.” 
 
    “Guess so,” said Farrell. “Think the boss is right and the bikers will hit him?” 
 
    “They will if they think he’s a weak link. They wiped out the other links pretty quick.” 
 
    “Sure did.” Farrell reached over the console and pulled his rifle with the scope into the front. Better get ready.” 
 
    “If they’re watching Overland or receiving intel from the lawyer, they could strike anywhere between here and Bastrop.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll calm my breathing and get ready.” 
 
    “Would you be in a better position to shift from side to side if you were in the back, partner?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Good thought. I wouldn’t have to shoot past your head.” He snorted. 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking.” Travis pulled over and Farrell jumped in the back of the F-450. “Yep, much better. Put all the windows down.” 
 
    “We’ve got that fucking Canadian air freezing our balls off,” said Travis.  
 
    “Might not be time when we hear the Harleys.” 
 
    “Yeah, there will.” 
 
    And there was. 
 
    Out of the city on seventy-one traffic thinned. Travis moved up behind the Kia but didn’t crowd it.  
 
    Farrell watched the trees they passed blowing in the wind and mentally calculated the effect on his shots. “I hear them,” said Farrell. “They’re behind us.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    He turned and glanced out the back window of the cab. “Four.” 
 
    “Fuck,” hollered Travis, they need four to kill one guy?” 
 
    “They’re a gang, partner. Remember?” 
 
    Travis grunted, sped up and pulled closer to the Kia. “Don’t miss.” 
 
    Farrell chuckled as he looked through the scope. “I won’t.” 
 
    The rumble grew louder, and the Harleys picked up speed.  
 
    The Kia surged ahead with a sudden burst of speed. “She sees them and she’s givin ‘er,” hollered Travis. “Hold on.” 
 
    The first biker driving with one hand, automatic weapon in the other came even with Farrell’s window. 
 
    Bang. 
 
    Biker One’s dead hands released the bars and his ride toppled over sideways in front of Biker Two. Speeding too fast, Biker Two jerked the bars in an effort to miss Biker One and hit the shoulder. His ride rolled down the shallow bank and into the median. He rapidly gained his feet, scrambled up to road level and fired a spray at the Kia. 
 
    Farrell aimed and pulled the trigger and Biker Two’s head blew apart like a melon hitting pavement. Biker Three accelerated and came up fast from behind spaying auto rounds into Travis’ nearly new Ford. 
 
    Travis heard the rounds hit the truck and hollered, “Goddam fuckers, I’ll kill you with my bare hands.” He leaned out the driver’s window and blew Biker Three right off his bike, shooting his Glock left-handed. 
 
    “The Kia’s hit,” hollered Farrell as he watched the car careen over the right-hand shoulder and into the ditch. “Stop the truck and let me out. Call it in.” Farrell jumped out as Travis slowed. Boots on the pavement, he ran ahead towards the Kia. The little green car had slewed sideways down a shallow bank into a marshy area below the highway surface. 
 
    Shots were fired behind Farrell as the last biker caught up. Farrell turned and sighted him in. “Die, fucker.” Farrell squeezed the trigger and Biker Four dumped his Harley. 
 
    Travis was out of the truck and on the run as Four hit the pavement. 
 
    “Ugh…” Four hollered in pain and clutched his thigh. “Don’t kill me. I surrender.” 
 
    “But I want to kill you, shit-for-brains,” hollered Travis. “You trashed my fuckin truck.” Instead, he rolled Four onto his belly, stuck a knee in his back and cuffed his hands behind him. 
 
    Farrell, up to his knees in slimy muck, ripped the driver’s door of the Kia open. Faye Wellman’s head rested on the steering wheel and from her left shoulder and lower, she was saturated in blood. “Give me your shirt, Jeff. We’ve got to stop the bleeding.” 
 
    “They shot Faye,” he sobbed. “I was tight with those guys. They’re my friends.” He pulled his big t-shirt over his head and handed it to Farrell.  
 
    “Not,” said Farrell. “Not your friends, buddy.” 
 
    Sirens sounded in the distance and steadily grew closer. The ambulance attendants took over for Farrell and dealt with Faye Wellman first. Jeff went with her in the ambulance.  
 
    Farrell joined Travis and the Chief in the middle of route seventy-one, now temporarily closed—barricades both sides of the massacre. Media vehicles began gathering outside the roadblocks.   
 
    “Quite some mess you boys made here.” The Chief smiled. “The truck driver is damn lucky to be alive.” 
 
    “His wife might not be so lucky,” said Farrell, “She lost a lot of blood in just a few minutes.” 
 
    “Same with the one biker still alive,” said Chief Calhoun, I think I heard the paramedics say the shooter nicked an artery.” 
 
    “Farrell did most of the shooting,” said Travis. “I was driving.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” said the Chief. “Farrell’s a shooter like his momma.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE AND LILY DROVE to St. Mike’s to visit the girls rescued from the truck, in an effort to see if they could tell them anything useful. Lily’s Spanish outshone Blaine’s, even though he was Latino. A fact that grated on his nerves almost daily.  
 
    The ten young women occupied five rooms on one of the hospital’s upper floors. As Blaine and Lily visited with each pair, they soon determined not much would be forthcoming. The men had given them gifts and treated them like queens. One girl showed a gold-plated cross around her neck. The men had promised them jobs and money and a better life in Texas than they could ever have in their own country. Five were from Mexico, three from El Salvador and two from Honduras. Not one had reached the age of sixteen. 
 
     On the way back to their new secluded residence, Blaine asked, “What did you think, Lil?” 
 
    “The little girls are telling the truth, boss. They don’t know anything. I’m sure the recruiters follow a set pattern. The girls get to know them and trust them, and they are the only people the girls see.” 
 
    Blaine received a call as he drove south on seventy-one. “Yep, I understand, Chief. Tell them, I’ll see them at home.” 
 
    Lily smiled. “What’s Travis up to?” 
 
    “The Rule tried for Jeff Overland and there was a massacre on highway seventy-one.” 
 
    Lily paled. “Is Travis hurt?”  
 
    “Nope. Farrell was watching his back.”  
 
    He hung up and the phone rang again. Unknown caller. “Hey, kid, this is Jack. I have Greg housesitting at your place, as per the bosses’ orders and something went down, but I don’t want you going there. Just send the appropriate people and stay out of it. Might be a setup.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Blaine, “what exactly happened?” 
 
    “Body on the porch.” 
 
    Blaine’s heart thumped in his chest. “Man or woman?” 
 
    “Old man.” 
 
    He let out the breath he was holding. “Okay, tell Greg I’ll send people from DPS.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “Texas Rangers Headquarters.” 
 
    “Good enough.” 
 
    He called the Chief on his cell. “Busy day, Chief. Just found out there’s a body reclining on the porch of my Victorian. I’ve been advised not to show up there right now as this may be a ploy to make me dead, but you may need to take a team. I’ve been told it’s the body of an old man.” 
 
    “Think it’s the Governor?” 
 
    “Don’t know, either him or Pinkerton, but I wouldn’t tell Ackerman until you know for sure. Avoid unwanted stress.” 
 
    “Good advice, son. That man can be annoying.” 
 
    “Either way, it’s all linked together and when Ackerman realizes it, we’ll be in for a fight. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “I’m on my way, son. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    Blaine headed towards the new digs. “Lily, call Jesse, and update him on everything that happened today. Tell him not to leave the ranch until further notice.” 
 
      
 
    BACK INSIDE the secure new digs, Blaine greeted Carm in the kitchen with a big hug. “How are you doing in this big place?” He asked in halting Spanish. 
 
    She tried to smile. “Better today, but I wish I had my own frying pan. How long do we have to stay here?” 
 
    He wasn’t telling her about the body on the porch of the Victorian.   
 
    “No se.” 
 
     He opened the invisible fridge—wood paneled to match the cabinetry—and grabbed himself a cold beer. Sitting in the breakfast room peering out at the end of a gray January day, he felt like he was grounded. He couldn’t go to his own house to see Pinkerton—he guessed it was Pinkerton—they’d save the Governor’s body to make a bigger point—at least he would, if it were him. Bikers might be set up in sniper’s nests on his street to pick him off if he dared to show his face—well, he wasn’t having any part of their game. 
 
    Half way through Blaine’s second beer, Travis and Farrell showed up. Finished with their statements, handing their guns in for evidence, and all the rest of it, both of them looked beat. Farrell’s jeans from the knees down were coated in dried muck and slime. His Harley boots were wrecked. Blaine held up his can of Lone Star and pointed at the fridge. 
 
    “How’s Jeff’s wife?” 
 
    “Left lung,” said Farrell. “Small car like that doesn’t give much protection. Right through the driver’s door. Doesn’t look good for her. Overland is crushed.” 
 
    “He thought the guys in The Rule were his best buds,” said Travis. “Wake-up call. The guy ain’t too bright.” 
 
    Farrell chugged half his beer. “But he does love his wife.” 
 
    Lily came from the dining room where she’d been setting the table for dinner and spoke to Blaine. “I talked to Jesse and he’s okay with a bit of down time. He’s busy with the baby anyway.” 
 
    “Good,” said Blaine. “I don’t want him to feel like we’re shutting him out, but I’d rather keep him out of danger.” 
 
    After dinner while Travis and Farrell watched a game, Blaine hunkered down in the study and dug as deep as he possibly could into the hierarchy of The Rule as it now existed. 
 
    Sam Bolivar—Banjo—President for the last year and a half. Blaine uncovered family members, their addresses, Bolivar’s known associates, and past cell mates. He printed off lists of anything he could use and put them in a folder. 
 
    Then he moved on to the VP—Brady Liscombe. An older guy—old for a biker, forty-five to Bolivar’s thirty-one. Blaine went the same route—girlfriend, family, all the addresses he could find, prior convictions and cell mates. 
 
    Third guy was the enforcer—Doug LeGarde—bad dude. Long police record but only a couple of convictions. Seven arrests for attempted murder, but not enough evidence to take him to trial. This guy was serious trouble. He dug deeper into Doug’s business.  
 
    The Rule’s clubhouse had been rebuilt on the same property—the dead-end street running off ninety-five south of Indian Springs—after Race Ogilvie burned it to the ground on his rampage of revenge.  
 
    Blaine couldn’t find any information on the Custom business, The Rule used to run in Henderson—bike shop, but it’s main purpose was selling drugs. Maybe it was never rebuilt. Maybe they sold the empty lot and bought something new. 
 
    All he was getting was more questions. If Pinkerton was running the show and now he’d been eliminated, did the bikers go rogue and kill him to take over? Or did Pinkerton piss off somebody higher up the chain and the order came down to take the old man out. Are the bikers only puppets and a deadlier group is pulling the strings?  
 
    For something this big, Blaine didn’t think the bikers were capable of the organizational skills it took—not on their own. Someone had to be higher than Pinkerton, but who? Someone else in politics? A mob connection? 
 
    None of the top three in the rule connected to anybody like that. 
 
    A tap on the door interrupted his train of thought and Farrell stuck his head in. “We got ourselves a visitor.” 
 
    “How could we? Nobody knows where we are.” Blaine stood up, tried to rub the stiffness out of his neck and followed Farrell to the sitting room at the front of the house. Blaine’s eyes widened. “Mom, how did you get here?” 
 
    “I drove, sugar.” She stood up and gave him a hug. 
 
    “I meant, how did you find me?” 
 
    “I inquired.” 
 
    “Nobody knows how to inquire.” 
 
    Annie smiled. “Let’s have a beer.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Blaine asked Jack the junker.  
 
    Jack, looking freshly showered and pleased with himself, sat with the other junkers playing cards at the kitchen table. “Boss said Mrs. Powell was allowed access.” 
 
    Blaine shook his head. “He doesn’t even know my mother.” 
 
    Jack laughed. “Wouldn’t be too sure about that.” 
 
      
 
    HE WOKE, MOANING loud and long. The pain shooting from the stump to his brain was more than he could bear. More than any human being could bear.  
 
    “Help me. Somebody help me.” He rocked back and forth on the wooden chair he was tied to and it tipped over. His face hit the cement floor and he felt the skin rip. The pain in his face was a few seconds of welcome relief from the throbbing in the stump.  
 
    His moaning grew louder, then the blackness and dizziness came again. Before he passed out he heard thumping on the floor above his head. 
 
    “Shut up down there.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Thursday, January 4th. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE ARRIVED ten minutes early at the morgue, sat in his truck in the parking lot and used the time to call Keith Vargas in the Vegas gang squad. 
 
    “Detective Vargas, good morning. Blaine Blackmore.” 
 
    “Morning, sir, how’s your investigation going?” 
 
    “Not worth a flying fuck, but maybe you can help a little.” 
 
    “Anything to help take down the fucking Rule—my worst nightmare—although nothing could make them as bad as when Ogilvie was their King.” 
 
    “That hits too close to home for me,” said Blaine. “I’ll buy you a beer one day and tell you the Ogilvie story.” 
 
    “Love to hear it,” said Vargas. “What can I help with?” 
 
    “I need to know a membership total—how many are at home, and how many are away.” 
 
    “Yeah, that shouldn’t be too hard with our man inside. He can figure that out for you.” 
 
    “Great, the important part is the location of Bolivar, Liscombe and LeGarde. I think they’re on me here in Austin, but I need to confirm.” 
 
    “Top three?” 
 
    “Yep, if you can.” 
 
    “Back at you, soon as I can.” 
 
      
 
    PINKERTON’S EMACIATED AND FRAIL body lay in the center of the stainless-steel table. He appeared helpless and pitiful, but appearances could be deceiving. Blaine crossed the chilly room and refocused on the evil that had lurked inside the man. A lot of bruising was apparent on his bird-like arms and legs and there was a neat and tidy hole in his temple.  
 
    The hole in his head matches Freddie Violetta’s. 
 
    Chief Calhoun stood next to the pathologist who was tying on his mask getting ready to begin. “Morning, Blacky. Right on time.” 
 
    Two hours later, on the way upstairs after the formalities were over, Blaine asked, “Not much there that we didn’t already know. Have they tossed his house yet?” 
 
    “Starting this morning. I’ll go over later and see how it’s going? You coming?” 
 
    “Uh huh, I’ll be there, but first I want to see if the biker who survived yesterday’s incident will open up.” 
 
    “I’m surprised one made it to the hospital,” said the Chief. 
 
    “That would be the one Travis took out. Farrell doesn’t leave them talking too often.” 
 
    A smile spread across the Chief’s face. “Young Farrell is quite a cop.” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “He’s the brother I never had.” 
 
    “He has a younger brother, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Neil. Annie sent him to a private school and now he’s in college on a baseball scholarship. “Great kid. Amazing short-stop. And he’s as funny as hell.” 
 
    “All her boys are lucky she found them. Her success rate is incredible.” 
 
    “I’m the luckiest,” said Blaine. No smile. “She adopted me.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS PARKED IN JEFF OVERLAND’S driveway. No vehicle, but then there wouldn’t be with his rig in impound and his wife’s Kia right beside it, full of bullet holes. 
 
    “Think he’s home?” asked Farrell. 
 
    “Here or at the hospital.” Travis glanced at the clock on the dash, “and it ain’t visiting hours yet.” 
 
    They stood at the breezeway door, Farrell knocking and Travis a bit to his left—in case. Older ranch with an open space between the house and garage, roof over top and framed in windows, each side of the doorways front and back, but no glass. Texas was never this fuckin cold.                
 
    Jeff Overland jerked the door open, his eyes puffy and red, his clothes the same ones he had worn the day before—except for the t-shirt he’d sacrificed for his wife. “What? Can’t I have some peace? You can see I’m a fuckin mess.” 
 
    “Yeah, we can see that, Jeff,” said Farrell without a hint of sympathy, “but you ain’t dead. At least not yet.” 
 
    His eyes widened like he hadn’t thought of the possibility. “You think they’ll try again?” 
 
    “Sure will,” said Travis. “Failure ain’t tolerated in their little game. They were sent to kill you and it didn’t happen. Whoever sent them won’t be happy. More will come.” 
 
    Overland’s wide shoulders slumped, and he stared at the linoleum. “Fuck, I thought it was over.” 
 
    “It ain’t over till it’s over. Yogi Berra said that.” Farrell waxed poetic as he pushed the door open wider. “How about answering a couple of questions, then you can get back to waiting for the next bunch to jump your ass.” 
 
    Overland pointed a chunky finger in Farrell’s face. “Shut up.” 
 
    Farrell chuckled. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? I shut up and it all goes away. Well it ain’t gonna happen. You’re up to your neck in a sex trafficking ring and the people at the top are gonna eliminate you because you fucked up. Sure as grass grows in spring.” 
 
    “I didn’t fuck up. I did my job.” Jeff plunked his big bulk down on one of the kitchen chairs and stared at Farrell. “What the hell should I do?” 
 
    Farrell turned to Travis who was leaning on the counter over by the sink. “What should he do, partner?” 
 
    “He should come in out of the cold. Give us what he’s got and ask for protective custody. I don’t see any other choices. You can run from these guys, but you can’t hide. They’ll get you in the end. They never give up. Never.” 
 
    “What kind of time am I looking at?” Jeff ran his big hands through the long auburn mop. 
 
    “That’s between you and the DA’s office,” said Travis. “You or you and your lawyer sit down with the prosecutor. They evaluate what you’ve got to offer, and they make a bargain.” 
 
    “That’s only if you ain’t dead,” said Farrell. “I’m going out for a smoke. “Think it over, Jeff.” 
 
    Before Farrell lit up, he took his spare Remington out of the back seat and chambered a round. He raised the scope and searched all the rooftops on the street.  
 
    Wonder they haven’t hit him by now. Maybe they had to send new hitters from Vegas. Road trip. 
 
    He leaned on the back of Travis’s truck and pulled a pack of Marlborough’s out of his pocket. “Uh huh.” Farrell heard the rumble in the distance and beat it back to the house.  
 
    He flung the door open and hollered, “We got company coming. Jeff, in the bathroom and lock the door. Partner, pick a spot.” Farrell grabbed his cell and called it in. 
 
    “I’ll take the front door.” Travis was on the run with his Glock already in his hand. 
 
    The Harleys cruised down the street, saw the truck in the driveway and went on by. 
 
    “Three,” hollered Farrell. “I’m using the breezeway.” He dropped to his knees in front of the framed in window that had no glass and rested his rifle on the sill. 
 
    The bikers turned at the end of the street and closed formation to make their run. Farrell looked up and down the street and saw no pedestrians. The weather was too fuckin cold for Texas and people were huddled inside.  
 
    Here they come. 
 
    The leader gave a little gas, so he could coast while he fired his automatic weapon. He had it on bursts of three and the first three hit Travis’s truck.  
 
    Farrell took careful aim, his breathing slow and steady and he squeezed the trigger gently as the lead biker’s neck came in the cross hairs. 
 
    Bang. The leader was down and the two behind him were yelling to each other as they jumped off their bikes and ran towards the house laying down sprays. 
 
    Bang. The second one dropped. Travis. The third one was headed straight for Farrell and he placed a round in the middle of his forehead. 
 
    Bikes and bodies as lawn ornaments. Bigger and uglier than gnomes. A few neighbors ventured outside to see what was happening on their quiet street. 
 
    Sirens sounded. Help arrived. A little late but not unwelcome. 
 
    Chief Gillespie, a tall man, with a back straight as a ram-rod stepped out of his squad and strode across the lawn. “Ranger Donovan, is this more of the same?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Trying to eliminate another of their drivers.” 
 
    “This has to stop.” 
 
    “We’re trying to make it stop, sir.” 
 
    “Yes, you are.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE STOOD BESIDE the bed of the biker Travis had shot the previous day. He was on the surgical recovery floor, left wrist chained to the bed rail and a guard outside his door. 
 
    He opened his eyes, stared at Blaine and turned his head.  
 
    “What do you want?” he mumbled. “Beat it, kid.” 
 
    “Banjo been in to see you?” asked Blaine. “Think he cares you almost died trying to follow an order?” 
 
    “Piss off.” 
 
    “Your leg is wrecked. You won’t be able to ride. Too bad. No ride. You’re out of the club.” 
 
    “Shut up,” the biker hollered. “Get him out of here.” 
 
    A nurse came in and asked Blaine to leave. 
 
    He was in the elevator on his way to the main floor when Ackerman called. “I’ll be in Chief Calhoun’s office in an hour. I’d like you to be there.” 
 
    “You’re in luck. I’m heading over there now.” 
 
      
 
    ACKERMAN WAS SEATED in front of Chief Calhoun’s desk when Blaine arrived with a coffee tray from Starbucks. 
 
    “Thank you, son,” said the Chief, “that was thoughtful.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Ackerman, pushing his Styrofoam cup out of the way. “I could use a decent coffee.”  
 
    “What’s the emergency meeting about, Special Agent Ackerman?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “You know damn well what it’s about, son. I called that reporter—that Mary Polito—and demanded to know who in hell told her she could print any information about the governor’s hand, and she said she couldn’t give up her source.” Ackerman waved a hand as big as a catcher’s mitt through the air. “They all say that, but I know sure as Christ was a cowboy that it was you.”  
 
    Blaine shrugged. “The hand came to me; therefore it was my property. I believe my name and address is printed on the Fed-Ex label and it’s in evidence, isn’t it Chief?”  
 
    A smile played around the Chief’s mouth as he sipped his coffee. 
 
    “You gave no indication that the severed hand was a secret, Agent Ackerman.” 
 
    “The way you operate baffles the brain, kiddo. I can’t figure out what makes you tick.” 
 
    “Justice does it for me,” said Blaine.  
 
    “But underneath the tats and the clothes you wear,” Ackerman’s disgust showed in his face, “you’re an attorney, and a brilliant one, from all reports. You know the law better than most.” 
 
    “First and foremost, I’m a criminologist. Sometimes my legal degree gets in my way,” said Blaine. “I admit it.” 
 
    A tap on the door interrupted the conversation.  
 
    Travis opened the door a crack. “Brought Jeff Overland in and we had a bit of trouble, boss. Need to see you.” 
 
    “I’ll come too,” said the Chief. “We’re finished here, aren’t we, Roy?” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS LEANED on the wall next to interrogation room one and related what had happened earlier at the Overland residence.  
 
    “Three dead?” The chief raised an eyebrow. “I’ll get all the reports from Chief Gillespie.” 
 
    “The good part is,” said Farrell, “after he was locked in the bathroom for an hour and his house got shot to hell, Jeff decided to come in out of the cold. He’s gonna tell Blacky what he’s got and go for a plea with the DA.” 
 
    “Good work, guys. We need something solid and maybe Overland has it. Once I talk to him, I’ll call Perry Leighton.” 
 
    Chief Calhoun shook Farrell’s hand and then Travis’s. “Glad you boys came out of that one unhurt. Second day in a row for both of you.” 
 
    “I’m running short on rifles, Chief,” said Farrell. “Had to hand over my best baby and my spare. Got to get me a new one this afternoon.” 
 
    “I’ll speak to firearms and see you get a couple of replacements.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE SAT ACROSS from Jeff Overland and passed him a coffee. “Heard you had a rough morning?” 
 
    “If it wasn’t for your boys, I wouldn’t be sitting here. Have to admit it.” 
 
    “I’m glad you decided to protect yourself and your wife, Jeff. Right now, I’d say coming in is your only option.” 
 
    “Looks like it. Never should have messed in anything that dirty in the first place—thing was, I had no work. Those guys are paying about triple what I’d get for a haul like that. Faye was working double shifts to pay the mortgage and I was down on myself cause she had to do it.” He shook the long auburn hair. “Stupidest thing I ever did was believe those lying bikers.” 
 
    Blaine placed a little recorder on the table. “Okay, let’s see what you have and if it’s useful, I’ll talk to the DA and set up a meeting.” 
 
    Jeff put his hands together to stop them from shaking. 
 
    “I was going across the border at Brownsville once a week and driving south-east about forty miles to a little Mexican town called Playa Chiro—it’s on the Gulf so the girls can come in by boat.” 
 
    “And they kept the girls somewhere there until they were picked up?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Near the dock area there are a couple of warehouses. The only one I went to had a sign on the front saying it was for… like you know… lettuce and carrots and stuff like that.” 
 
    “Produce warehouse?” 
 
    “Yeah, produce.” 
 
    “How often did the boats arrive?” 
 
    “That I couldn’t say. I’d get a call to make a pick up, and that’s when I’d go. The girls would be there.” 
 
    “How many at a time, usually?” 
 
    “Anywhere from ten to twenty. Couldn’t be more because until we crossed, they had to be…” He hung his head and took a breath, “stashed in the secret area.” 
 
    “And where did you deliver them in Texas?” 
 
    “I never delivered to anywhere except the truck stop. The people would bring vans and transfer them. I’d get paid in cash and go home.” 
 
    “Did you talk to other drivers that delivered to different drop-off points?” 
 
    “Bobby-Joe sometimes delivered to the truck stop in Houston. The big one on I-10.” 
 
    “I know the one,” said Blaine. “After the girls left your truck, did you ever hear where they would be going next?” 
 
    “The people that came to pick up the girls barely said anything to me. The transfer was as fast as they could make it and they were gone.” 
 
    “It would be,” said Blaine, “but you might have overheard a word or two, the name of a place or one of the pick-up people might have called another one by name. Can you think of anything like that?” 
 
    “Roger was one of them, but I never heard a last name. Once I heard one of them mention Round Rock, but I don’t know if that helps y’all. Round Rock is pretty big.” 
 
    “It might help.” Blaine jotted it down. “Did you ever worry that these people were dangerous?” 
 
    “That was my stupid self,” said Jeff. “I never did. There was only one of the bikers that ever scared me a little, and he was the number one guy.” 
 
    “Banjo?” 
 
    “How’d you know his name?” 
 
    “He’s president of The Rule out of Vegas.” 
 
    “He’s a scary dude,” said Jeff. “The one night he came to the truck stop to make sure things were going right, I got real bad vibes from him. He put me on edge and that’s the night I wrote them down.” 
 
    “Wrote what down?” 
 
    “The tags on the vans.” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “You just got yourself a deal, Jeff.” 
 
      
 
    BEFORE HEADING OVER to the DA’s office, Blaine had one of the girls in motor vehicles run the plates that Jeff had provided. They were scratched in ball-point on the inside of a pack of Parliaments’. 
 
    Freshly armed with new ordnance from DPS, Farrell rode shotgun while Blaine drove, and Travis sat in the back with Jeff Overland.  
 
    “I’m nervous,” mumbled Jeff as Blaine stopped at the curb to let Jeff, Farrell and Travis out in front of the building.  
 
    “Get him inside.” 
 
    Travis and Farrell shielded Overland from incoming and got him through the door in a millisecond. “Wait here for Blacky,” said Farrell.  
 
    “Can I get a drink at that fountain,” asked Overland. “My throat is about parched.” 
 
    “Sure.” Farrell walked him over. 
 
    Blaine caught up and pushed the elevator button for the second floor. When the doors opened, he turned to his left and the others followed. He tapped on Leighton’s door and stuck his head in. “Where do you want us, Miss Simpkins?” 
 
    “In the boardroom, Mr. Blackmore. Mr. Leighton will be along shortly.” 
 
    Blaine pointed. “The meeting is in the boardroom. This way.” 
 
    The boys were all seated when Perry Leighton entered with his assistant. He walked directly to Blaine and offered his hand. “So nice to see you, Blaine. Been a while.” Then he shook hands with Travis and Farrell. “Major Bristol, pleasure to have you here.” 
 
    Blaine introduced Jeff Overland and Leighton shook his hand. “Mr. Overland, I’m happy to listen to what you’ve got for us. Ten girls are dead and those are only the ones we know about. We’re dealing with a serious situation that needs to be put to rest as soon as possible and the people responsible need to be brought to justice.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I realized after I got mixed up in it that it was something shameful and I want to make it right.” Overland hung his head and said with a sniffle. “And now my wife has been shot and she might die because of my stupidity.” 
 
    “Blaine, do you want to tell me what Mr. Overland has for us?” 
 
    “I ran the tags that Jeff wrote down and these are the registrations DMV came up with. I haven’t had time yet to look into the names. Two of the vans were registered to a Palmer Tambosso, and one to Roger Pinkerton.” 
 
    “Senator Pinkerton’s grandson?” asked Leighton. 
 
    “You know him?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “I’ve met him on occasion.” 
 
    Blaine dropped it, feeling the DA had more to say on the subject in private. 
 
    Leighton concentrated on Jeff Overland. “If we agree to a plea bargain, Mr. Overland, you realize you’ll have to testify in court to seeing the girls getting into the vans bearing these tags.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. That’s exactly what I saw.” 
 
    “How many times did these same vans meet your truck at the appointed place?” 
 
    Overland started to say something, then hesitated. “I was going to say eleven, but the last time at the Bastrop truck stop, the vans didn’t get there before I was arrested… so, ten times.” 
 
    The DA raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been doing this for several months then, have you?” 
 
    “I think I started in October. That’s when Bobby-Joe Friedlander recruited me.” 
 
    Leighton to Blaine: “Mr. Friedlander is one of the deceased truckers?” 
 
    “Yes, along with his helper, Freddie Violetta.” 
 
    “I think we can work something out, Mr. Overland, and once that’s done we’ll figure out a safe place for you to stay.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Leighton. I’m more worried about where my wife will be safe when they release her from the hospital.” 
 
    “We’ll consider that as well.” Leighton pointed at the door, “You can wait in the hallway with the deputies. We won’t be long.” 
 
    Once Overland was gone and the door was closed Leighton looked again at the names. “Roger Pinkerton is bad news. Spoiled by his grandfather, he’s been out of control and in and out of trouble for quite a while, but I never suspected he’d be into anything this vile and disgusting.” 
 
    “Senator Pinkerton was his grandfather?” asked Blaine. “And now his grandfather is dead?” 
 
    “We have to connect the dots, Blaine.” 
 
    “Uh huh. We do. This other name ring any bells?” 
 
    “Palmer Tambosso?” Leighton gave it a moment’s thought. “It has a bit of a mob resonance, but I can’t say for sure.” 
 
    “Hope not,” said Blaine. “It’s rough enough already.” 
 
    “The best man is on it,” said Leighton, “and they’re feeling threatened. Make sure you have protection.” 
 
    “I have Farrell and Travis.” 
 
    “I’ve heard reports about young Farrell coming into his own.” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “My mom taught him and I’m glad he’s on my team.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE LEFT the DA’s office with Travis and Farrell. “Okay, thanks to you guys saving Overland’s ass, we’ve got new information. I’ll drop you two at DPS to pick up your truck. Y’all cruise Roger Pinkerton’s address. See what we’re dealing with there—how close the neighbors are, if it’s a high traffic area, and all that. See if there’s any way we can get surveillance on him. I’ll have to dig into the other guy, Tambosso, to get more information.” 
 
    “What will you be doing, boss?” asked Farrell. 
 
    Blaine smiled at the daily question. “I’m going to the Pinkerton Estate to see if the search team turned anything up that we can use.” 
 
    “What about the old man’s funeral?” asked Travis. “Think any of the principals will attend?” 
 
    “Worth a shot, Trav. I’ll find out when and where. We might get lucky.” 
 
    “We haven’t yet,” Farrell grumbled his impatience. “The guys pulling the strings are well hidden.” 
 
    “We’re peeling back the layers,” said Blaine. “They can’t hide indefinitely.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE DROPPED the boys and was headed towards Bee Creek Terrace when his cell jangled. “Jesse, glad you called. How are things going at the ranch?” 
 
    “Not bad. I feel like I’m not doing my share, but Lily told me it would be best if I laid low for a bit. What’s going on? Is it that bad?” 
 
    “We had to move to a more secure place, as per the boss. He’s worried they’ll try to eliminate me.” 
 
    “I guess you don’t want me coming there. They might have a tail on me. They’ve been here once already.” 
 
    “Could be, and there’s nothing you can do.” Blaine brought him up to speed.  
 
    “That’s a bit of a break. It’s got to unravel somewhere.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m hoping it’s with the grandson if we can push him hard enough. The boys are casing his place right now.” 
 
    “Let me know if you want me.” 
 
    Blaine drove through the open gate at Senator Pinkerton’s place and parked behind a row of squad cars. He turned off the engine and his cell rang again. He checked the screen. Vegas PD. 
 
    “Detective Vargas, thanks for getting back to me.” 
 
    “No problem, I’m thinking if you get the info you need, I might be doing myself a favor in the short run.” 
 
    “Hope you’re right.” 
 
    “As you suspected, the top three plus about a dozen prospects are ‘out of state’ on a job,” said Vargas. “Our man inside saw scribbling on a pad by the phone that said Super Six, Round Rock, if that helps at all.” 
 
    “Good to know where they’re holed up,” said Blaine, “In the last two days, my boys have eliminated seven of them, in self-defense.” 
 
    “Seven?” 
 
    “No ID’s back yet, so I don’t know if the top three were involved. When I get the identities, I’ll send them your way and you can cross them off your list.” 
 
    “Hey, seven down. You made my day.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS PROGRAMMED Roger Pinkerton’s address into the GPS and followed the directions to the north end of the city. He turned east on Old Settler’s Road and looked across the console to see if Farrell was watching. “We should be getting close. Can you see the numbers?” 
 
    “Nope. The houses are too far back from the road and there’s too many trees. Kind of country living up here.”  
 
    “We need to pass one driveway with a visible number to get our bearings.” Travis turned into a drive to turn around and caught sight of a number on a mailbox. “This one is two-seventy-one.” 
 
    “Okay, we need to go back. We passed two forty.” 
 
    “While we’re here, look for a parking spot for the unit. If we get a tag in the house, we can’t sit on this road. It’s too narrow.” 
 
    “Two more driveways on the other side should be it,” said Farrell. “Slow down. Somebody is coming out.” 
 
     “It’s a van. Get the tag. Did Jeff say what color the vans were?” 
 
    “Not that I heard. That’s a tan Dodge Caravan.” 
 
    “Let’s tail it,” said Travis. “We don’t have the go ahead to do the house.” 
 
    “Sure. Won’t hurt to see where she’s going.” 
 
    “Did you think it was a woman?” asked Travis. “I didn’t see the driver.” 
 
    “She cut the corner a bit sharp and her one tire touched the edge of the culvert. I’d say so.” 
 
    “You’re so fuckin observant, it scares me.” 
 
    Farrell laughed. 
 
    “Stick people in the back window. That tells me she has a husband, two kids and a fuckin turtle.” 
 
    “Even I could tell that,” said Travis. 
 
    They tailed her out to the interstate and she took the ramp for I-35 north. She drove as far as the second exit and put on her signal.  
 
    “See,” said Farrell, “for sure it’s a woman and she’s going to the fuckin Outlet Mall.” 
 
    “Wonder if the house is empty?”  
 
    “Could be, if punk Pinkerton has a job and the two kids are at school. Maybe we should find out if you’re scared of turtles?” 
 
    They drove back to Roger Pinkerton’s property and Travis put in his earwig. “I’m getting out. You drive.” 
 
    “Talk to me if you’re in trouble.”  
 
    Travis hopped out and Farrell got behind the wheel. 
 
    Travis ran through the trees at the edge of the property. The driveway led to a long, low rancher built at the back of the lot against a stand of pine. No car in the drive, but there could be one in the garage. He skirted around the back. The house was quiet and had an empty feel to it. The sliding patio door leading into the kitchen was closed but not locked—no stick in the track either. Travis grabbed the handle with the end of his jacket over his hand and slid the door open. He stepped into the kitchen, searched out his favorite spot and was clear in forty-five seconds.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Friday, January 5th. 
 
    Blaine’s Birthday. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE WOKE WITH A JUMBLE of thoughts rolling around in his brain. How did Annie know the boss? Nobody knew who the Blackmore Agency worked for. Nobody. When was Misty coming home? Would she always be getting evil messages if she was near him? How could they ever be a couple?  
 
    Lexi whined beside the king-sized bed when she heard him roll over. “Not even light yet, girl, but I can’t sleep. Let’s go out for a smoke.” 
 
    Blaine joined Rick, one of the junkers, on the flagstone terrace for a smoke. The protection crew had been keeping a low profile like they said they would, but after all the crap coming at him at his house it was better for Carm and Lily to be here. 
 
    Carm was up and dressed, a spotless white apron covering her dress. How many white aprons did she have?  The smell of fresh coffee greeted Blaine when he came in from the cold January dawn.  
 
    “Feliz cumpleanos.” She smiled and gave him a hug before pouring him a mug of caffeine. 
 
    “I forgot it was my birthday. How did you remember?” 
 
    She shrugged and turned back to the huge restaurant sized grill she was cooking on. 
 
    Blaine took his coffee into the study to check his emails before breakfast. One from Misty.  
 
    ‘Hi sweetheart, I’m feeling better and I can almost walk on my leg. I’ll be home as soon as I have better mobility. My Mom is cooking all my favorites and I’m putting on weight every day.  
 
    This is what the two of us have figured out. My mother is a professional psychic, much more credible than me.  
 
    I keep seeing a warehouse. It’s in a place where there are a lot of warehouses in a row. When the vision comes to me, it comes with a stink in the air like it’s close to something rotten. The warehouse is the same as the others except for a big square box on the roof. 
 
    Inside are rows of boxes stacked high. Rows and rows. And a yellow fork-lift truck. Behind all the rows of boxes are three doors. Two of them are washrooms—men’s’ and lady’s. the third door goes into a small room with beds in it—like cots. A row of cots. Sometimes I see little girls in the room and they are crying. Sometimes the room is empty. 
 
    I wish I had more specifics for you. Love Misty. 
 
    Blaine typed a lengthy reply and thanked her and her mother for their efforts.  
 
    Should I say I love her? I’m not sure. I shouldn’t compare my feelings for Misty to the ones I have for Annie. They’re not even close. 
 
    He typed, Love Blaine, and pressed send. Then moved on to the next job. He needed pictures of the top three bikers in The Rule, plus Roger Pinkerton and Palmer Tambosso. The boys needed to know what the bad guys looked like. 
 
    Blaine typed a few keystrokes and pulled up the first one. Sam Bolivar was a good-looking guy. Even his non-flattering mug shot couldn’t take that away from him. Long dark hair and brown eyes, he resembled Race Ogilvie a little too much. 
 
    VP Brady Liscombe was not so gifted in the looks department. Tall and gangly with sandy hair, his face had a couple of deep scars. One on his right cheek below his eye and a jagged one across his forehead. 
 
    The Enforcer, Doug LeGarde looked the part. Five ten according to the height on his mug shot, wide shoulders and huge biceps. He was dark complexioned with dead blue eyes. 
 
    Blaine printed copies of the bikers then tried to find pictures of Roger Pinkerton and Tambosso. He found Tambosso first because he had a record. Possession and a couple of minor charges a year earlier. He looked young, although his sheet put him at twenty-nine. Dark curly hair, short and stocky. While Blaine was searching he found an address for him. 
 
    No picture of Roger Pinkerton. Maybe he’d show up at his grandfather’s funeral and Blaine would take one then.  
 
      
 
    “HAPPY BIRTHDAY, BOSS,” said Farrell, when Blaine came to the kitchen for breakfast. “You’re almost an old man now, what are you, twenty-two?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    Carm smiled and put a plate of waffles in front of him. 
 
    “You get waffles on your birthday?” asked Farrell, “I hope Carm makes waffles for me.” 
 
    Lily smiled at Farrell. “I’m sure she will.” 
 
    After breakfast, Blaine passed out the pictures. “Haven’t found one yet of Roger Pinkerton. Leighton said he was in and out of trouble, yet I couldn’t find a jacket for him.” 
 
    “Maybe the old guy was pulling a few strings,” said Travis. “Keep the family name out of the papers.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” said Blaine. “Could be.” 
 
    “We got work, boss?” asked Farrell. “Be a shame to have a day off.” 
 
    “Well, that’s what y’all are gonna get. After you do a locate on Tambosso’s digs, y’all are gonna sleep until dinner.” 
 
    “Am I sleeping, boss?” asked Lily flashing a perfect set of teeth. 
 
    “Nope. You’re trying to find a decent picture of Roger Pinkerton and it wouldn’t hurt to have one of his wife too.” 
 
    Travis seldom said much in the morning, but he gave Lily a pleading glance and asked her to check on his truck in impound. “After I get it back from the techs, I’ll be without it while the bullet holes are being fixed.” 
 
    Blaine nodded at Lily. “Rent Travis a truck and he can pick it up while he’s out with Farrell.” 
 
    Lily added it to her list. 
 
    “What will you be doing, boss?” asked Farrell. 
 
    “I’m going with an Austin PD officer and escorting Jeff Overland and his wife to a safe-house.” Blaine smirked at his brother. “That okay with you, bro?” 
 
    “I like to make sure you ain’t sitting on your ass while me and Trav are out busting ours.” 
 
    “Beat it,” said Blaine and Farrell took off hooting. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE LEANED BACK in her leather desk chair while she talked on the phone. Alone in her office at the back of the house, she had closed the door and locked it, so she wouldn’t be overheard or interrupted. “I understand perfectly what you’re telling me. It’s his birthday today, but of course you knew that. I’ll do a dry run this afternoon, then tonight I’ll do what you need done.” 
 
    Annie ended the call, thinking about the job she was assigned, then put it out of her mind long enough to call Lily’s cell to talk about the party. “I have one errand this afternoon, then I’ll pick up the cake. What else do you need?” 
 
    “I think we have everything, Mrs. Powell. Jack is good at picking up whatever is on our list.” 
 
    “Too bad Misty is away for Blaine’s birthday, but she needs time to heal.” 
 
    “It’s only dinner,” said Lily, “the boys have surveillance after dark.” 
 
    I have another engagement as well.  
 
      
 
    MID-AFTERNOON, ANNIE dressed in black leather pants, a red sparkly tank and then added a leather jacket to cover her waist holster. She removed her Remington with the B-25 scope and her sawed off Winchester from the gun cabinet, loaded them both and shoved extra ammo into her black leather purse along with her leather gloves and Taser. 
 
    She had made such a mess of her life with Race, and her marriage to Jesse, she was thrilled to be offered this job. She desperately wanted to be part of the team, even if it was a secret part that her boys could never know anything about. In her new role, she would be the watcher—the guardian angel. When called upon, she would use her skills to ease a situation that couldn’t be handled any other way. She smiled thinking of herself as a last resort. Hey, it took her mind off her misery and got her out of the house.  
 
    She drove her old dark blue pickup north on seventy-seven, then took a left onto two ninety, north again on ninety-six and she was almost there.  
 
    She cruised the Super Six, circled the building and noted the two rooms with Harleys parked in front. One eleven and one twelve. 
 
    The motel was located on a strip of highway with other hotels/motels, fast food places and a couple of sports bars. She paid special attention to the two bars closest to the Super Six. One of them, Billy Bob’s Bar and Grill had three bikes in the parking lot. That might be the watering hole of choice. 
 
    Next to the Super Six was a Hampton Inn, four floors high with a roof access ladder, but it would take too much time to climb down when she finished her assignment. Across the street a motel called Round Rock Rest had only two floors, the upper floor offered outdoor access and a railing all the way around. One of the end units faced the street. She looked through the scope and read the number beside the door. Two thirteen. Lucky thirteen.  
 
    She parked next to the office and checked in early to make sure she got the room she wanted.  
 
    “You’d be better at the back, ma’am,” said the clerk. “The traffic noise might keep you awake.” 
 
    Annie kept her sun glasses on and flashed him a smile. “I’ll be fine.” She showed the false ID the boss had sent her and pushed cash across the Formica counter. 
 
    He shrugged, took her money and gave her the key. 
 
    With only one other customer in for the night, Annie carried her two cases up the steps and into her room. She set up, then drove south to Smithville for dinner. 
 
      
 
    DINNER WAS LOW KEY. Blaine’s day hadn’t been as productive as he’d hoped. Faye Wellman developed an infection in her lung and took a turn for the worse. Her doctor sent her back to ICU and she wasn’t able to go to the safe-house with Jeff Overland. He was beside himself with worry.  
 
    Pinkerton’s funeral was a huge state affair with flowery eulogies extolling the man’s virtues and his lifetime commitment to the state of Texas. Listening to it almost made Blaine puke in the cavernous Anglican church. The worst of it was the last speaker, grandson Roger, sobbing at the lectern for the patriarch of the family that he would miss so much.  
 
    At the cemetery, Blaine had snapped a few shots of Roger on his phone, scanned them at home and printed off a passable eight by ten. Twenty-eight years old and already losing his hair, Roger was about five eight and slight. Horn-rimmed glasses and a pasty complexion. Nerdy and unattractive, a polar opposite to his wife, Diane, a pretty blonde one year younger. 
 
    At the dinner table, Farrell was lively as always, telling jokes and making Lily laugh. Lily sat next to Travis, but Blaine couldn’t tell if there was any progress in that area, or if Travis had backed off. Never one to express his feelings, lately, Travis was quieter than ever, leaning towards mute. Was something bothering him? Or was it because Annie was sitting on the other side of him. His affair with Annie had been rocky, and at the same time, hot and heavy. Could be he wasn’t over it and with Annie and Lily at the same table, Travis was paralyzed. Were any of Annie’s conquests ever over her? Nope. Don’t think so. 
 
    “These are great enchiladas, Carmelita,” said Jack. “Best I ever had.” 
 
    “Gracias.” 
 
    “My favorite,” said Blaine. He winked at her. “Thanks, Carm.” 
 
    After the table was cleared, Annie lit the candles and brought the cake over from the sideboard. “My baby boy is twenty-three today.” 
 
    Blaine felt heat flood his face. “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    Huge slices of chocolate cake were served with French Vanilla ice cream and coffee, then the girls cleared the dishes while Blaine held a meeting in the study with Travis and Farrell.  
 
      
 
    ANNIE SAID HER GOODBYES and headed out. It would take her nearly an hour to get to her destination. She parked in the second row at Billy Bob’s Bar and Grill where she had a clear sight line of riders turning in off the highway. The time on the dash: Ten forty. Shouldn’t be too much longer if they were coming. 
 
    Ten fifty-five the rumble grew closer and she guessed how many there were. Six? She watched as they pulled in in a line and she ID’d the first three bikes. Bolivar rode a blacked-out chopper, Liscombe was on a red Fat Boy and Doug LeGarde straddled a slime green Sportster.  
 
    Should she go in and have a drink and watch them? Might as well. If they’d done a complete work-up on Blaine, they might have her picture, but then again, they might not. The boss hadn’t said no contact, so he wasn’t concerned about it, why should she be?  
 
    Annie walked through the door and the first thing she noticed was the noise. Billy Bob’s was loud. Country music blared, cowboys and bikers hollered at each other, and it was early. The night was young. 
 
    She sat on a stool at the bar and ordered a Coors draft.  
 
    The bar tender was a cute young guy in his early thirties, good at his job and quick. “Here you go, Miss. Running a tab?” 
 
    Annie nodded. “I’ll run a little one.” 
 
    Can’t drink much. Need to be dead sober for later. 
 
    It wasn’t long before drinks started arriving. Not surprising, it always happened. The bartender, Chris, was his name, would slide a draft over to her and point to the guy who had sent it her way. 
 
    In turn, Annie would nod their way and give them a smile. Not too often would they come over and try for more, but sometimes they did. This was one of those times. 
 
    Bolivar was at a table with his boys and he sent her a beer. The minute she smiled at him, he was standing right next to her. “Looking for company?” he asked. 
 
    “Nope, but thanks for the beer.” She pointed to the empty stool next to her and he sat down.  
 
    Sam Bolivar was a good-looking dude. Dark hair and eyes, he reminded her a lot of Race. 
 
    “What’s your name, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Portia.” 
 
    “Fancy name for a beautiful lady. What are you doing at Billy Bob’s? You look like you should be in a club downtown.” 
 
    Annie shrugged. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Drinking, plain and simple.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m doing. Drinking, plain and simple.” 
 
    “Maybe you want to drink with me? I could show you a good time.” 
 
    “Even though you look like a good time, I can’t. I have to go to work.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” said Bolivar. 
 
    Annie nodded. “Damn shame. Maybe tomorrow night?” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Bolivar’s face lit up.  
 
    “Same time. Same place.” 
 
    “You got it.” He gave her a thumbs up and went back to his table. 
 
    That was fun. 
 
      
 
    SMILING, ANNIE RETURNED to her motel to wait. Give Bolivar and his men a couple of hours to drink and they’d be ready to sleep. Maybe they’d close the bar.  
 
    Should’ve had a nap. 
 
    Quarter to two when she heard them on the street. She picked up the Remington with the scope and the silencer and tightened the screws on her scope. She pulled on her gloves and turned off the outside light before she stepped out the door onto the balcony. The motel was silent. All the guests were sleeping. A chilly breeze made her shiver as she stood in the shadows against the stucco wall waiting until they came into sight.  
 
    As they pulled into their two adjoining units directly across the road, she dropped to her knees and rested the rifle barrel on the railing. She watched as they went through the ritual she’d done hundreds of times herself and knew by heart—put the kickstand down with the Harley boot, take off the helmet and hang it on the bars. During the time it took to hang up the helmets before they went inside was the only window she had. Starting at the right-hand side she picked them off in quick succession. Six barely audible pops. Six head shots leaving no doubt.  
 
    Too bad about Bolivar. 
 
    Not lingering to stare at her kill, she picked up her brass and shoved it into her jacket pocket.  
 
    Inside her room, Annie packed up her gear and left by the rear entrance. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Saturday, January 6th. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE’S CELL WOKE him out of a deep sleep and a dream he was having about Misty coming home. He grabbed for the phone that wouldn’t shut up, knocked a can of Coke off the nightstand and cursed. “Yeah, who is it?” 
 
    “Sorry, Blaine, I thought you’d be up. It’s Mary.” 
 
    “What’s up, Mary?” 
 
    “I wondered if you knew anything about the six dead bikers they found at the motel up in Round Rock?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I guess you don’t. Sorry I bothered you.” 
 
    Blaine sat on the side of the bed and tried to focus. “Hang on, Mary. Tell me what you know.” 
 
    “Nothing more than that. Somebody here in the office heard the call come in on the police scanner early this morning.” 
 
    “Shit, Mary, give me a minute to wake up and I’ll see what I can find out.” 
 
    “Call me when you can.” 
 
    Blaine checked the time before he called Chief Calhoun. Six twenty. He should be up. “Chief, what have you heard on the dead bikers up in Round Rock?” 
 
    “No details yet. They could be our guys. As soon as I get to the office, I’ll talk to the Chief in Round Rock and get all the preliminary reports sent over.” 
 
    “I’ll be at the office as soon as I shower and grab a coffee.” 
 
      
 
    AT THE CRACK OF DAWN, Annie was at the barn helping Wayne deliver a new foal. Thoughts of her trip to Round Rock the night before the farthest thing from her mind. Her phone signaled a text and she stood up, brushed the straw from her jeans and stepped out of the stall to read the message.  
 
    Excellent.  
 
    She shrugged and went back to work. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE PICKED UP Chief Calhoun at DPS and drove north through Austin to the Super Six Motel in Round Rock. Two squads were parked sideways blocking each point of entry onto the motel property.  
 
    Blaine braked and showed his creds out the open truck window. “Chief Calhoun wants to take a look at what y’all have here.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Mr. B. Heard talk about your truck, but this is the first time I’ve seen it. Sure is a beauty.” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “Thanks.” He drove up and over the curb and parked near the office, clear of the yellow tape marking off the two units and the bikes. 
 
    The Harleys sat out front in a haphazard row—the Medical Examiner would have moved them to examine the bodies. Pools of blood on the walkway in front of the units in six spots. Blood, tissue and brain matter sprayed against, and clinging to, the stucco wall of the motel. 
 
    Blaine clicked off a few pictures. 
 
    The Medical Examiner had taken the bodies to the morgue, and the Round Rock Crime Scene techs were busy in both rooms searching for evidence. The flatbed hadn’t arrived to take the bikes to the impound yard. 
 
    Blaine and the Chief stood at the door of one twelve and watched for a few minutes, but the room wasn’t going to produce much besides garbage—fast food bags, pizza boxes and beer cans.  
 
    “The best we can hope for,” said Blaine, “if they find anything at all, is a weapon that ties to Senator Pinkerton.” 
 
    “Probably tossed that days ago,” said the Chief. 
 
    They were about to leave when the truck came from DPS to pick up the bikes. The driver didn’t have a helper, so Blaine gave him a hand to load the Harleys.  
 
    “Thanks, Mr. B. Appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
    COUNTY MORGUE was smaller than the one at headquarters, but well-equipped and just as cold. The Chief asked to see the bodies of the six bikers newly arrived and one of the assistant pathologists checked his list and showed them which drawers the boys were in.  
 
    Pulling the corpses out one at a time, Blaine recognized Bolivar, LeGarde and Liscombe. The other three he didn’t know, but they had ID on them when brought in. “Somebody wiped out the top three, Chief, plus three more for good measure.” 
 
    They walked towards the doorway and Chief Calhoun said, “All head shots. One round apiece and nobody heard a damn thing. A sniper. And a damned good one. Had to be.” 
 
    “Uh huh. A sniper.” said Blaine. “Think about it, Chief. From the time those boys parked their rides and took off their helmets until they went into their rooms—how long would the sniper have?” 
 
    “Not long. Less than a minute.” 
 
    “Or less. And six perfect shots? Who the hell is that good?” 
 
    “And who would they be working for?” asked the Chief. “Is the unknown sniper on our side? Or does it just feel that way?” 
 
    “Can’t say,” said Blaine, “but this will throw a huge wrench into their organization. It has to. Bolivar was the logistics organizer, and the middle man. He dealt with all the people higher up the ladder and a lot below too, I bet.” 
 
    “Let’s drive back to the crime scene and figure out where the sniper would have been situated,” said the Chief. “I need to figure this out.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL DROVE TO the first warehouse on the list.  
 
    Travis rode shotgun with the list on his lap. “We’re rechecking all the buildings old man Pinkerton owned to see if any match up with Misty’s dream?” asked Travis. “Have I got that right?” 
 
    “That’s our orders for this morning. Think there’s anything to it, partner?” 
 
    Travis shrugged. “No idea. She did know what Kingsley looked like and she was dead on. The girl never saw that asshole when she made the sketch—only in one of her visions.” 
 
    “That’s true. Guess I’m not much of a believer.” 
 
    “Blacky isn’t either, but he seems to take her seriously.”  
 
    They drove around to each of the properties, going down the list of addresses and marking them off one by one.  
 
    “The last one is up in Round Rock. Maybe we should have checked it first,” said Farrell, “Closest one to where the bikers were holed up.” 
 
    “Can’t believe the fuckers are all dead,” said Travis. “Who the hell would have the balls and the skill to execute six of them?” 
 
    Farrell shrugged. “Only three people I know. Me, Blacky and Mom.” 
 
    Travis punched the dash with his fist. “Fuck, Farrell. Don’t say that.” 
 
    “Okay.” Farrell grinned. “Nobody, I know. Lots of military or alphabet people would have the skill to do wet work like that.” Farrell felt Trav’s tension and changed the subject. “What’s with you and Lily? Is that going anywhere?” 
 
    “I think she might want it to, but I’m not sure. Don’t want to pretend like I’m all crazy about her and then hurt her. She’s nice… like maybe a little too nice for me.” 
 
    “Last night when Annie came over, you seemed tense with both of them there.” 
 
    “Fuck, yeah, I was. Whenever I’m near Annie, I’m kind of hyped up and a bit crazy. Know what I mean?” 
 
    Farrell chuckled. “Not really, because I think of her as my Mom, but okay.” He flicked on his blinker and turned into the industrial area north of town. “It fuckin stinks around here.” He rolled up his window. 
 
    “Reclaimed land they call it,” said Travis. “Used to be a landfill site.” He pointed to the print out of Misty’s description. “She said it stunk.” 
 
    “Okay, maybe we’re close. Which one was Pinkerton’s building? They all look the same.” 
 
    “Says here, they all look the same except for the one with the big box on the roof.” 
 
    “Let’s find it.” Farrell drove around the block and spotted it. “How about that one?” 
 
    Travis checked the address. “Yep, that’s one of the Senator’s buildings.” 
 
    “A van and two SUV’s in the parking lot.” 
 
    “Is that the van punk Pinkerton’s wife was driving?” 
 
    “Is it a Dodge Caravan?” 
 
    “Yep,” said Travis. “We need to come back here tonight.” 
 
    “Damn right,” said Farrell. 
 
      
 
    BACK AT the Super Six in Round Rock, the techs were still doing due diligence on both rooms the bikers had occupied.  
 
    “Wonder if another club knocked them off, Chief? Like the Angels or the Banditos or somebody big like that?” 
 
    “No idea, son. I’m sure in their line of work and fighting for territory like they do, they have enemies coming out their asses.” 
 
    “Let me check with Detective Vargas in Vegas. I’ve been talking to him.” Blaine called, and Vargas answered on the second ring. 
 
    “Blackmore, you have news for me?” He chuckled. The gang squad was a thankless position. No progress. Even maintaining the status quo was next to impossible. 
 
    “You can call me Blacky, Detective, and yes big news for you, hot from the morgue. Six more off your list for The Rule—top three plus three more.” 
 
    “What? Say again. Top three?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Just looked at them on ice at the county morgue. Should be a big shake-up at club headquarters. Any idea who would want them dead?” 
 
    “Banditos have always been rivals of The Rule,” said Vargas, “but I haven’t heard any rumors.” 
 
    “Check with your man inside and alert him to the coming shitstorm.” 
 
    “Will do, and thanks for the heads-up.” 
 
    “Nope, nothing there,” said Blaine. “Let’s see where the sniper would have been.” 
 
    The Chief looked at the Hampton Inn and pointed. “Could have been up there, but the shots would have been on an angle. What’s across the road?” 
 
    “Directly across is that tacky two-storey motel. Let’s take a look.” 
 
    Blaine showed his creds at the desk in the office. “I’d like to ask you a couple of questions about guests you had last night.” 
 
    An older lady with brown hair streaked with gray sat on a stool behind the counter. “That’s private information unless you have a warrant, sir. I watch TV.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” said Blaine. “Tell me this, were either one of the two rooms at the front rented last night?” 
 
    “I wasn’t here but let me look. Uh huh. One of them was.” 
 
    “What was the name?” 
 
    “I’m not supposed to tell you that, sir, but I don’t see what it would hurt. The name was Frank Butler.” 
 
    Frank Butler? 
 
    “Can we look in that room?” asked Blaine. “We won’t touch anything. Just look.” 
 
    “Housekeeping has already finished that room, so I guess you can look. I’ll show you.” 
 
    She climbed the stairs like she had an arthritic knee, but finally made it to the top and led the way to the front of the building. She shivered in the wind and pulled her sweater tighter around her before she inserted the key. “I’ll be glad when it warms up some.” She stuck the master key in the slot and opened the door. “Have a look. I’ll wait right here.” 
 
    Blaine and the Chief did a walk-through and there was nothing to see—a cheap, shabby motel room waiting for a customer. Outside Blaine dropped to his knees at the railing and stared across the road. “Perfect sightlines.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” The Chief nodded his head, then visually searched the cement walkway. “There won’t be any brass.” 
 
    Not if Annie did it. 
 
      
 
    BACK IN THE TRUCK, Blaine said, “One more stop, unless you’re in a hurry.” 
 
    “Nope, the pile on my desk can wait. Don’t get out of the office much anymore and I’m kind of enjoying the change.”  
 
    “Travis and Farrell are checking the warehouses, so I want to check Tambosso’s residence to get a feel for it. Just a drive by. Won’t take long.” 
 
    “Go ahead. It’s fun riding in your truck. Kind of like off-roading, although I’ve never done that.” 
 
    Tambosso lived farther south than Roger Pinkerton, down near Elgin. Blaine pointed as they drove by. “This is it. Wooden fences, lots of pasture. Looks like he has horses.” 
 
    “Can’t see the house from the road,” said the Chief. “Be nice to see if those two vans were parked near his garage.” 
 
    “Damn right it would.” A smile spread across Blaine’s face. “We could drive in and if one of the vans is there, we could bring him in for questioning. That would be fun.” 
 
    Chief Calhoun chuckled. “I’m having a good time out with y’all this morning. Let’s do it.” 
 
    Blaine steered his big black diesel in Tambosso’s lane and paused at the two vans parked in front of his three-car garage. 
 
    “Yep, time to brace him,” said the Chief. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Blaine took a couple of pictures of the vans as they walked to the house. He knocked on the door and a dark-haired lady opened it.  
 
    “Yes, can I help you?” 
 
    “Is Palmer Tambosso here?” asked Blaine. “We’re from the Texas Rangers and we’d like to ask him some questions.” 
 
    “Texas Rangers? Why would you want to speak to Tam?” 
 
    “Could you get him, please, Miss?” asked the Chief. 
 
      She was back minutes later with Tambosso behind her. 
 
    He smiled and asked politely what they wanted. The Chief took a step forward. 
 
    “We’d like you to come to headquarters and answer a few questions, sir. Appreciate it if you’d cooperate.” 
 
    Tambosso shook his dark curly head. “No way in hell I’m going with y’all to answer questions. I haven’t done anything.” 
 
    Blaine whipped out his cuffs. “You’re under arrest for suspicion of human trafficking, sir. Hold your hands out in front of you.” 
 
    The girl behind him screamed. “No, this isn’t true. You have the wrong man.” 
 
    Tambosso pulled his hands back and shoved them into his pockets. “I’m not going anywhere. I’m calling my lawyer.” 
 
    “Good idea,” said Blaine. “As soon as you get to DPS you will have the opportunity for a phone call.” He took a step closer. “Show me your wrists. Do it now.” 
 
    Tambosso reached for the door to slam it in their faces and like lightening Blaine shoved a Harley boot in the opening and drew his Beretta.   
 
    “Step outside.” He pointed the gun in Tambosso’s face and cocked it as he took two steps closer. “Cuff him, Chief.” 
 
    Chief Calhoun clamped the cuffs on Tambosso’s wrists and grinned as he gave him a push towards the truck. 
 
      
 
    “SPECIAL AGENT ACKERMAN has been waiting in your office for half an hour, sir.” said the receptionist when they arrived back at headquarters. 
 
    “Thanks, Beth,” said the Chief, looking none too happy. 
 
    “I’ll take care of Mr. Tambosso,” said Blaine. 
 
    The Chief raised an eyebrow. “And I get Ackerman?” 
 
    Blaine grinned and directed Mr. Tambosso into interrogation room two with a healthy shove. 
 
    “Don’t push me, you fucked-up ganger.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “Make yourself comfortable while I get you some coffee.” 
 
    “I want my phone call,” hollered Tambosso. “I want my lawyer.” 
 
    Blaine spoke to one of the Rangers in the squad room. “I’m in a meeting with the Chief for a while. Don’t let the puke out of room two.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    Blaine tapped twice on the Chief’s door, then went in and sat in the one vacant chair.  
 
    “Nice of you to spare the time, Blackmore. You must be so fuckin busy.” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “We’re pretty pressed today, aren’t we, Chief?” 
 
    “Damn right,” said Calhoun. “Six dead bikers in Round Rock.” 
 
    Ackerman raised an eyebrow. “Six?” He rubbed a huge hand through his graying hair. “Anything to do with my case?” 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “You’d know that better than we would, Special Agent, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t fuck with me, kid. You know every rotten goddam thing that’s going on in this town.” 
 
    “One thing I don’t know,” said Blaine as he got up to leave. 
 
    “Yeah, what would that be?” 
 
    “Where DeVouge is.” 
 
    “Fucking smart ass,” Blaine heard Ackerman holler as he stepped into the hall. 
 
    I think he’s still in Vegas, but it’s your investigation. 
 
    Before going back to Tambosso, Blaine called the impound yard and sent them to pick up the two vans on Tambosso’s property and the one at Roger Pinkerton’s. If they could place any of the girls in the vans, they’d have a case. The vans had probably been detailed after every transport, but there was always a chance. Having the vans towed would make the players nervous. 
 
    He filled two Styrofoam cups in the lunch room, put cream and sugar in one, cream in his own and carried them to the interrogation room.  
 
    Tambosso glared. “You took long enough getting the fucking coffee.” 
 
    Blaine set a small recorder on the corner of the table and turned it on. 
 
    “I had a little run-in with Special Agent Ackerman, you know about him, don’t you? The guy from the Bureau who’s trying to find Governor DeVouge? Where did you guys stash him anyway? Is he still in Vegas?” 
 
    Tambosso’s eyes flickered down at his hands, then he got it together. “How the hell would I know where DeVouge is? Are you nuts?” 
 
    Blaine smiled and took a sip of his coffee. “Sometimes I wonder.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get some decent clothes, or a uniform or something,” snarled Tambosso, “You don’t look anything like a fuckin cop.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s the point. Ever think of that?” 
 
    “I think of a lot of things, but I don’t give you much thought.” 
 
    “What do you do for a living, Mr. Tambosso?” 
 
    “Horses. I buy and sell horses.” 
 
    “That’s a lucrative business?” 
 
    “You should know. King of Coulter-Ross Appaloosas.” 
 
    Annie is queen of Coulter-Ross. I’m not the king. 
 
    “What’s your connection to Roger Pinkerton?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Nice try. We know both of you are deep in sex trafficking with The Rule. Right up to your asses, in fact. Who killed Senator Pinkerton when he outlived his usefulness? Was it you or did his own grandson get to do the deed?” 
 
    “I want my lawyer.” 
 
    “Now that Banjo and all his boys are dead, how will you manage? Who’s going to organize the truckers?” 
 
    Tambosso stared and his face lost color. He hadn’t heard about the bikers. He dropped his voice. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Chief has a lock-down on all the big rigs coming across from Mexico. All of them are being searched for the little secret room at the front. Your run is over, sir. You might as well face it.” 
 
    “I want my phone call.” 
 
    “As soon as I book you, I’ll see that you get it.” Blaine stood up. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “You can’t do this,” hollered Tambosso. “I’ll be out of here in an hour.” 
 
    Blaine smiled and checked his Cartier. “Let’s time it.” 
 
      
 
    FOOTSTEPS OVERHEAD brought him back to consciousness. He’d been in and out for so long, he no longer knew the day or time. Death would be a welcome relief from the hell he was existing in. 
 
    He lay on a narrow mattress in a cellar somewhere, ankles bound with plastic ties, his left arm chained to a spike in the concrete, like a dog. The mattress was soaked through and reeking from his own piss. The vile stench of many days of shit, drying and crusting inside his clothes gagged him and made him vomit. The stump of his right arm stunk as it throbbed with its own purpose—putrefying—the infection eating away his rotting flesh like maggots, bit by bit.   
 
    Scurrying rodents searching for food were the only ones breaking the silence in his dark and damp world when the bikers weren’t around. The leather-vested thugs showed up only long enough to keep him alive. One bag of fast food a day and not nearly enough water. 
 
    They shouted above him, and he tried to remain conscious to listen. 
 
    “We’ll find the son of a bitch that killed them and bring mayhem down on them like they never saw.” 
 
    “Was it the Banditos?” 
 
    “Why would they? We’re in an alliance with them.” 
 
    “We have to elect a new president tonight. Who are you voting for?” 
 
    “Haven’t decided yet.” 
 
    “Better think long and hard.” 
 
    “Let’s go feed the corpse in the basement.” 
 
    “The reek of him makes me fuckin sick.” 
 
    “I’ll just throw the food from the bottom of the steps.” 
 
    Two pairs of boots with chains clanking, clumped down the creaky wooden stairs. “Here’s your food old man. Won’t need you much longer.” 
 
    “What do you want me for?” His voice was barely a whisper. 
 
    “Boss wanted you for insurance. Now I’m not sure we need you anymore.” 
 
    “Let me go. I have money.” 
 
    The biker laughed. “We spent that money already.” 
 
    “People will be looking for me.” 
 
    The boots climbed the stairs. “Let them look.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Sunday, January 7th. 
 
      
 
    CLOSE TO ONE A.M. Farrell parked behind Pinkerton’s warehouse north of Round Rock. “All in darkness, partner. No vehicles.” 
 
    “A quick in and out is all we need,” said Travis, “if its empty.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” Farrell pulled on a pair of latex gloves and handed a pair to Travis. 
 
    Travis grabbed his lock wizard out of his kit in the back seat and jumped out of the truck. He pointed to the door to the right of the roll-up loading door on the dock, took the steps two at a time and tried that one first.  
 
    Farrell shone the penlight on the lock while Travis worked. A whir and a clatter and the lock clicked open.  
 
    Farrell closed the door behind them and followed the narrow beam Travis projected with his penlight. “Rows of boxes,” said Travis, “she got that part right.” 
 
    “Boxes would be in any warehouse,” said Farrell. 
 
    Travis fairly jogged to the back of the high rows looking for the three doors Misty mentioned in her email, and there they were—two washrooms and another door. He turned the knob on the third door and held his breath as he pushed it open.  
 
    Farrell stepped into the small space behind him and flicked on the light. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” said Travis, “rows of little beds, just like Misty said. This is where they keep the girls.” 
 
    “Do your thing and let’s get out of here,” said Farrell. 
 
    Travis picked an invisible spot for the tag, and they were finished. They touched nothing and left everything the way they found it. 
 
    On the way back to the main highway they passed an eighteen-wheeler turning their way.  
 
    “What do you think?” asked Farrell. 
 
    “Turn around.” 
 
    They followed the truck back towards the industrial area and watched it take another route. 
 
    “Not them.”  
 
    “Let’s go home.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE WOKE and read the text from Travis. He’d been sleeping when they finished at the warehouse. He poured himself a coffee in the kitchen and called Misty on her cell. 
 
    “They boys found the warehouse, and it’s just like in your vision. Thank you for your help.” 
 
    “Did they catch the guys?” 
 
    “Not yet, but we will. We’re getting close.” 
 
    “I’m coming home tomorrow. If you’re too busy to pick me up at the airport, I’ll take a cab.  
 
    “What time?” 
 
    “Afternoon flight from here. I won’t get there until about nine, Texas time.” 
 
    “I should be free. If not, I’ll send Lily or one of the junkers.” 
 
    “Who are the junkers?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, you haven’t met them. New security.” 
 
    “I’ve missed a lot. I’ll catch up tomorrow. Can’t wait to see you.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Blaine as he ended the call. His heart beat a little faster knowing she’d soon be home. 
 
    Should she go to her house or stay with me? 
 
    Mulligan has been quiet. Better check on him. 
 
    He called Mary Polito and set up a time to talk to her, then jumped in the shower.  
 
      
 
    AFTER A HEATED one on one with Jack the Junker, Travis had won out and gone back to his apartment. Now that the bikers were dead, and The Rule was in an upheaval, Travis argued that he’d be safe at home.  
 
    He’d lived alone in his apartment above Annie’s antique store for several years and during that time, he and Annie had been a couple for a while. It was a good relationship for him—she was caring and loving—not to mention beyond beautiful. And then during a particularly hard time for her, he let jealousy overrule his good sense and he turned his back on her. He ruined their relationship.  
 
    At least once, every day he berated himself, wondering how he could have been so hard on her and so cruel. He hadn’t had a relationship since and that’s why he was having such a hard time easing into something with Lily. 
 
    He should be sleeping late so he’d be alert later in the day, but his Annie pain was killing him today. He refilled his coffee and stood at the front window looking out over the common in the center of La Grange. A gorgeous view. He loved his apartment, and he loved La Grange. He didn’t want to move. Ever. 
 
    He heard the tap on his door—the one at the top of the staircase that came up from the store below, but it couldn’t be Annie. She hadn’t come up those stairs for months.  
 
    Maybe she needs me to fix something. 
 
    He set his mug down on the kitchen table, stepped into the wide hallway and pulled the dead bolt back. He opened the door and she stood on the top step smiling at him.  
 
    “You’re up early. Got coffee?” 
 
    He pointed at the kitchen door and inhaled her perfume as she brushed past him. He leaned on the door frame and watched her take a mug from the cupboard and fill it. She was dressed in her store clothes, black skirt, black leather boots and a burgundy Mill Antiques t-shirt that barely contained her upper assets. 
 
    She added cream to her coffee and sat down at the table.  
 
    Unprepared for her visit, Travis found himself at a loss for words. He sat down opposite her and waited.  
 
    She focused dove gray eyes on him and chose her words carefully. “I got vibes from you the other night at Blaine’s birthday dinner.”   
 
    “You’ll always get vibes from me, Annie-girl. I love you.” 
 
    “I messed up my life. Made all the wrong choices since my accident and now I’m alone and lonely.” 
 
    “Jesse loves you and he’s the most upstanding man I know—a good person, through and through.” 
 
    “We’re divorced and that’s the way he wants it. He won’t even let me care for Charity—in case—in case I get too close to him.” Tears welled up in her eyes. 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “I hurt him so bad and he’s so vulnerable. He has to protect himself from me.” She glanced at the time on her phone. “I better go down and get the cash ready. Thanks for the coffee.” 
 
    She stood up and Travis got to his feet. “Anytime.” He reached out, pulled her close to his body and kissed her for a long, long time.  
 
      
 
    MARY WAITED near the back of Starbucks’—the closest one to Blaine’s downtown office. He worked his way through the morning crowd and glanced at the tiny table. “Do you have a coffee? Yep, you do.”  
 
    “I bought you one too.” Mary smiled at him.  
 
    “Thanks.” He sat down across from her and she pulled her notebook out of her bag. He started, almost whispering so no one else could hear. “Not many details yet. The evidence is being processed. No suspects and no clear motivation. Make it sound murky, Mary. Call it an ongoing investigation into murdered bikers from a Las Vegas Club. Use one of those phrases like ‘the police are mystified.” He grinned. 
 
    “But y’all are not mystified?” 
 
    “I’m not saying we know who the sniper was, but the murder is part of something much bigger and we’re not ready to connect the dots—not yet. Give me two more days and you can have the front page.” 
 
    Mary’s eyes widened. “Oh, can’t wait.” 
 
    “Hope you got a raise, Mary.” 
 
    “I did, thanks to you. After you talked to my boss, he made me a first-string crime reporter.” 
 
    “You should be. Your writing is honest and excellent.” 
 
    “Thanks, I guess there wouldn’t be any pictures. Some of the TV stations had shots of the outside of the motel, but that was it.” 
 
    “They didn’t get there until after the bikes were towed. A couple of them were circling when I was leaving. I got you a nice one of the bikes in front of the units.” He scrolled to the pictures on his cell. “If you look close you can see blood and tissue splattered on the motel wall behind the Harleys.” 
 
    Mary made a face. “Good thing I didn’t order a cherry Danish.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE CLOSED THE door of his truck, turned the key and his cell rang. 
 
    “Mr. Leighton, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “Bad news, Blaine, and I’m in court this morning, so I’m dumping this miserable task on you.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Mr. Overland’s wife died in the hospital this morning. Complications from her wound, and he hasn’t been notified. I’d appreciate it if you could make a trip to the safe-house to tell him in person.” 
 
    “Damn, that’s too bad. Okay, sir, I’ll do it right away.”  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Blaine parked in the driveway of the safe-house and noticed the officer on duty peering out the kitchen window. Blaine gave him a wave, he nodded when he recognized the truck and came to the door. “I need to speak to Mr. Overland for a minute.” 
 
    “Sure, Mr. B. He’s in the family room watching TV.” 
 
    Blaine walked in and sat on the sofa facing Jeff.  
 
    Jeff pressed the remote and stared at Blaine, reading his expression. He held up a hand and said, “Don’t. Don’t tell me.” 
 
    “It’s not news that I want to give you, Jeff. I’m afraid your wife passed away in the hospital. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Jeff dropped his head into his hands and sobbed. “I’ve lost everything, and I’ve got nobody to thank but myself.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE DROVE FROM the safe-house to Tambosso’s arraignment. He sat in the back row and watched Tambosso’s attorney argue for bail for his client and get it. 
 
     The bailiff was in the process of calling the next case when Tambosso turned and hollered at the judge. “You pricks better give my vans back if you know what’s good for you.” 
 
    “Shut up, Palmer,” said his attorney and shoved him into the ante-room. 
 
    The judge glared. 
 
    Blaine smiled. 
 
    Tambosso is on the edge. All I have to do is push him over. 
 
      
 
    DYING FOR A COFFEE halfway through his busy morning, Blaine headed for the Starbuck’s drive-through. He was third in line when his cell went off on the passenger seat. “Blackmore.” 
 
    The voice on the other end was almost inaudible. “He took my gun and my car.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Overland.” 
 
    “Shit, man. I’ll send help for you. You sound hurt.” 
 
    “Knocked me over the head. I’m okay.” 
 
    “You don’t sound okay.” 
 
    Blaine sent an ambulance for the downed officer, then called back and got the tag number for the unmarked and got it out on the wire. He called and left a message with Miss Simkins, the DA’s assistant. 
 
    Where the hell would Jeff be going with a gun? If he’s going after the principals, that would mean he knew more than he gave the DA. He knows the players and where they live. 
 
      
 
    AFTER ANNIE’S VISIT in the morning and their extended kiss, Travis managed a solid four hours of sleep. Whether anything would develop between the two of them remained to be seen, but the ice had been broken by her, so that meant there were possibilities. He showered and dressed for night surveillance feeling better than he had in months. One thing he knew for sure, he was not going to pursue anything with Lily while he had a chance with Annie—no matter how slim that chance was. 
 
    It was full dark when he drove north from La Grange to Coulter-Ross to pick up Farrell and the surveillance unit. He drove through the gate and parked close to the six-bay garage Annie had outfitted for bike maintenance and repair. He knocked on the door to see if Farrell was ready and Annie greeted him in the front hall. 
 
    She took him by the hand and led him into the kitchen. “Come in for a minute and have a beer with me before y’all go to work.” 
 
     “Sure, I’d like that.” He perched on one of the stools at the granite island and Annie put a cold Lone Star in front of him. “I’m happy that…” He tried but couldn’t say anymore.  
 
    Annie reached over and touched his hand. “If you’re happy for any reason, that makes me happy. You haven’t been yourself for a long time.”  
 
    “Hey, you’re here, partner.” Farrell jogged down the hall from his room dressed in black jeans and a black jacket. “Ready to go?” 
 
    “Annie offered me a beer, but I can chug the rest of it.” 
 
    “Hell no, take your time. It’s barely dark.” 
 
    “I don’t get to drink with my boys hardly ever any more. I guess that’s what happens when they grow up.” 
 
    “Soon you can drink with Neil, Mom.” 
 
    “Can’t wait for that.” She giggled. 
 
      
 
    FORTY-FIVE MINUTES later, Farrell parked the unit a quarter mile from Roger Pinkerton’s residence. He and Travis hopped in the back and sat with their headsets on hearing nothing but the hum of the refrigerator.  
 
    “Nobody home,” said Farrell. “Sounds like a few flies buzzing in the kitchen. Maybe the window is open.” 
 
    “Let’s give it an hour, maybe Roger will come home.” 
 
    “Sure,” Farrell pointed, “Pass me a Coke, would you?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    Less than twenty minutes later, a door squeaked open and Travis put the sound on speaker. 
 
    “No, no. Jesus, Jesus, Diane. Who did this?”  
 
    “Something happened to his wife,” said Farrell, “what should we do?” 
 
    “It’s up to him to call 911. If he doesn’t do it, then she’s either not hurt too bad, or she’s dead. One of the two. We’ll blow our cover if we do anything but wait and listen.”  
 
    Farrell nodded. 
 
    “Come over here, you gotta come over. They killed her. They killed my wife.” 
 
    Pause. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “He called somebody,” said Travis. “Let’s see who shows up.”   
 
    Fifteen minutes later there was another voice. 
 
    “Fuck it, Rog, how many rounds did they put in her?” 
 
    “I can’t look. What if the kids wake up?” 
 
    “Did you check the kids?” 
 
    “No. I just stood here staring at her. Look at all the blood.” 
 
    “Get it together, man. Check on the kids.” 
 
    Pause.  
 
    “They’re not here. My kids are fuckin gone.”  
 
    “Calm down, Roger. Calm down.” 
 
    “I’m not calming down. I’m quitting. Tell Max I’m finished.” 
 
    “Tell him yourself. He’ll be there tomorrow night to pick up the new girls and pay us.” 
 
      
 
    TWO OF THE JUNKERS were on watch when Travis and Farrell returned to the estate. Rick waved them through the gate and Farrell parked the unit near the garage. He locked it up and lit up a smoke as he and Travis walked to the house. “Think we should wake Blacky up and give him the scoop or wait until morning?” 
 
    “It’s after two,” said Travis. “In four hours, it will be dawn and that will be soon enough.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    Monday, January 8th. 
 
      
 
    THE WINDOW RATTLED in the wind and Blaine sat up. He hadn’t slept soundly in this new bed, at least not yet, always waking up and wondering where the hell he was. Lexi heard him move and whined on her big circular doggie bed. “Come over here.” He stretched his arm out towards her and she lumbered over. He stroked her huge head. “Stormy, girl. Don’t let it worry you. Lie down.” 
 
    Lexi went back to sleep, but he didn’t. He laid awake until the first rays of gray dawn poked through the curtains, then gave it up and hauled his ass out of bed. 
 
    The house was dark and silent as he padded downstairs to the kitchen to make coffee. 
 
    “Hey, kid,” said a voice out the blackness and Blaine jumped. 
 
    He turned his head and saw Jack sitting in the breakfast room, his face eerily illuminated by the light of his laptop screen. “Didn’t see you, Jack. You startled me.” 
 
    “Coffee’s made, kid, if you want to join me.” 
 
    “Thanks, I could use a cup.” Blaine filled a mug in the kitchen with the help of the stove light and sat down with Jack. 
 
    “Case going okay?” 
 
    Jack leaned back into the shadows and Blaine couldn’t see his face. Did he already know the answer to his own question? 
 
    “Almost there. A couple more days at the most.” 
 
    “The man will be glad to hear that.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Blaine took his first sip of caffeine. “Why’s that? Has he got something else for me already?” 
 
    “Not up to me to tell you that, kid. I only follow orders.” 
 
    “You seem good at your job, Jack, and content, too.” 
 
    “Yep. I love my job. Good income. Expenses taken care of. What’s not to like?” 
 
    Carm came downstairs a few minutes later and flicked on the kitchen lights. Used to sitting in the dark, Blaine clamped a hand over his eyes. Carm gave out a startled squeal when she saw the men sitting at the table. “I thought I was the only one up,” she said in Spanish. 
 
    Blaine stepped into the kitchen, gave her a hug and refilled his mug. “Misty is coming home tonight.” 
 
    Carm flashed a wide smile. “Bueno.” 
 
    He sat down again with Jack and said, “I didn’t hear Farrell and Travis come in.” 
 
    “Rick let them in around two and they went straight to bed.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS AND FARRELL were a little late for breakfast and both looked like they could use more sleep. While Carm cleared the dishes, they filled Blaine in on Roger Pinkerton’s wife. 
 
    “Did Pinkerton call it in?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Nope,” said Travis, “They don’t want any cops coming around. Probably dug a hole and buried her in the backyard.” 
 
    “Wonder where the kids could have been?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “No idea, boss,” said Farrell. “What should we have done? We wanted to wait and see who he called for help.” 
 
    “Tambosso, right?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Yep, Tambosso,” said Travis, “and tonight they’re taking delivery of a shipment of girls. Our chance for the takedown of the big boss—whoever that might be.” 
 
      
 
    THEY MET CHIEF CALHOUN at his office at nine. Blaine set a tray of Starbuck’s containers on the desk for the four of them. “How many men do you think we’ll need, Chief?” 
 
    Calhoun reached for his coffee. “We’ll take the whole damned army if we need to. I’ll call the take-down unit together and we’ll brief them this afternoon.” He took the first sip of his coffee. “What time is the delivery?” 
 
    “Didn’t hear a time,” said Travis. “They just said tonight.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Blaine, “we don’t want to blow this if they come early. From this moment on, we need eyes on that warehouse.” 
 
    “We won’t lose this chance, boss,” said Travis. The boys picked up their coffees and left. 
 
    “Do those boys ever sleep?” asked the Chief. 
 
    “Not enough.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE WORKED in his office and checked with the boys every half hour throughout the afternoon. Nothing was stirring at the warehouse. “I’m picking up food for y’all and coming up there. Be there in an hour.” 
 
    “Thanks, boss.” 
 
    Before he left the house, he checked Misty’s flight and it was on time. He set his phone alarm half an hour ahead of her landing time, so he’d remember to pick her up.  
 
    Shit, I forgot to check on Mulligan. 
 
    He drove through Whataburger and loaded up on high carbs for the boys—double burgers, fries, onion rings and strawberry shakes. Surveillance was tough work. 
 
    The boys were hunkered down in the back of the unit, parked behind an empty warehouse with a ‘for sale’ sign in front of it—two buildings down the street from Pinkerton’s building and on the opposite side. Blaine parked next to the green Ford with the camper on the back, grabbed the bags of food and the drink tray and tapped twice on the back door. 
 
    “Hey, boss,” said Farrell, “come on in. Not a damn thing happening.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be happening yet,” said Blaine. “We ain’t ready.” He ate with the boys then drove back to Austin to headquarters. 
 
    He worked on his laptop in one of the attorney/client rooms while the team made preparations. After his fourth trip to the lunchroom to refill his coffee, he gave Jesse a call and filled him in. 
 
      
 
    JESSE CLOSED the stall door and reached into the bucket for a carrot. The big Appaloosa gelding he’d been training had responded well and he praised the young horse. “Good boy, you remember everything we did today for the next time.” 
 
    Tyler stood behind his brother laughing. “Think he will?” 
 
    “Some of it,” said Jesse, “they always retain some of it.” His phone rang on his belt and he stepped into the office. “Hey, Blacky, making any progress?” 
 
    Blaine brought him up to date. “Wondered if you wanted to be present tonight?” 
 
    “Course I do. I’ll drive up after I get Charity down for the night. Ty will listen for her.”  
 
      
 
    “READY TO DO IT, CHIEF?” Blaine plunked down into the chair in front of the Chief’s desk. 
 
    “Don’t often go out on a big bust any more. Seems like I’m chained to my desk with paperwork and emails. Might be fun to be there.” The Chief stacked all the folders on his desk into neat piles. 
 
    “Not that we have to do much,” said Blaine, “We’ll have the squad in front of us all suited up.” 
 
    Calhoun peered at Blaine over his glasses, “But y’all are wearing vests just the same?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Blaine chuckled, “My Mom would freak out if I wasn’t wearing it.” 
 
    “Your Momma is a smart woman.” 
 
    “Want to ride with me?” 
 
    “Sure thing. I’m growing kind of fond of your truck.” 
 
    On the drive up to Round Rock, the Chief flicked the scanner on and while they listened and discussed incoming calls, Blaine forgot about everything else.  
 
      
 
    MISTY CAME THROUGH the arrival gate and glanced around the waiting room for Blaine. He wasn’t there, and she was a little disappointed but not surprised. “He would have been here if he could have been,” she said to herself, “He must be tied up.” 
 
    Limping slightly, she pulled her bag behind her and walked with the crowd outside to the taxi area. She was third in line for a cab. The couple in front of her had been sitting across the aisle from her on the plane, and she had chatted to them briefly. New Yorkers sick of winter on a sightseeing trip to Texas. 
 
    Misty checked her messages while she waited, thinking she might have missed one from Blaine when her phone was in flight mode. She jumped when she felt someone touch her elbow. 
 
    “Come on, sweetheart, I’ll give you a ride. Did the super cop dump you already?” 
 
    Misty’s breath caught in her throat and panic ripped through her. “Brad, what are you doing here?” 
 
    He smiled down at her with a look in his eyes she’d seen too many times. “Making sure my beautiful wife is safe.” 
 
    Misty backed away from him. “You can’t come near me, Brad.” She held her phone up to the streetlight to press the number on speed dial and Brad swatted the phone out of her hand.  
 
    “Don’t,” he hollered and grabbed her roughly by the shoulders to shake her. 
 
    The man from New York turned around. “Hey, mister, get your hands off her.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” Mulligan took a threatening step towards the good Samaritan. 
 
    “Call the police,” the man said to his wife and she pressed 911 on her phone. 
 
    Brad pulled Misty out of the line with one hand and grabbed her luggage with the other. “Where’s my fucking dog?” he yelled at the top of his lungs. 
 
    “On a flight tomorrow,” Misty sobbed. “Let me go, Brad. I’m warning you for the last time.” 
 
    Brad laughed in her face and jerked her towards his car, parked behind the taxi area farther along the curb. 
 
    Misty struggled trying to get free of him. “I’m not going with you. Let me go.” She pulled away screaming and an airport security officer came running. 
 
    “Let her go, sir. She doesn’t want to go with you.” 
 
    Brad took a stance. “She’s my wife and I’ll take her wherever the hell I want.” 
 
    “I’m not his wife,” Misty screamed. “Call the police. Please help me.” 
 
    A second security officer approached Brad from behind and Tasered his neck. Brad fell to the sidewalk beside his car and the officer rolled him over and cuffed his hands behind his back. 
 
    “Thank you.” Misty trembled all over and leaned against the side of Brad’s car to support herself. “I have a restraining order against him. We’re divorced. He’s not my husband.” 
 
    Sirens sounded close by and police arrived on the scene. Two officers from Austin PD listened to the account the security guards gave and shoved Brad Mulligan into the back seat of the squad. 
 
    “The young lady says she has an RO on the ex,” said one of the security officers. 
 
    Misty inhaled a couple of big breaths and leaned on her suitcase. “My boyfriend, Blaine Blackmore put the RO on him.” 
 
    The officer raised an eyebrow. “Uh huh. Mr. B. won’t be happy about this. Not one little bit. We’ll need your statement, Miss.” 
 
      
 
    THE TAKE-DOWN SQUAD held their position behind the warehouse down the street, waiting for the Chief to give the go-ahead.  
 
    The Chief sat with Blaine in the big diesel waiting for the relay from Travis. Blaine had his earpiece in waiting for word. The back door of the truck opened, and Jesse hopped in. “Evening, Chief, Blacky. Glad I could join y’all.” 
 
    The Chief turned in the shotgun seat and shook Jesse’s hand over the console. “Glad you made it, Jesse. Don’t see enough of you these days.” 
 
    “Somebody at home takes up a lot of my time.” Jesse laughed. “I’ll bring her into the office and show the girls when she gets a bit bigger.” 
 
    “You sound like a proud daddy.” 
 
    “You bet,” said Jesse. “Any word yet?” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Blaine. “Should be soon.” 
 
    From where his truck was parked, Blaine saw two Black Escalades arrive at Pinkerton’s warehouse. He pulled out his night vision scope and watched two men get out of each vehicle and go inside. “Four of them,” he said to the Chief.  
 
    The light went on in the office for a moment, then it went off. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS AND FARRELL sat in the back of the surveillance unit, tired from a long day of sitting, waiting and listening. So far nothing. Then he heard it. The sound of a door opening. He nodded at Farrell and put the sound on speaker.  
 
    “Girls should be here soon. Where’s your asshole nephew, Max?” 
 
    “He’ll be here. Don’t you worry, uncle. Palmy is a good boy. One of the best.” 
 
    “Some of his recruits haven’t turned out so well, have they?” 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t say he was perfect. Sounds like him coming now.” 
 
    More footsteps. 
 
     “Hey, Roger, how’s it going?” 
 
    “Not worth a shit, Max. Somebody killed my wife. Now I’ve got two kids to raise on my own and no fucking wife.” 
 
    “Who the hell would kill your wife? Wasn’t us, that’s for goddam sure.” 
 
    “If you say so. All the same, I can’t do it anymore. This will be my last run. I’m bowing out.” 
 
    Laughter. 
 
    “You think you can just up and quit when you feel like it? This is a family business, son. A lifetime commitment. You quit when and if we say so.” 
 
    “Is that the truck, Palmy? Go and see.” 
 
    “Yep, they’re here.” 
 
    Travis spoke, into his earwig. “Truck is there. Time to go, boss.” 
 
      
 
    “ROGER THAT, TRAVIS. Blaine gave the Chief the nod and he sent the take-down team into action. They zoomed up the street from their hiding position and surrounded the building.  
 
    Blaine drove across the street and parked out of the way of the team’s vehicles. “How close do you want to get, Chief.” 
 
    “I’ll stand by the truck until they have the situation contained. Those boys know what they’re doing, and they don’t cotton to interference.” 
 
    Farrell drove the surveillance unit into the lot and parked beside Blaine’s truck. The four stood together and listened. 
 
    “We have you surrounded,” the team leader called to them through a bullhorn. “Come out with your hands on your heads.” 
 
     Nothing happened. Then there were two simultaneous crashes as battering rams smashed in front and back doors at the same time. The sound of automatic weapon fire filled the air as the men rushed inside. Then silence. 
 
    “Let’s go,” said Chief Calhoun. 
 
    Inside the air was heavy with the smell of cordite. Blaine led the way through the aisles of stacked boxes to the back of the building. The door next to the two washrooms stood open and officers were escorting little girls out of the room. All of them were trembling, sobbing and screaming out words in Spanish. 
 
    “How many girls?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “A dozen,” said the team leader. To the Chief: I called social services, sir. They should be here shortly.” 
 
    “Farrell,” said Blaine, “You and Travis wait with the girls in the office. Get them away from here.” 
 
    “Yeah, boss,” said Farrell. He reached for the hand of one small girl who couldn’t have been more than thirteen and led the way to the front of the warehouse. 
 
    Bodies of six men littered the floor in the back room, blood and bodily fluids sprayed liberally on the floor, all over the row of cots and up the walls.   
 
    The team leader shook Blaine’s hand. “Well set up, Mr. B. Y’all gave us the easy part.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Tuesday, January 9th. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE WOKE IN A PANIC, his chest so tight, he could barely draw a breath. Somewhere in his subconscious he had remembered Misty waiting at the airport. He tore at his hair and grabbed for his cell on the nightstand. Missed messages. There it was.  
 
    “I’m taking a cab. Don’t worry. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, I didn’t have time to check on Mulligan either. I hope he didn’t bother her.” He checked the time. Ten after seven. When had he ever slept so late? He pressed Misty’s number and couldn’t slow his heart down. 
 
    She answered on the third ring sounding sleepy. “Hey, there. I’m sleeping in my own bed.” 
 
    “I’m not, and I should be shot for forgetting to pick you up. We were taking down the warehouse, although that isn’t any excuse. I should have sent Lily to get you.” 
 
    “I figured you were busy.” He could hear the exhaustion in her voice. 
 
    “How’s your leg?” 
 
    “A lot better. I can walk on it, although I have a limp.” 
 
    He held his breath as he asked the question. “You didn’t have any trouble, did you? Like with Brad?” 
 
    “Umm… a little. Security helped me.” 
 
    Blaine jumped out of bed and Lexi scrambled out of the way. “Goddam it to hell,” he hollered, “I should have been there.” 
 
    “I gave the police the RO and they took him away.” 
 
    “Police? You had to call the police too? Jesus, Misty, I’m so fuckin sorry, I can’t tell you. Did he hurt you?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “He did hurt you. I’ll kill that loony fucker.” 
 
    Misty giggled. “Where are you? Your house is all in darkness.” 
 
    “Long story. I’ll pick you up for lunch. Keep the door locked until I get there.” 
 
    “Okay. Can’t wait to see you.” 
 
    With his first cup of caffeine under his belt, Blaine opened his laptop and called up the incident report featuring Brad Mulligan’s antics at the airport.  
 
    That son of a bitch has to be stopped. He’s a fucking lunatic. 
 
      
 
    MARY POLITO met Blaine at DPS and he showed her into one of the visitor’s rooms.   
 
    “Is this where they sweat the truth out of you under the hot lights?” she asked with a giggle. 
 
    “No, this is for lawyer’s visits.” 
 
    She sat down and took out a small recorder and her notepad. “This is the big story you were telling me about?” 
 
    “Uh huh. We took it down last night and Chief Calhoun will be making a formal statement at two o’clock.”  
 
    “I don’t have too much of a head start.” 
 
    “A few hours, but y’all will have more details.” He read from the notes he’d written and described the network of truckers, vans and handlers involved in the sex slavery ring. 
 
    Mary sat staring and not saying a word. 
 
    “This is not just happening in Texas,” said Blaine. “We only made a small inroad into a huge business. The public has to become aware and report it immediately if they see young, frightened-looking girls with older men. The girls are moved around from place to place, hotel to hotel, truck stop to truck stop and pedaled for sex. They can’t get away and we have to help them.”  
 
    Mary wrote feverously on her yellow pad as Blaine named the people involved in the Austin area.  
 
    Blaine finished talking and Mary had grown pale. “This is terrible for the girls, kidnapped from their own countries. They must be so scared.” 
 
    “I’m sure they are.” 
 
    Mary packed up and offered Blaine her hand. “Fantastic story, Blaine. My boss will be kissing you.” 
 
    “Hope not.” He grinned. 
 
    As she left the room, she turned with one last question, “Is Farrell working today?” 
 
    “Nope. He’s sleeping.” 
 
      
 
    AFTER MARY LEFT, Blaine joined the Chief in his office. “Are you tired this morning, sir?” 
 
    “A little. I might not have the strength for my next appointment.” 
 
    “Oh no?” 
 
    The Chief checked his watch. “Ackerman’s dropping by.” 
 
    “Special reason?” 
 
    “I haven’t heard it yet,” said the Chief. “But there’s always a reason. Roy isn’t much of a social butterfly.” 
 
     Blaine stood up, “I’ll leave you to it.” 
 
    Calhoun shook his head. “Don’t. You can handle him better than I can, and besides, there’s a damn good chance it concerns you anyway.” 
 
    “Think so? I hope not.” 
 
    Before the Chief could answer, a fist pounded on the door and Ackerman filled the open doorway. “Morning, Chief.” Ackerman’s icy blue eyes focused on Blaine, “You too, Ranger Blackmore.” 
 
    “Morning, Special Agent,” said Blaine. “What’s up?” 
 
    “What the fuck do you think is up?” Ackerman leaned both huge hands on the back of the vinyl chair in front of the Chief’s desk. 
 
    Blaine shrugged and gave it a shot. “Y’all can’t find the Governor?” 
 
    Ackerman leaned closer to Blaine. “Do you try to irritate me on purpose?” 
 
    Blaine smiled at Ackerman, and the Chief intervened. “Come on, Roy. Let’s keep it civilized, shall we? What’s the purpose of your visit to my office?” 
 
    “I came to ask if your boy here would focus on finding DeVouge. We’ve exhausted every lead and can’t spend any more time on it. I’ve got kidnappings coming out my arny hole.” 
 
    “No need to be crude, Roy, and Ranger Blackmore is not ‘my boy.’ He’s a skilled criminologist with a genius IQ and I’d be pleased if you treated him as such.” 
 
    Roy faked a bow and Blaine wanted to punch him in the face. He stood up and took a step towards the door. “I have an appointment in another part of the city in five minutes, but I’ll give it some thought and get back to you.” 
 
      
 
    MISTY ANSWERED her door looking more beautiful than Blaine remembered. Her blonde curls bounced around her shoulders and her blue eyes sparkled. He gathered her into his arms, pushed her back into the foyer and kicked the door shut with his boot. He placed his mouth over hers and gave her the longest kiss in memory.  
 
    “Mmm… you taste so good and you smell good too,” she whispered, “do you want to skip lunch?” 
 
    Blaine took a step back. “No, I want to make up for leaving you stranded at the airport. I was an asshole.” 
 
    Misty giggled. “You are many things, sweetheart, but never an asshole.” 
 
    “I was on the fringe.” 
 
    “Of assholedom?” Misty giggled and tickled him. 
 
    The waiter at Tulley’s brought his second Corona and Blaine started to relax. “I’m plying you with crab cakes, hoping you’ll forgive me.” 
 
    Misty grinned across the table. “I forgive you already.” 
 
    “Sounds like there’s a but.” 
 
    “But, I won’t forgive you if you don’t help me pick up Hoodoo from his flight this afternoon.” 
 
    Blaine whipped out his cell. “What time is he landing?” 
 
    “Three thirty.” 
 
    Misty finished her coffee and checked the time. “We better get going. That was a lovely long lunch, sweetheart. Thank you for taking the time.” 
 
    “That’s just it, I don’t give you enough time, and I feel bad about it.” He winked at her. “Guilt ridden.” 
 
    “Your line of work has no set hours. It’s not your fault.” 
 
    Blaine smiled as he helped her to her feet. “You’re too nice.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll regret saying that later.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    Hoodoo’s plane was on time and it took about a half hour before he was brought from the baggage depot to the pick-up area. He bounced all around when he saw Misty, then jumped up and licked Blaine’s face. 
 
    “Let’s get you home, Hoo. Lexi will be happy to see you.” 
 
      
 
    CITY JAIL was loud, overcrowded, and the foulness in the air told the tale—too many men in tight quarters. Focused on his mission, Blaine ignored the shouts and insults hurled at him from behind bars and spoke to the Sergeant on duty. 
 
    “Can you tell me where Brad Mulligan is?” 
 
    The Sergeant checked his clipboard and ran a finger down the list.  
 
    “Mulligan met with his lawyer about a half hour ago upstairs and didn’t come back here. Maybe he went to his bail hearing, Mr. B.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.”  
 
    Hoping he’d be in time, Blaine peeled out of the jail parking lot and booked it seven blocks to the courthouse. He jogged down the hall, inquired as to which courtroom Mr. Mulligan was scheduled to appear in and hurried there as fast as he could. 
 
    The prisoner standing in front of the judge, was not Mulligan, so Blaine either missed him or he hadn’t been called yet. He blew out a breath and sank down in the first row behind the rail. 
 
    Two cases later, they called Brad and the bailiff brought him out of the holding area. Blaine opened the gate and stood for the plaintiff. Brad’s attorney presented all the standard arguments for bail and the judge nodded. Then he focused on Blaine. 
 
    “Mr. Blackmore-Powell, you’re representing the plaintiff?” He glanced down at his notes. “The former Mrs. Mulligan.” 
 
    “Yes, your Honor. Mr. Mulligan has a court case pending for assault causing grievous bodily harm against his ex-wife, and yet, he continues to violate the restraining order. He assaulted her yet again, yesterday at Austin-Bergstrom as she waited in the taxi line. Airport security found it necessary to subdue Mr. Mulligan with a Taser and witnesses were compelled to call the police. Mr. Mulligan is clearly a constant threat to the ex-Mrs. Mulligan’s wellbeing and he should be held without bail.” 
 
    “You fucking super-cop,” Mulligan hollered, “Get out of my face and stay away from my wife.” He lunged towards Blaine and the bailiff restrained him. 
 
    The judge banged the gavel down. “Bail denied. Mr. Mulligan will remain in custody until his trial date.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS SLEPT LATE after the take-down and the lengthy debriefing session that followed. Blaine had given him and Farrell the day off. The case was a wrap and nothing new was pending. He sat at his kitchen table with his first cup of the day and checked his messages. One from Bud’s Body Shop. 
 
    “Hey, my truck is ready.”  
 
    After a long, hot shower, he dressed in clean jeans and a long-sleeved pullover and figured he’d drive the rental truck back to Austin, then take a cab to the body shop. He galloped down the steep wooden steps that led from his apartment to the parking area and Annie was locking the back door of the store. 
 
    “Hey, Annie-girl. You quitting early today?” 
 
    She turned and smiled at him. “Uh huh. Becky has the shop under control and I’ve got lots to do at home.” 
 
    He jogged around the rental truck and stood close to her. “Do you have to go home?” 
 
    Her gray eyes widened a little. “You not working today?” 
 
    “Nope, boss gave me and Farrell the day off.” 
 
    “Make me an offer.” 
 
    Travis grinned. “Come with me to Austin to pick up my truck at the body shop and I’ll buy you a fantastic lunch.” 
 
    “How fantastic?” 
 
    “You won’t believe it.” 
 
    Annie giggled. “Best offer I’ve had today. I’ll take it.” 
 
      
 
    CARM CLEARED the dinner dishes and Blaine remained at the table and had a second cup of coffee with the Junkers. Lily had gone home now that the threat had passed, Travis and Farrell had the day off and the numbers were down for meals. 
 
    “What’s the scoop?” asked Blaine, “Can I move back home too?” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Can if you want, but I’m supposed to tell you the boss thinks this would be a better headquarters for y’all and he’s putting the option forward. Safer, less visible, and he hates having you living on a city street more or less out in the open, but he’s leaving it up to you.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “Sounds like he’s lobbying for me to move here permanently.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “That’s the impression I got, but hey, I only work for the guy.” 
 
    “Everything we need is here, and if things get tight there’s room for everybody.” Blaine called to Carm across the room as she loaded the dishwasher. “We need to talk about something, Carm,” he said in Spanish. “Come over here.” 
 
    To Jack: “If I stay here does it mean I get to keep you guys?” 
 
    Jack grinned. “You get to keep us anyway. The man doesn’t like you working short-handed. But for security reasons it would be a lot easier if we all lived here than if we lived separately. There’s a guest house out back that the four of us could be comfortable in. Give you more privacy.” 
 
    Wearing a worried look, Carm sat down and listened to Blaine. She rattled off a quick response in Spanish and Blaine got most of it. He turned to Jack, “Would Carm be able to have a vegetable garden out back? She says there’s too much grass out there and she needs fresh vegetables every day. She’s worried that she’s too far from the market.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. “Sure, I’ll have the guys dig up a big patch for her as soon as it warms up a little.” 
 
    “Si,” said Blaine. He winked at Carmelita. 
 
    “Bueno.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    Wednesday, January 10th. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE ARRIVED at the Chief’s office a little after nine, carrying two large Starbuck’s coffee containers.   
 
    Calhoun’s face lit up when he saw the coffee. He pointed to the Styrofoam cup on his desk and made a face. “I’m happy to dump this stuff down the sink, son. Sit down.” He stared at Blaine for a moment. “Your face is rosy. Is it getting colder?” 
 
    “Windy,” said Blaine. “The wind is bloody freezing.” 
 
    The Chief pushed a print-out across his desk. “Ballistics sent me a copy of the results on the rounds that killed Mrs. Roger Pinkerton. They matched them to Sergeant Wayne Sheffield’s police issue.” 
 
    Blaine frowned. “I don’t think I know him.” 
 
    “You met him, but maybe didn’t catch his name. He was the officer Leighton assigned to guard Overland in the safe-house.” 
 
    “Right. Sheffield called me when Overland knocked him over the head and stole his gun and his unmarked. But why would Jeff Overland leave the safe-house to go kill Pinkerton’s wife? Why would he do that? Did he even know her?” 
 
    “Maybe losing his own wife was more than he could take, and he snapped,” said the Chief. 
 
    “I guess that could be a motive. A wife for a wife. He might have blamed the men who got him involved. They sent the bikers to kill him and that’s when his wife got shot.” 
 
    “I’ve issued a new warrant,” said the Chief. “Not that we’ve got a shot at getting him if he’s already out of the country. He’s been gone for days.” 
 
    “I’ll have the boys keep an eye on his house. He should be smart enough not to go back there, but you never know. Is anybody watching his credit cards?” 
 
    “One of the girls is on him, technically,” said the Chief. “She’ll let us know.” 
 
    “And no sign of the unmarked around the city? He didn’t ditch it for something else?” 
 
    “Nothing yet, and we’ve had a BOLO on it since minute one, but if he didn’t stop and drove straight south, he’s a gonner.” 
 
    “That would have been the move to make,” said Blaine, “but he didn’t seem to be much of a planner.” 
 
    The Chief shrugged. “I never talked to him, so you’d have a better read on him. On another subject, are you going to help that asshole Ackerman find DeVouge?” 
 
    “I’ve got a couple of ideas.” Blaine grinned. “Think I’ll take Misty to Vegas for the weekend.” 
 
    “You think the one-handed Governor is still in sin city?” 
 
    “Sure do.” 
 
    “Find him, son. Show the feebs, and Ackerman, in particular, that he can’t find his own ass in an ass storm.” 
 
      
 
    MISTY SAT AT HER kitchen table with a seven-card spread in front of her when Blaine arrived. He warded off the bouncing Hoodoo in the foyer and headed into the kitchen. “Thanks for the key.” He shoved the clip back into his pocket and stood looking down at the Tarot cards. “I don’t know what I’m looking at.” 
 
    “Takes a while to learn what they all mean and the different configurations, but the cards never lie, and they are never wrong.” 
 
    “Maybe they could tell me where to find Governor DeVouge.” 
 
    “Maybe, but not as quick as I could if I had something of his.” 
 
    Blaine plopped down on a chair. “You’re not fuckin with me, are you, baby doll?” 
 
    Misty rolled her eyes at the baby doll but didn’t say anything. 
 
    Blaine backed it up a bit trying to cover his foot-in-mouth. “I’m not good at calling girls a cutesy name, Misty. Not much of a smooth talker… period.” 
 
    She looked up and smiled. “The fact that you want to call me a special name is enough.” She limped towards the stove, took a mug from the cupboard and poured him a coffee. “I’m happy that you dropped by. Was there a special reason, or I just drew you in with my myriad of charms?” 
 
    “Yeah, that one.” Blaine chuckled as he added cream to his caffeine. “No, there is a reason I came in person, I wanted to ask you something and maybe make a plan.” 
 
    “Sounds interesting. Go for it. 
 
    “Ackerman asked me to help the Bureau find DeVouge and I think he’s still in Vegas. I thought we could incorporate some fun in Vegas while I nosed around.” 
 
    A smile spread across Misty’s face. “I do want to go to Vegas. I’ve never been there.” Then the smile left her face. “What about Hoo?” 
 
    “He can stay with Lexi at the estate. I’m moving there when we come back.” 
 
    “No. You mean you won’t be next door anymore?” 
 
    “Will you be sad?” 
 
    “Of course, I will be.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that now. I shouldn’t have told you until we came back from our trip.” 
 
    “When are we leaving?” 
 
    “When can you be ready?” 
 
    “I’m not even unpacked from my Mom’s house yet. I’m a slow mover these days.” 
 
    “You start getting ready. I’ll go to the Governor’s mansion and get something personal for you to work with when we get to Vegas, then I’ll go home, look for a flight and pack.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m getting excited now. What should I wear there?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter what you wear, Misty. You always look beautiful to me.” He walked around the table and kissed her. 
 
    “How long do you think we’ll be gone? I have to let some regular customers know.” 
 
    “Don’t book anything at least until Monday. That should give us enough time.” 
 
      
 
    THE GOVERNOR’S MANSION on Colorado looked the same as always when Blaine pulled into visitor’s parking. The lawn wasn’t green, and the flower beds weren’t at their colorful best in mid-January, but the site itself was historic and well-maintained by the state. It never failed to impress.  
 
    He had called ahead to security to let them know he was coming and why.  
 
    One of the housekeepers, a lady named Emily that he had met several times, met him at the door. “This is so terrible with no one in residence. The place feels so empty.” 
 
    “It is terrible to have the Governor listed as a missing person,” said Blaine. “That’s why I need to get a couple of personal items from his bedroom. Someone is going to help me locate him.” 
 
    Emily’s face lit up. “Oh… is it a psychic? I love those people. They’re so mysterious.” 
 
    Blaine put a finger to his lips. “I can’t talk about it. Not yet.” 
 
    “I understand, Mr. Blackmore. I won’t say a word.” 
 
    I don’t believe that for a second. 
 
    Upstairs in the Governor’s private quarters, Emily opened the double doors to the master suite and escorted him in. “I’ll have to write down what you take, for Agent Roderick’s records.” 
 
    “Sure, that’s fine. I’m not taking anything of value.”  
 
     He looked through the items on the dresser and wondered what the Governor had touched most recently. There was a money clip, a little pile of change like there was on almost everyone’s dresser—but money changed hands a lot and might have a lot of impressions on it, a hundred-dollar poker chip from Caesars, and a Swiss Army pocket knife. Not much to pick from.  
 
    I should have asked Misty what worked best for her. 
 
    Blaine took the poker chip, the money clip and the knife. He showed the items to Emily and she recorded them on a sheet of paper and Blaine signed his name. 
 
    She showed him to the door and asked. “Do you think he’s dead, Mr. Blackmore?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, Emily. But he’s been gone a long while.” 
 
    “We think he’s dead.” She waved her arm in a circle indicating all the household staff. “We won’t miss him because he wasn’t pleasant to work for, but we miss Mrs. DeVouge, she was a sweetheart for the short time she lived here.” 
 
    “If he is dead, an election will be called and y’all will get somebody new,” said Blaine.  
 
    Emily smiled. “That’s true, but nobody will ever replace Governor Richardson. Ever. That man was Texas. He gave it everything he had.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Blaine feeling burning behind his eyes. “He can never be replaced.” 
 
      
 
    BACK AT THE ESTATE, Blaine told Jack he’d be going to Vegas to search for DeVouge, then he spent some time in the study searching out property owned by the deceased top three in The Rule—Bolivar, LeGarde and Liscombe. He printed out the addresses of the four possibilities, then went to work finding a flight.  
 
    He found one that he thought they could make if they hurried and got moving. He called Misty. “How does eight o’clock tonight sound?” 
 
    Misty squealed. “I am so excited.” 
 
    “I’ll send one of the junkers to pick up Hoodoo and bring him down here, then I’ll pick you up at six. Can you be ready by then?” 
 
    “I think so. I haven’t met the junkers. Why do you call them that?” 
 
    “We’ll catch up on the plane. I have a lot to tell you.” 
 
    “Did you get a couple of items that belong to the Governor?” 
 
    “Uh huh. I’ll bring them with me.” 
 
    “I better get into high gear. See you at six.” 
 
    Blaine ended the call grinning. Misty was excited. 
 
      
 
    AT FIVE THIRTY, Blaine parked his truck behind his Victorian next door to Misty’s house. He carried his suitcase across the lawn and set it down on her porch. He knocked twice and waited for Hoodoo to bark, then remembered that Greg had picked the dog up earlier.  
 
    The door opened, and Misty stood in front of him looking gorgeous in faded jeans and a black turtleneck sweater. “Did you forget your key?” 
 
    She looks good in anything, but I’ll buy her new clothes in Vegas at the Fashion Mall. 
 
    “You’re looking at me kind of funny. Am I dressed okay?” 
 
    “Of course, you are, and why would I judge you anyway? I rarely wear anything but Harley clothes. How out of style is that?” 
 
    “That’s your brand, and you’re famous enough to wear what you want and start a style trend.” 
 
    “Fuck that.” Blaine screwed up his face at the thought of it. “Where’s your luggage?” 
 
    “Upstairs. I couldn’t get it down here with my leg the way it is.” 
 
    Blaine ran up and grabbed it from the top of the stairs. He reached the bottom just as the horn honked in Misty’s driveway. 
 
    “Who’s out there?” 
 
    “Our ride. Grab your coat, sweetheart. Time to go.” 
 
    Misty stepped onto the porch and screamed when she saw the long white limo.  
 
      
 
    JACKSON WAS IN BED SLEEPING and Annie was about to take a bath and go to bed herself, when her cell rang. She checked the screen and inhaled sharply when she recognized the number.  
 
    “Good evening. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “The kid has gone to Vegas to find DeVouge. Take a partner and give him some coverage. You know the city and you know The Rule. He’ll need protection.” 
 
    “Did he go alone?” 
 
    “He took Misty.” 
 
    “I’ll leave tonight.” 
 
    “You’re my girl.” 
 
    Annie called Travis and woke him up. “Feel like a weekend in Vegas?” 
 
    He sounded groggy. “When are we leaving?” 
 
    “On a midnight flight.” 
 
      
 
    THE PLANE TOUCHED down at McCarran and the passengers plugged the aisle while they raided the overhead bins, grabbing for their carry-on luggage and stampeding for the door. Everybody wanted to be first on and first off.  
 
    Misty and Blaine sat in first class at the front of the plane and could have been first off, but Misty couldn’t hurry with her partially healed leg. One of the flight attendants noticed her cane and the difficulty she was having with the uneven exit and helped her out of the plane and onto the ramp while Blaine handled Misty’s carry-on bag and his computer case. 
 
    “Take your time,” said Blaine as he backed the two of them against the wall of the tunnel, “Let everyone pass us. I think I should have booked a wheelchair—just for the airport.” 
 
    “I’m okay, but I feel bad slowing you down.”  
 
    “This trip is mostly for fun, so it doesn’t matter if we’re fast or slow.” 
 
    At the luggage carousel, a man in uniform stood holding a sign and scanning the crowd of arrivals. Misty noticed and pointed. “That man is waiting for you.” 
 
    Blaine gave him a little wave and the driver hustled over to them. “Welcome to Vegas, Mr. Blackmore. Let me give you a hand with your luggage.” He glanced at Misty’s cane and offered to carry her shoulder bag. “This way, the car is right out front.” 
 
    Misty was all smiles as the driver helped her into the limo. “Two limo rides in one day. I feel like a princess.”  
 
    “You are a princess,” said Blaine. He leaned over and kissed her. “I want this trip to be first class all the way for you because I have a lot to make up for.” 
 
    Misty shook her head and her blonde curls bounced. “No, you don’t. Don’t say that.” 
 
    “Jeeze, I never felt more guilty than when I forgot you at the airport and wasn’t there to keep Brad away from you.” 
 
    “He’s in jail now, isn’t he?” 
 
    “No bail.” 
 
    Misty smiled. “Did you have something to do with that?” 
 
    “A little something. Let’s not talk about him while we’re here. Only fun for you.” 
 
    Misty giggled. “Okay. Fun only.” 
 
    They checked into the hotel and the bellman showed them to their suite. He opened the door and pushed the luggage cart through. Misty stood at the doorway and took it all in. “Did we need a huge suite like this, sweetheart?” 
 
    Blaine wrapped his arms around her and picked her up. “Yep. We did.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL WAS ASSIGNED to watch Overland’s house while the boss was in Vegas looking for DeVouge. Travis was supposed to be with him, but his partner had another last-minute assignment. 
 
    Farrell was parked down the street in the driveway of an empty house, where he could clearly see Overland’s ranch house. So far, the job had been one big yawn. If it wasn’t so late he’d call Mary and talk to her just to keep himself awake. 
 
    I like her, and I want to take her out to dinner or something if I ever get a night off. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    Thursday, January 11th. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS CHECKED the time as he and Annie stood in the taxi line at McCarran. “Two-forty, Annie-girl. Fun time in Vegas.” 
 
    Annie slipped her arm around his waist. “I haven’t had any fun for way too long.” 
 
    “Same.” They moved up three spots in the line and Travis wheeled their luggage behind them. “I think the last time I had fun was here in Vegas before both our worlds went to hell.” 
 
    “Do you want to go back in time and pretend that never happened?” Annie looked up at him with those sad gray eyes and he knew the answer without thinking twice. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    They checked into the hotel, found their room and Annie opened one of her suitcases. She took out her arsenal and assembled the guns she had broken down for travel. 
 
    Travis sat across the table and watched with interest. “You came well prepared.” 
 
    “I’m always prepared when I’m working.” 
 
    “Working?” 
 
    “We’re here to give Blaine back-up, even if he doesn’t need us.” 
 
    Travis cocked his head to one side and studied her face. “I didn’t know that you…” He shrugged. “Forget it. I don’t know what I’m trying to say.” 
 
    Annie gazed into his eyes. “You want to know things that I can’t tell you. But we’re all on the same team.” 
 
    “I guess I didn’t know you were part of the team.” 
 
    “Blaine doesn’t know I’m on the team and he’s not to find out. That was made clear to me.” 
 
    “I understand. Nobody will hear it from me.” 
 
    “I’m not an investigator or a cop like y’all. My job is specific to me.” 
 
    Travis eyed the array of guns and nodded his head. 
 
    Wet work. Annie-girl’s specialty. She killed those fucking bikers. 
 
    Annie finished her task and stood up. “Want to go down to the casino floor for a beer or go to bed?” 
 
    A smile played around the corners of Travis’ mouth. “Are we using both of these beds or just one of them?” 
 
    Annie held up a finger. “One.” 
 
    “Skip the beer.” 
 
      
 
    AFTER SLEEPING LATE and enjoying breakfast in their suite, Misty showered and prepared herself for her morning at the spa. “I’m so excited, I might unravel at the seams.” She hugged Blaine as they waited for the elevator. 
 
    He chuckled. “Don’t unravel, at least until I get back. Relax at the spa and then order lunch upstairs when you’re finished. I’ll text you when I’m on my way back from headquarters.” 
 
    Blaine escorted her to the spa and left her in the hands of one of the attendants before catching a cab to the police station. 
 
    Detective Vargas in the gang squad was expecting Blaine when he arrived and greeted him with enthusiasm. He reached a hand across his desk. “Hey, Blacky, nice to meet you in person.” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “You don’t look the way I pictured you. What do they always say. “I thought you’d be bigger?” 
 
    Vargas laughed and Blaine like him right off. A small, dark-haired guy with facial scruff and a lot of tats. He’d probably done his time undercover.  
 
    “Can I ask why you’re in Vegas?” 
 
    “Sure. The Bureau is trying to save face. They asked me to find the missing Governor of Texas.” 
 
    “The feds are asking for a favor?” 
 
    Blaine snorted. “Yeah, and its killing their pompous asses.” 
 
    “Best thing I ever heard. How can I help you?” 
 
     “This is my best guess at what happened to DeVouge—it may be close to the actual, or it may not be—no way to know for sure until we find the asshole.” 
 
    “The Governor of Texas is an asshole?  
 
    “Not the last one. Scott Richardson was my best friend, and in my biased opinion, the best Governor Texas ever had, but DeVouge was the Lieutenant Governor and he moved up when Richardson died. Nobody elected the man, and if they knew him, nobody ever would.” 
 
    “Okay, what do you think happened?” 
 
    “He flew to Vegas on a private jet to play in a big game here at Caesars. According to Lance Ogilvie who was in the same game, DeVouge was winning.” 
 
    “Who’s Lance Ogilvie? Any relation to Race?” 
 
    “His father. A good man, heartbroken by the actions of his son. He’s the CEO of The Gold Mine.” 
 
    “You know people in different circles than I do.” 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “Because of my mother, not because of me.” 
 
    Vargas smirked. “I’ve heard stories now and then about Annie Powell, but most stories are just that—stories.” 
 
    “No comment.” Blaine chuckled and continued with his story. “Anyway… DeVouge wins a pile of money. But to my way of thinking, the money has nothing to do with his disappearance.” 
 
    “So, not robbery. What then?” 
 
    “He was on the take, using his position and turning a blind eye to a sex trafficking ring in his state.” 
 
    “Jesus, you think so?” 
 
    “Almost positive, and after reviewing his financial transactions the past few months, he was going through money like a hot knife through snow.” 
 
    “How were you able to see his finances, or should I not ask that question?” 
 
    “Better not to know.” Blaine grinned. 
 
    “Okay, so he needed money all the time for poker and he was on the take from the bad guys, then what?” 
 
    “Greed,” said Blaine, “always comes down to it. He wanted more and the guy at the top of the chain said no.” 
 
    “And they eliminated him?” Vargas didn’t look convinced. “Don’t know if I buy it. Somebody would have to have a huge pair to pull something like that off, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Not so big when the principals stayed at arm’s length and all their dirty work was being done by The Rule.” 
 
     “Shit.” Vargas leaned over his desk. “Is that what got the top three capped?” 
 
    “In a way.” Blaine shook his long black hair. 
 
    “In what way? Vargas frowned trying to figure it out. “If they were busting their asses for the trafficking ring, why would they off them?” 
 
    “They didn’t.” 
 
    “Then who did?” 
 
    “Can’t say.” 
 
    “But you know?” 
 
    “I have my own opinion, but that’s all it is. A guess.” 
 
    “I read the reports,” said Vargas. “Six head shots. Nobody heard anything or saw anything in the vicinity of the hit. Rifle with suppressor. Sounds professional.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “Have the residences of Bolivar, LeGarde and Liscombe as well as the other three dead members been tossed?” 
 
    “Yep. Homicide took care of it. Nothing but small quantities of drugs, a bit of cash, and a couple of untraceable guns.”  
 
    “No Governor in their basement or anything that simple?” 
 
    “Nope.” Vargas laughed. “We would have called.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m going to be poking around the next couple of days, so if your man on the inside hears anything would you pass it along?” 
 
    Vargas stood up. “Sure will. Wish I had a valid suggestion to help you find DeVouge, but it’s a big city and he could be anywhere.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS HELD ANNIE’S hand across the table in the steak house. “Best night I’ve had in years, girl. I love you like there’s no tomorrow, but you knew that already.” 
 
    “I’ve missed you, Travis and I’m glad we’re working through our problems.” 
 
    “Not our problems, sweetheart. My problems are what messed us up, and I won’t let that happen this time.” 
 
     “Aside from our personal little victory,” said Annie, “We need to know where Blaine is going so we can watch him. How can we do that without him knowing?” 
 
    “Easily. The boss’s phone is chipped. Security measure. I always know where he is if I need to find him.” 
 
    Annie’s eyes widened. “Fantastic.” 
 
      
 
    MISTY WAS STRETCHED out on the bed sleeping when Blaine returned from police headquarters. He stood at the foot of the bed and marveled at how beautiful she looked. Her hair was shorter and looked different, whatever the spa people had done to it, and she had more makeup on than she usually wore. He smiled thinking she looked like a movie star. 
 
    She opened her eyes and smiled back at him. “I just laid down to wait for you. I must have fallen asleep.” She sat up on the side of the bed. 
 
    “You look fantastic. Did you have fun at the spa?” 
 
    “Oh, I did.” She held out her hands. “Look at my nails.” 
 
    “Wow, little sparkles and stars. Fancy stuff.” 
 
    “I didn’t eat lunch. I waited for you.” 
 
    “You did? Great, I’m starving.” He offered his hand and helped her stand up. “Have you been walking too much?” 
 
    “A little, but the massage helped a lot.” 
 
    “If it helped, you should have one every day while we’re here.” 
 
    “You’re spoiling me.” 
 
    “I’m trying to.” He hugged her and inhaled her scent. “Did you get new perfume too?”  
 
    “I sprayed a few in one of the stores.” 
 
    “Pick out your favorite and we’ll get a bottle to take home.” 
 
      
 
    AFTER MARGARITA’S and lunch at the Mesa Grill, they returned to their suite near the top of the tower.  
 
    “If you don’t feel in the mood or in the zone, or whatever you call it when you see the visions, we can do it later.” Blaine unwrapped the three items he had brought from DeVouge’s residence and laid them out on the glass coffee table.  
 
    Misty sat on the sofa and stared at the items. “Anytime is okay to try. Sometimes I get results right away, and sometimes, I don’t. A few times, pictures came to me much later, in dreams, and I didn’t know what they meant.”  
 
    Blaine sat down beside her and watched as she started with the poker chip. She held it in her hand, closed her eyes and sat very still. She opened her eyes and shook her head. “Nothing.” 
 
    She replaced the chip and tried the money clip. “Less than the chip,” she said. “It’s like he never touched this.” 
 
    Blaine shrugged, “Maybe he never did.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize. You’re trying your best.” Blaine noticed the strain in her face. “Maybe you should rest for a while before you try again.” 
 
    “No, I’m okay. She reached for the Swiss Army knife and picked it up. Her whole body began to tremble, and tears rolled down her cheeks. 
 
    Alarmed, Blaine wanted to say something but feared interrupting whatever was happening.  
 
    Misty began speaking in a low voice different from her own. “The cellar is low. Filthy and damp.” She wrinkled her nose. “The smell is terrible. Sickening.” She inhaled a breath and emitted a tiny mewling sound. “The pain is intense. He’s dying. Death will come soon.” 
 
    Blaine sat silently and wrote down everything she said. He didn’t ask any questions.   
 
    There aren’t too many cellars or basements in Vegas. 
 
    Misty turned the knife over in her hand and held it tightly. “A chain. His wrist is attached to a chain.” 
 
    Blaine’s eyes widened, and he waited for more, but nothing came. He risked a question. “Can you see the outside of the building?” 
 
    She sat still as a statue for a solid two minutes and then shook her head.  
 
    “I want you to rest while I do some research.” He walked her to the bedroom and covered her with a blanket. “You did fantastic, sweetheart. I can see how draining it is for you. Try to sleep.” 
 
    Blaine opened a beer and sat at the desk with his laptop. The properties of the top three had been searched so they had to be holding DeVouge somewhere else.  
 
    Somewhere with a cellar. 
 
    He tried relatives of the top three and came up empty. If the place belonged to one of the other club members, he’d have no way of finding it.  
 
    Tired of looking and finding nothing, he was on his way back to the bar when Misty came out of the bedroom. “Would you like a drink, sweetheart? I’m having another beer.” 
 
    “Are there any coolers in there?” 
 
    Blaine opened the bar fridge and looked. “Two kinds. Peach Mango and Black Cherry.” 
 
    “I’ll try the Black Cherry.” 
 
    He opened it and poured it over ice.  
 
    She sat on one of the bar stools and tried to get comfortable. “Mmm… this is good.” She sipped her drink and visibly relaxed in front of his eyes.  
 
    “Would you get the knife for me? I want to try again.” 
 
    “Do you think you should?” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Blaine crossed the room and used a tissue to pick up the little red-handled knife from the coffee table. He placed it in front of her on the bar.  
 
    Misty finished her drink, set the glass down and stared at the knife for a long minute before she picked it up. She barely had it in her possession when she screamed and dropped it. “He’s dead. He died when I picked up the knife.” 
 
    Blaine ran around the bar and held her in his arms. He stroked her hair as she sobbed. “This is too hard for you. I don’t want you to do it anymore.” 
 
    “I saw the place,” she whispered. “If I’d been faster or better, I could have saved him.” 
 
    “No, you couldn’t, Misty. No.” 
 
    Blaine poured her another drink, and when she was calm she said, “The place is old. Like the fifties.” 
 
    “The fifties?” 
 
    “You know, like ‘Happy Day’s reruns. 
 
    “A bungalow from the fifties?” Blaine wasn’t getting it. 
 
    “No. Where they get the sodas and Fonzie hangs out.” 
 
    “Like a diner?” 
 
    Misty nodded. “A diner. He’s under a diner.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Blaine ran to his laptop and began a new search. After an hour, he had it. Bolivar’s father had been in partnership with another guy, Pete Strombowski, and the diner had been in the partner’s name. He wrote down the address in Henderson.  
 
    “After dinner, I’ll go check it out. Thanks, sweetheart. You were fantastic.” 
 
    “Fantastic, but too slow.”  
 
    “No, you weren’t slow. None of this is your fault. I just need to find him, and I believed he was dead long before we got here.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS AND ANNIE played poker all afternoon while Blaine was holed up in the hotel.  
 
    Travis had his eye on the guy with the southern accent, what was it—Georgia or Alabama? Wearing an L.L. Bean shirt and vest, his hair way too perfect to be believed, the asshole sat in the seat next to Annie and stared at her every chance he got. He was almost drooling on her. 
 
    Annie won a couple of big hands and smiled as she raked in her chips. Two of the male players at the other end of the table made sexist remarks and Travis decided he was tired of the atmosphere as a whole. He tilted his head at Annie and she nodded. 
 
    They cashed in their chips, had dinner and headed upstairs to wait for Blaine to make a move.  
 
    “Is he still in his room?” Annie asked as she unbuttoned her shirt and winked at Travis. 
 
    Travis sat at the table in the corner and checked his phone. “Uh huh, still there. You trying to lure me over to the bed?” 
 
    “I’m trying,” Annie unzipped her jeans and let them fall to the floor. “Is it working?” 
 
    Travis stood up and grinned. “Sure is.” 
 
    They woke a couple hours later, and Travis got up for the bathroom. He checked on Blaine and he was gone. 
 
    “Annie-girl, wake up. The boss is gone. We’ve got to catch up.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL HAD SLEPT on and off during the day in the cab of the truck, and not a damn thing had happened. He’d smoked, listened to the radio, played poker on his phone and watched kids skateboarding up and down the quiet street in Bastrop. He’d been gone a couple of times for food and for the bathroom—just a case of survival, but most of the time he’d had eyes on Jeff Overland’s house. For nothing. 
 
    Darkness had fallen, and the kids had picked up their skateboards and gone inside to bed. He was thinking of giving it up and going home for a couple of hours, when a turquoise blue mini pickup—Toyota or one of the small ones—pulled into Overland’s driveway. The garage door went up, the truck pulled in and the door closed. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, is that him?” Farrell left the unit where it was parked and loped down the street on foot. He couldn’t run worth crap with his leg half healed from the pellets he’d taken on the last case. Overland’s neighbor had an outside light on that helped Farrell see where he was going. He trudged between the two houses and came at Overland’s rancher from the rear.  
 
    As silently as possible, he stole through the open breezeway and tried the knob on the side door. Locked. He couldn’t risk running back to the truck for the wizard, he’d have to pick the lock without making any noise. Cheap piece of crap anyway. Nothing decent like Schlage or Medico.  
 
    With no light he went strictly by feel. Not that he hadn’t done it thousands of times before. When he was living on the streets trying to keep Neil alive, he’d broken into more houses to steal food than he cared to remember.  
 
    Click. He turned the knob, opened the door wide enough to squeeze through and tried to remember where the table was the last time he was in this house. He didn’t want to kick a fucking chair or a table leg and wake Overland up. Without Travis for backup, he’d have to be a little more careful than usual. 
 
    Through the kitchen and down the short hall to the bedrooms. Two at the most. The rancher was small. He could hear Overland snoring. He pulled out his cuffs, walked over to the bed and slipped a cuff around Jeff’s wrist—the one hanging over the side of the bed.  
 
    Snap. Jeff heard or felt the cuff close and opened his eyes. “What the hell?” 
 
    Farrell flicked on the overhead light and pointed his SW between Overland’s eyes. “Get up slowly, Jeff. You’re under arrest for murder.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Overland seemed ready to comply but changed his mind and rolled to his left. He bounced off the bed roaring out a stream of curses.  
 
    Farrell pulled the trigger and blasted a chunk of drywall out of the wall just over Jeff’s head. 
 
    “Fuck, don’t shoot me, you crazy bastard.” He held his hands in the air, the chain and cuff dangling from his wrist. “I give up.”   
 
    Farrell took a step closer. “Cuff your wrists together. Do it now.” 
 
    This time Overland did as he was told. The cuff clicked as it locked and Jeff, wearing a pair of red boxers and a wife-beater, stood glaring at Farrell.  
 
    “Get your pants on.” 
 
    “My hands are cuffed together.” 
 
    “Too fuckin bad, ain’t it?” Farrell used two tissues out of the box on the nightstand and picked up Overland’s gun. He shoved it into the pocket of his jacket. 
 
    Overland struggled getting his jeans zipped up. “I thought you were the good cop and your partner was the tough one.”  
 
    “Just another one of your bad calls.” 
 
    Farrell marched Overland out the front door and they headed down the street to where the unit was parked. “Walk straight to the truck and get in. I’ve got a bad leg, so I can’t chase you if you run. If you run for it, I’ll have to shoot you. No other choice. I’ll shoot you in the knee.”  
 
    The words were barely out of Farrell’s mouth and Overland took off. The guy was awkward and overweight and couldn’t run worth shit. Farrell sighted him in under the streetlight and squeezed the trigger. Overland dropped on the sidewalk and never moved. 
 
    As he called it in, Farrell walked over and stared down at him. “Did I say knee? I meant head.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE LEFT MISTY in the suite watching a movie, went downstairs to the registration desk and had a rental Jeep delivered to the front of the hotel. A cab wouldn’t be the best thing for the quest he was on. He programed the address in Henderson into the GPS and followed the directions to the old diner.  
 
    The vintage restaurant sat a little outside of town on the Boulder Highway, boarded up and desolate looking, a neon sign on the roof, no longer flashing.  
 
    Blaine parked in front, put on a pair of gloves, and shoved a flashlight he’d bought in one of the gift shops into his jacket pocket. As he jogged around behind the building, he pulled his Beretta out of his waist holster and chambered a round. 
 
    He shone the light on the back door to size up the lock. A hasp and padlock had been installed recently. The metal was shiny new, with no wear and tear from the elements.  
 
    Wish I had my bolt cutters. But maybe I won’t need them. If the club is sending different guys to check on DeVouge they probably leave the key here somewhere. 
 
    Holding the flash in one hand, he felt around the window next to the door. Nothing. Over the door on the lintel was a common spot. He reached up and felt something. Yep. 
 
    He tried the key and the padlock opened. As he tried the door he heard a rumble in the distance. No mistaking it. Bikers were coming, but were they headed here? 
 
    “I should have parked down the block,” he mumbled to himself as he heard them pull up out front. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE AND TRAVIS were parked across the street watching the diner for unwanted guests.  
 
    “I feel like helping him,” said Travis. “He shouldn’t be working alone.” 
 
    “That’s not what we’re supposed to do,” said Annie. “We’re only a safeguard.” 
 
    “Well you better get ready to do your thing because I can hear them coming.” 
 
    Annie stood behind the black pickup they’d rented at the airport and rested the barrel of her Remington on the side of the box.   
 
    Three bikers cruised up the street and pulled into the diner parking lot. One of them pointed at Blaine’s Jeep and Annie fired. She fired three warning shots, one just over the head of each of the bikers. Instead of turning and firing back at her, like she was hoping they’d do, they jumped on their bikes and ran like scared rabbits. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE JUMPED WHEN he heard the shots. 
 
    Wonder how many there are? Should I go see what’s happening or stay the hell out of it? 
 
    The bikes started up again and roared off. “What the hell?” Blaine eased his way around the building and took a look out front. “Nobody, but they were there a minute ago.” 
 
    Maybe one of the junkers is tailing me for safety. That’s okay. I could use the help. 
 
    He ran around the back feeling the need for speed. The bikers might come back with reinforcements.  
 
    The hinges squeaked as he pushed the door open. Warped and not fitting like it once had, the bottom of the old wooden door scraped on the floor of the kitchen. Blaine shone the light around the empty room. Vinyl tiles were missing from the floor. Stoves, countertops and sinks had been ripped out, leaving wiring and plumbing poking out of the walls and hanging loose. He spotted a door to the far right, strode across the uneven floor and jerked it open.  
 
    The stench of something rotting on the lower level hit him in the face and he gagged. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph.” Blaine pulled the lower part of his jacket up over his nose and mouth and followed the narrow beam of light from his mini-flash down the steep wooden steps. He stopped at the bottom, shone the light in an arc and reached for his phone.  
 
    After calling it in, he took one more look. Misty had been right about the location, about the dampness and the filth. And DeVouge’s arm was attached to a chain, just like she said it was. Amazing.  
 
    I have no idea how she does it. 
 
    He left the cellar untouched, walked around the front of the building and lit up a smoke. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS AND ANNIE were sitting in the truck waiting to see if the bikers were going to return with more of their numbers, when Blaine came outside and leaned on the Jeep. 
 
    “He’s having a smoke,” she said. “He’s waiting for the cops.” 
 
    “As soon as we hear the sirens, girl, we’ll go.” 
 
    “Roger that, partner,” said Annie. Then she giggled.  
 
      
 
    BLAINE SHOOK HANDS with Detective Vargas when he jumped out of his unmarked at the diner. 
 
    “Hey, Blacky, you found him.” 
 
    “Not in time, but yeah, he’s down there with the medical examiner.” 
 
    “How did you zero in on this place?” 
 
    “A long story, but it’s owned by Bolivar’s father. I’m going to have the feds arrest all members of The Rule and charge them with kidnapping and murder. That should lighten your load, at least for a few days.” 
 
    “That’s fantastic, especially if I don’t have to do the paperwork.” 
 
    “I thought you might like it.” 
 
    “You were lucky they didn’t come back here while you were alone,” said Vargas. “That might have been a bit dicey.” 
 
    “Might have been.” 
 
    Luckily somebody sent coverage for me. 
 
    The medical examiner came around the corner of the building with his assistant wheeling the body bag. He nodded to Vargas and got into his vehicle. The crime scene techs were next, and Blaine felt bad for them working and searching for evidence in that stinking hell pit. Made him gag just thinking about it. 
 
    He shook hands with Vargas again. “Leave you to it. I’m going back to my hotel.” 
 
    “Going home or staying?” 
 
    “I brought my girlfriend for the weekend, so I wanted to wrap this part up and get it out of the way.” 
 
    Vargas chuckled.  
 
    Before he left the diner, Blaine sat in the Jeep, called Chief Calhoun and woke him up. “Sorry to wake you, Chief. Just wanted to let you know I found DeVouge.” 
 
    “Dead or alive?” 
 
    “Recently dead. Do you want to let Ackerman know, or do you want me to call him?” 
 
    “Hellfires, son, let me do it.” Calhoun laughed. “Are there charges to be laid?” 
 
    “Yep, I want the feds to charge every member of The Rule with everything they’ve got.” 
 
    The Chief snorted. “Paperwork coming out their asses for the next six months. I love it. Can’t wait to call him.” 
 
    Blaine ended the call to the chief and had missed a call from Farrell. He called him back. “What’s up, bro?” 
 
    “Got him. Overland came home in a stolen truck, climbed into bed and went to sleep.” 
 
    “Great job. Have any problems?” 
 
    “A couple. He ran on the way to the truck after I warned him not to, and I blew his head off.” 
 
    “Fuck,” said Blaine, “did you have to?” 
 
    “Hey, I said don’t fucking run.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have left you alone.” 
 
    “No sweat. The job is done. One less murderer running around loose.” 
 
    “I want you to do something for me,” said Blaine. 
 
    “What, boss. You know I’ll do anything for you.” 
 
    “I found DeVouge and I want Mary to have the story. Bring her to Vegas tomorrow and stay for the weekend with me and Misty. I’ve got a suite and we’ll have some fun.” 
 
    “Yahoo. That’s the best offer I’ve ever had.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    Friday, January 12th. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS OPENED HIS EYES and realized he was staring at Annie’s beautiful face, her black hair spread in a wave across her pillow. His heart skipped a beat as he reached out and pulled her close to him. Her eyelids fluttered, and she opened her eyes and smiled at him.  
 
    “I don’t want to wake up without you in my bed ever again,” he whispered. 
 
    “Those are nice words to wake up to.” 
 
    He kissed her gently. “What do you want to do today?” 
 
    “Play poker,” said Annie. “I think I’ll make some inquiries and play in a big private game.” 
 
    “Travis raised an eyebrow. “Yeah? How big?” 
 
    “Big—like the one Dave Powell used to play in.” 
 
    “You’ll need big bucks for that kind of poker,” said Travis. 
 
    Annie propped herself up on one elbow and grinned at him. “Who’s got bigger bucks than me?” 
 
    “I’ll watch you.” 
 
    “Bullshit you will.” Annie tossed the covers off and sat on the side of the bed. “I’ll buy us both in and we’ll play our best game and see what happens.” 
 
    “No way.” Travis grabbed his smokes off the nightstand and headed for the balcony door. “I couldn’t play with your money, girl. I’d go all nuts and lose it for sure.” 
 
    “Come on, baby. Let’s try it. It’ll be fun, and we came here for fun.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it at breakfast.” Travis stepped outside and closed the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    FARRELL SHOWERED and dressed before dawn. At half past six he was pacing the length of the kitchen. He’d already had a coffee and was filling his second mug when Mary called him back. 
 
    “Farrell, you left me a text and said it was urgent.” 
 
    “It is urgent, Mary. I have to take you to Vegas today. The boss wants to give you an exclusive, and since you’re a girl you might need an hour to get ready.” 
 
    Mary giggled. “Is that a sexist remark, Farrell?” 
 
    “Shit, Mary, I don’t even know what a sexist remark is.” 
 
    “You make me laugh, Farrell, even when I’m half asleep. The story is in Vegas?” 
 
    “Yep. First the story, then we’re staying for the weekend with Blacky and Misty. Well that’s if you want to stay and have some fun.” 
 
    “Wow, my brain is not fully awake and I’m trying to take in everything you’re telling me. Of course, I want to go to Vegas with you. Who wouldn’t?” 
 
    Tons of girls wouldn’t.  
 
    “Do you know what the story is about?” 
 
    “Yep, I know. It’s huge, but Blacky wants to tell you.” 
 
    “Guess I’ll have to wait then. What time is the flight?” 
 
    “Ten. We’ll be there by lunch.” 
 
    “I better get out of this bed and get ready. Will you pick me up?” 
 
    “Sure thing,” said Farrell. “Let me write down your address.” 
 
      
 
    MISTY SEEMED EXHAUSTED when she woke, and Blaine tried not to let his worry show. “Stay in bed for an extra hour and I’ll call you when breakfast gets here.” 
 
    “I am a little tired,” she said. “Call me when it’s time.” 
 
    Blaine ordered from room service, then had a smoke on the balcony. He could see the whole city below him. Without all the bright flashing lights, it looked ordinary—a different place. He was headed back inside when his cell rang. 
 
    “Good morning, Chief. How are things in Texas?” 
 
    “Dandy, and nothing is wrong. I’m only calling to give you a heads-up. Ackerman is on his way to Vegas to debrief you personally. He should be there sometime this morning.” 
 
    Blaine sighed. “I was hoping Ackerman could wait until I got back to Austin. I planned to spend the weekend with Misty.” 
 
    “Get it done, son, then you can relax.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m sure he’ll contact me when he gets here.” 
 
    “Count on it.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL PICKED MARY POLITO up at her apartment and drove to Austin-Bergstrom. He was nervous. Never dated much. Never had a steady girlfriend. Too busy with gang jobs and making sure Neil didn’t starve to death or get killed on the streets when he had to leave him alone. 
 
    Mary had one suitcase with her as she crossed the lobby and came out the front door of the building.  
 
    Farrell hefted her bag into the back seat and helped her up onto the side step. 
 
    “Thank you, Farrell. You’re a gentleman.” 
 
    Not really, but I saw Jesse do it for Mom. 
 
     Farrell smiled. He wasn’t much for small talk. 
 
    “I’m so excited,” said Mary. “I’ve never been to Vegas. Have you?” 
 
    “Uh huh. But I was working. We stayed at the Bellagio but didn’t have time for much except work.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll have more fun this time.” 
 
    “I like to play poker.” 
 
    Mary glanced at him across the console. “I don’t know how to play poker.” 
 
    “Anybody can learn. It’s not hard.” 
 
    Mary took on a serious tone. “Can I ask you something, Farrell? It’s kind of personal.” 
 
    “I guess you can. Go ahead.” 
 
    “Are we going to Vegas together like we’re together or as kind of separate but just travelling together?” 
 
    “Either way. Your call, but I’m up for either. I’ve been going to ask you out, but honestly, I haven’t had the time, we’ve been so busy on the case.” 
 
    “Okay good.” She smiled at him and he was no further ahead. 
 
    Once they were settled in first class on the plane, he ordered drinks. Mary leaned over close to him and whispered, “I never sat in first class before.” 
 
    “My Mom always does,” said Farrell. “Guess I’m spoiled.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll meet your mother someday.” 
 
    Farrell cocked his head. “Didn’t you meet her at the Christmas party?” 
 
    Mary looked puzzled. “Was she there?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Annie Powell is my Mom.” 
 
    “She is? I guess I didn’t realize you and Blaine were brothers.” 
 
    “Foster brothers. Annie adopted Blaine, and me and my little brother, Neil, are her foster sons.” 
 
    “I have a lot to learn about you, Farrell.” She reached over and held his hand. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE AND MISTY were almost finished breakfast when Ackerman called. “Special Agent, Ackerman, what can I do for you, sir.” 
 
    “I think you’ve already done it, Ranger Blackmore. And I offer my humble apology to you.” 
 
    “No need.” 
 
    “I was a prick and I admit it, but I have something to run by you when we meet that might make up for my behavior.” 
 
    No, I don’t want to be a federal agent. 
 
    “Uh huh. Are you coming by my hotel?” 
 
    “I was hoping we could meet at headquarters downtown. I’m sure I’ll be able to use their boardroom for a couple of hours.” 
 
    “What’s the time frame?” 
 
    “How’s two o’clock?” 
 
    “Not ideal, but I’ll try to make it work.” 
 
    Blaine ended the call. “I have to tie up one loose end this afternoon. Sorry. After that, no more work for the rest of the weekend.” 
 
    Misty reached for his hand. “No need to apologize for your work. It’s important and everybody respects what you do.” 
 
    “We’ll pick up Farrell and Mary at the airport, then you can come back to the hotel with them, get them settled and have lunch. I’ll be back by four.” 
 
    “Sounds fine to me. Do you think Mary likes shopping?” 
 
    “I’m sure she does. Tomorrow you two can hit the Fashion Mall while Farrell and I play poker.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE AND MISTY met Farrell and Mary Polito at McCarran. Blaine hugged Farrell and congratulated him on bringing Jeff Overland down. In turn Farrell gave Kudos to Blaine for finding DeVouge. Hugs all around.  
 
    “You found the governor, Blaine?” Mary wore an astonished look. Is that the story?” 
 
    “Yep, but it’s not public knowledge and the details will have to wait until I’m debriefed by the Bureau. I should be back at the hotel by about four.” 
 
    “Oh,” Mary squealed, “I’m so excited about the story and to be here in Vegas…” she fastened her eyes on Farrell. “with Farrell.” 
 
    Blaine winked at Farrell and walked the trio to the taxi line. “Misty has a key to our suite and we have lots of room for two more. Get settled, have some lunch and charge it to the room. Have fun until I get back.” 
 
    Farrell grinned. “Me with two gorgeous babes in Vegas. You better hurry, bro.” 
 
      
 
    ACKERMAN HAD COMANDEERED the second-floor boardroom at police headquarters in downtown Las Vegas. Blaine found him easily enough, the bombastic agent could be heard as soon as he stepped off the elevator. 
 
     Blaine tapped twice on the door, opened it and stuck his head in. “Am I too early?” 
 
    Ackerman beamed, something he didn’t do too often. “Not a bit. Come on in, Blaine. Can I call you Blaine, Ranger Blackmore?” 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “Sure.” 
 
    All of a sudden, we’re buddies. Fuck that. 
 
    Ackerman pointed to a chair and Blaine sat. “I’ve got people waiting for me, so I want to make this as quick as possible.” 
 
    “Sure, no problem. I’ll take your statement, then we’ll have a brief chat. Something I want to run by you.”  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Ackerman cued up the recorder and Blaine recounted all the events leading up to finding DeVouge. He omitted Misty’s role, thinking the Bureau would put her through hell with hours of questions. She wasn’t up to it. 
 
    “You have documentation that one of the bikers had an interest in the property where DeVouge was being held?” 
 
    “I do.” Blaine explained Bolivar’s father holding a partnership in the diner. 
 
    Ackerman nodded. “Excellent work, young man. And the Bureau thanks you for your service.” 
 
    “No problem,” said Blaine. “Glad I could help.” 
 
    “Now,” said Ackerman, “The director is impressed with you, not only what you accomplished on this case, but I believe he’s studied your career for a lengthy period of time. He contacted me before I left the Austin field office, and I’ve been authorized to offer you a position with us as a federal agent.” He beamed at Blaine like it was a gift from the heavens. 
 
    “Appreciate it, sir,” said Blaine, “and you can pass on my thanks to the director for considering me, but I’m busy enough. I’m afraid I’ll have to turn the Bureau down.” 
 
    “What a shame,” Ackerman’s face fell, and he appeared to be devastated. “Are you sure? Why don’t you take a few days to think it over? That would be advisable.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Blaine. “Why don’t I give it more thought over the weekend and get back to y’all?” 
 
    “Excellent.” Ackerman stood up and shook his hand. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE AND TRAVIS rode the elevator to the top floor of the casino and were shown into the suite where one of the big games was held.  
 
    The poker boss in charge, Tim McNulty, greeted them at the door and counted out trays of chips for them. “Lovely to have you join us, Mrs. Powell. I didn’t know you were a Hold-em player.” 
 
    Annie smiled. “Long time player. Love the game.” 
 
    “And this is?” He tilted his head towards Travis. 
 
    “This is my boyfriend, Major Travis Bristol.” 
 
    “Welcome, Major Bristol. Do you have a seat preference?” 
 
    “Long as I can see Annie-girl, I’m good.” 
 
    The poker boss smiled. “I can see where that would be a priority.” 
 
    Three seats were open. Annie chose seat seven, leaving eight next to her open. Travis didn’t want to act after Annie, so he sat down in seat three at the end of the table.  
 
    Glancing around at the other men—Annie was the only woman at the table—he already felt uncomfortable playing against a group of high rollers when he was an ordinary guy with an ordinary paycheck. He had the chip stack, but could he play properly with Annie’s money?” 
 
    McNulty stood behind Annie and made introductions around the table. “Gentlemen, it’s your good fortune to have Annie Powell joining your game this afternoon.” He smiled, “Treat her well.” He went around the table and introduced them individually. Most were dressed in suits, or designer shirts.  
 
    Travis didn’t recognize any of their names, but maybe Annie did. He didn’t have time to worry about it one way or the other, the dealer snapped out the cards and the game was under way. 
 
    A waitress offered them drinks every few minutes and Travis tried to pace himself. He couldn’t afford to drink too much and lose all of Annie’s chips.  
 
    Annie seemed to be having a lot more fun than he was, although he had won a couple of small pots. He picked up the corners of his cards and stared at a pair of aces. Jesus, aces were always a killer hand for him. When the action came around, he put in a healthy raise. Annie gave him a glance and folded when it was her turn.  
 
    The guy in seat nine called and it was just the two of them. The dealer flopped out the first three cards, king, seven, two. Travis bet and seat nine called him again. 
 
    He must have Big Slick 
 
    The turn card was another seven and Travis let out the breath he was holding. At least he had two pair now. He bet large and expected seat nine to fold, but instead he raised. 
 
    Fuck, what does he have? 
 
    Travis called and could barely look at the river card when it landed on the table. Ace of hearts. Travis waited for his heart to start beating, then he said the words, “All in.” 
 
    The guy instacalled and Travis couldn’t believe it. He flopped up pocket kings for his full house and Travis turned over his pocket aces for a bigger one.  
 
    “Nice hand,” said the dude in the suit. He left the table and took a walk to cool off. 
 
    The game ramped up as the afternoon progressed. Annie worked the table; the men flirted and drank more than they should have, and Annie raked in the chips.  
 
    Travis couldn’t stand to watch her flirting, even though he knew that was how she played her best game. He stood up, told her he had an errand to run and cashed in his chips.   
 
      
 
    BLAINE RETURNED from his meeting with Ackerman and found the others in the suite having a drink. Farrell had a can of Bud in his hand, and each of the girls had fancy glasses filled with colored liquid. 
 
    “Did you guys eat?” asked Blaine. “I’m almost starved.” 
 
    “We did,” said Misty, “but I brought a steak sandwich from the restaurant for you. I’ll nuke it up.” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “Great. I’m happy you thought of me.” He opened a beer while his sandwich was in the microwave and wasn’t long wolfing it down.  
 
    When he finished, he motioned Mary over to the dining area. “Let’s get the story done, Mary, then I’m not working one more minute until Monday.” 
 
    Mary smiled. “Okay, let’s do it. I can type it up and send it by email to my boss.” 
 
    Blaine started at the beginning and explained how the bikers rented a limo, hired a phony driver and abducted DeVouge from the hotel. They took him to an abandoned diner and chained him to the basement floor. To make a point, or to show they had the upper hand, so to speak, they cut off the governor’s hand and sent it by Fed-Ex to the Blaine. 
 
    Before they had a chance to use DeVouge for bargaining power, the top three bikers in The Rule—Sam Bolivar, Dougie LeGarde and Brady Liscombe were shot and killed. The remaining club members were confused and disoriented without their leaders and they let the Governor die. 
 
    “I took a few pictures of the diner on my phone that you can use,” said Blaine, “It’s nothing to look at, just an old building.” 
 
    Mary was almost bubbling over. “This is so good. My boss will jump up and down when he gets this.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE WAS SO comfortable in the rocker holding Charity in his arms, he almost fell asleep before she did. He had his phone on vibrate now when he was in the nursery. Another one of Tyler’s rules. 
 
    He laid the baby in her crib and covered her with a blanket, then stepped into the hall to see who had been calling.   
 
    “Hey, Blacky. How’s it going?” 
 
    “Good. All wrapped up.” He gave all the details about finding the governor in Vegas.” 
 
    “Fantastic. Wish I could have seen Ackerman’s face.” 
 
    “The director offered me a job,” said Blaine. 
 
    “But you’re not taking it, are you?” 
 
    “Why would I. We’ve got everything the way we want it.” 
 
    “You scared me there for a second.” 
 
    “No need to worry, partner. How’s the baby?” 
 
    “Wonderful. Good as gold. And I’m feeling a lot stronger. I think on the next case, I’ll be able to help out a lot more.” 
 
    “That’s great, Jesse. I miss us as a team. You know that.” 
 
    “Yep, I do too.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    Monday, January 15th. 
 
      
 
    STREETS AROUND the Capitol were blocked. A private service for family only had been held inside the Governor’s Mansion on Colorado. Governor DeVouge would be cremated and his ashes scattered at his cabin at the lake. 
 
    Farrell accompanied Mary through the throng of media vehicles and reporters with her photographer. She wanted a few pictures of the Capitol and the Mansion to print with her writeup of the funeral. 
 
     “Where to next?” asked Farrell when that job had been taken care of. 
 
    “I’m assigned to cover the election announcement at four o’clock,” she said, “Do you want to hang out with me until it’s time?” 
 
    Farrell grinned and took her hand. “Course, I do.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
       
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading.  
 
    I sincerely hope you enjoyed Dead Man’s Hand, book three in the Blackmore Agency Series. If you would like to continue to book four in the series, Drawing Dead, I’ve included the first chapter for you. 
 
      
 
    If you’d like to be kept in the loop on my release dates and  
 
    receive my newsletter, subscribe here: Mailing list   
 
      
 
    If you’d like to know more about my other series’ drop by my  
 
    Facebook page.  
 
      
 
    Reviews on Amazon and Goodreads help other readers find books. I appreciate all reviews and look forward to hearing your thoughts. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Author Notes from Carolina: 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    That was book three in the series. I hope you are enjoying the books. I used blackjack titles for the first two and poker titles for the next six. Each title has something to do with the story, even though it’s obvious in some cases and not in others. See if you can figure it out.    
 
      
 
    A special thank you to the fans who take the time to reach out and share their ideas, support, and opinions. You know who you are, Holly, Lynn, Dorothy, Shelley, Diane, Wendy, Shirley and Freda, Dawn, Alice, Billy and Melinda, Jim and Gayle, Ava, Terry and Celestia to name a few. If I missed you here, message me and it won’t happen again. 
 
      
 
    To access my author page on Amazon and see all my books out so far, click here. 
 
      
 
    Carolina Mac is the author of forty books in four different series. The Regulators biker series, The Quantrall PI series, The Paradise Park series and The Blackmore Agency series. Carolina lives with her family in Ontario, Canada.   
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     CHAPTER ONE 
 
   
 
    End of June 
 
      
 
    VEGAS WAS COOKING. Hot as Hell on a holiday. Annie sat quietly in seat five and sized up the other players. The eyes of the men were on her, burning brands into the cleavage her sparkly black top was meant to accentuate. Barely enough fabric to contain her considerable assets. No other women at the table. Just the way she liked it. She leaned forward the slightest bit to push her folded hand to the dealer and heard an intake of breath from seat nine.  
 
    “Come on, Judge, you can’t be serious.” Darryl Wise had been card dead all evening. The more Jack and Coke he consumed, the more belligerent he became. A large man in his late forties with a redneck persona, fortunately for him, Darryl was smarter than he looked. His wealth had been built capitalizing on land deals and building shopping malls all across the country, beginning in North Carolina and expanding westward. He leaned forward and dared Judge Rumford to call him. “You don’t want to call my all-in, Judge. Huge mistake on your part.” 
 
    Peter Rumford smiled. His years on the bench had given him a generous helping of insight into human behavior. He could read people. He raised cold blue eyes and radiated an icy chill across the table at Darryl. His voice, dry and gravelly from too many years of smoking, came out like the croak of an old bullfrog. “Call.” 
 
    “Turn em up,” said the dealer as he burned a card.  
 
    Darryl Wise flipped up pocket kings and the Judge turned over a pair of black eights. 
 
    The flop came, deuce, six, queen.  
 
    Darryl smiled. 
 
    A six came on the turn and Darryl continued to grin like a sick monkey. He puffed out his chest and tested the buttons on his plaid shirt. “I told you not to call, Judge. Just being polite and doing you a favor. Now you lost yourself a whole pile of cash.” 
 
    “Not yet, I haven’t,” barked the Judge. He pointed at the dealer. “Let’s see the river.” 
 
    Miguel, a big Hispanic lad with a thin black moustache, burned a card and slowly flipped up the last card. Eight of hearts. 
 
    Darryl jumped out of his seat cursing the air blue and Rudy, the poker manager, edged a few steps closer. Darryl held up a hand, made a valiant effort to control his temper and stomped off to the men’s room. 
 
    On the opposite side of the table, Annie watched Miguel push the huge pot to Judge Rumford. “Nice hand, Pete.” She gave the table a pat in his direction. 
 
    “Thank you, Annie dear. Seems the players they let in our game don’t have manners anymore.” He removed his wire-rimmed glasses and began sorting and stacking his chips. 
 
    While Darryl Wise cooled off in the men’s room, the other players verbally replayed the hand the way they always did, chewing over scenarios that didn’t materialize. With the action at a temporary stand-still, Annie stood up, picked up her purse and stepped away from the table to check her messages. 
 
    One from Declan. ‘Ready for dinner. Are you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I’ll come down.’  
 
    Annie pointed to her seat as she headed to the door. “I’ll be back, Rudy.” She winked at him. “Try to keep the boys under control while I’m gone.” 
 
    Rudy smiled. A senior pit boss from the casino floor, he was a sturdy, handsome Italian who ran the high stakes private games in one of the penthouse suites. Players participated by invitation only. “I’ll try, Mrs. Powell, but with this lot, you never know what will happen.” 
 
    Below, on the twentieth floor, Annie inserted her card into the slot and waited for the green light. She walked into the suite wearing a big smile. “You get better looking every day, sugar pop.” She grabbed Declan in a bear hug and let her tongue find its way into his mouth. 
 
    “Mother Mary,” he whispered, when Annie came up for air, “did you miss me that much?” 
 
    Declan O’Connor, one of the black Irish, had worked for Annie for several years in a medical capacity, taking care of any and all illnesses and injuries occurring on the Coulter-Ross Ranch. A skilled medic and loyal to a fault, he and the boss were currently in a hot relationship. A rebound thing after her two-week marriage to Jesse Quantrall went for a crap and a brief fling with Travis amounted to nothing. Dec was smart enough to know it was a rebounder and Annie knew that Dec knew. 
 
    “Course, I did. Can’t stand to be away from you while I’m working.”  
 
    “Making any progress?” Declan pulled two Coors out of the bar fridge and poured Annie’s beer into a glass. 
 
    “None so far, but I’ve only been here a couple of days.” She took the glass Dec handed her and chugged half of it. “Where do you want to go for dinner?” 
 
      
 
    “BLACKMORE AGENCY,” Lily answered the phone politely. There was only one way Lily Duke did things—the right way. “Hey, boss is that you?” 
 
    “Yep. Tell Carm I can’t make it home for dinner, would you? Jesse wants to see me, and I have to drive out to Giddings to his ranch.” 
 
    “Sure, boss. Is the baby okay?” 
 
    “He didn’t mention her, so I think it’s something else.” 
 
    Blaine’s partner, Jesse Quantrall, had been withdrawing more and more from Agency business since his near-fatal heart attack and the arrival of his baby daughter—two unrelated incidents. Jesse continued to do what he could but had a monumental workload of his own to contend with—a seventy-five-hundred-acre cattle ranch, the number one Appaloosa breeding operation in the state of Texas, along with the corporation he and his brothers had inherited—Quantrall Oil. Even with his two younger brothers, Tyler and Paul doing more than their fair share, Jesse seemed snowed under. 
 
    Blaine steered his big Ram diesel down the long, treed laneway into Quantrall territory wondering what Jesse needed to talk to him about that he couldn’t tell him over the phone. 
 
    Guess I’ll soon find out. 
 
    He parked next to Jesse’s new Range Rover and paused to admire the vehicle for a moment before mounting the wide steps leading onto the wrap-around porch.  
 
    The five Quantrall boys lived in a lavish two-storey Spanish-style mansion their father, Lou Quantrall, had built for them when he struck oil years before. Cream stucco walls, wrought iron grated windows and a red clay tile roof were a few of the features. 
 
    Blaine knocked once, and Jesse’s bloodhounds raised a ruckus on the other side of the door. “Shit, I hope I didn’t wake up the baby,” he mumbled to himself.  
 
    Tyler opened the door and waved him inside. For a minute, Blaine thought he was Jesse, they looked so much alike.   
 
    “Come on in, Blacky. Jesse is upstairs with Charity, but he’ll be down in a minute. Want a beer?” 
 
    “Sure, Ty, I could use one.” 
 
    Tyler headed for the fridge in the kitchen and Blaine followed. “Hard day?” asked Tyler. 
 
    “Not bad. Just cleaning up a few reports from our last case. Hope we don’t get a new one for a while. I could use a break.” 
 
    “Don’t think y’all are gonna get one.” Tyler handed Blaine a hard stare. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Ty shrugged. “I’ll let Jesse tell you.” 
 
    Blaine and Tyler were settled in comfy dark green leather chairs close to the fireplace when Jesse descended the circular staircase with the baby in his arms. 
 
    “She’s a lot bigger than the last time I saw her,” said Blaine. “Don’t know if I’ve seen her awake before. Look at those big brown eyes—she looks a helluva lot like you, partner.” 
 
    Jesse grinned. He’d been smiling a lot since Charity arrived. Blaine had never seen him so happy. “She sleeps less now that she’s eight months old, and guess what? She can sit up all by herself. He gazed adoringly at his daughter. 
 
    Tyler was unmarried and five years Jesse’s junior, but in spite of his good looks and part-time musical career, he didn’t have much of a social life. He’d helped with the baby since the first day she arrived. Blaine studied the brothers and decided they looked enough alike to be twins. Medium length dark hair, brown eyes and dark complexions—they resembled their father more than the other three boys. 
 
    Tyler tipped up his beer, drained it and set the empty on the table in front of them. He motioned to Jesse to give him the baby. “She’s so smart, Blacky, you wouldn’t fuckin believe it.” 
 
    “I don’t know much about babies, Ty.” Blaine grinned. 
 
    “All you gotta do is read the book and follow directions,” said Ty. “All there in black and white. Ain’t hard.” 
 
    “Have you read the book, Jesse?” Blaine asked with a smirk on his face. 
 
    “Didn’t need to.” Jesse winked at Blaine. “Ty’s got it memorized.” He gave Charity, dressed in pink overalls to his brother and waved towards the hallway. “Let’s talk in the office.” 
 
    The office that Jesse used had been Lou Quantrall’s study when he was alive. Richly paneled in rosewood and lined with hand-crafted bookshelves, the room was cozy and welcoming. 
 
    “Can’t wait to hear what you have to say, Jesse. You’re being kind of mysterious about it all.” Blaine sank into one of the leather chairs near the window, stretched out his legs and crossed his Harley boots at the ankle. 
 
    Jesse pulled a chair up close and sat facing him, his elbows on the knees of his worn Lee jeans. “Thought about it for a couple of days wondering if I should open up this can of worms or let it lie. Then I decided it was up to you if you wanted to pursue it or let it go.” 
 
    “Okay. Go ahead and tell me.” 
 
    “Last week I was up in Dallas at an oilmen’s meeting and by pure chance, I met someone. He was the salesman who sold me the Range Rover, nice guy and friendly, but when I bought the vehicle we only talked business. He recognized me at the Marriott where the meeting was held and gave me a shout out. He wasn’t there for the meeting, just hanging around waiting to speak to a customer who was buying a Jag. We got to talking, he asked me about being an investigator, and it just came out—like I was meant to know or something.”  
 
    Blaine frowned thinking the look on Jesse’s face had become way too serious. “And? I’m still not getting why you’re telling me this.” 
 
    “His name is Arlo Maznik, Blacky. He knew your father.” 
 
      
 
    To continue reading, Drawing Dead, visit Amazon. 
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