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    To poker dealers everywhere 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was quiet, but I was not blind. 
 
      
 
    ―JANE AUSTEN 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    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. 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 so 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.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    “MARY HAD A…” he hummed as he loped around the corner of the building.  
 
    Didn’t mean to kill you, Mary. Honest to baby Jesus, I didn’t. 
 
    Mist hung heavy over Austin that morning. It could have been an identical morning to a myriad of others, but how would he know? Without the bars on his window slicing his view into sixths, this morning looked different than all the others. He was on the outside.  
 
    From where he sat on an iron bench near the back gate, the old place, huge and white as snow, shrouded in tales of ghosts and murderers—real and fantasy—had never looked more ominous.  
 
    One last look and a silent goodbye to his friends inside—real and imaginary—and it was time to go. 
 
    The whir of a motor made him crank his head around to see if it was possible. Yep, the gate was creeping opening to let the first of the doctors in to start their day talking to crazy people. Another day of hopelessness—trying to cure the incurably insane. Zach shook his head and wondered why they did it day after day. They were crazier than he was. Had to be. 
 
    He inched along silently, hidden in the trees and bushes near the ten-foot fence. Nobody walked the grounds this early. One guard at the gate. Sneaking as close as he dared, Zach crouched under a bush and watched the doc’s car come through the gate. Slowly, slowly, McIntyre drove through the opening, waved at the guard and he was in.  
 
    The guard turned his head and pressed the button inside the little house to close the gate. That nanosecond was all the time Zach had. The dark gray Toyota passed him, and he jumped out from under the bush and squeezed through the gate—so close his hand made contact with the back bumper of the car. The gate swung closed with a swishing sound and the heavy wrought iron brushed the back of his pantleg. His heart almost stopped beating.  
 
    He ran. Faster than he could ever remember running. Behind him, he heard the clang of metal on metal as the gate slammed shut. Then the sound of the guard’s voice, yelling for him to stop.  
 
    Zach didn’t stop. He picked up speed and then smiled as a new sound filled the air. His lungs labored, and his heart hammered wildly in his chest as he ran without direction, listening to the sweetest sound in the universe—the siren. He’d heard it a few times from inside and always silently cheered for whoever was brave enough to try. 
 
    His smile blossomed into laughter as he ran. Another whack job on the loose. This time it was him. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE’S CELL signaled a message from the man. His phone was set up with a special alert. Instantly recognizable and at the same time requiring immediate attention and total focus. No time this morning to research the solitary clue Jesse had given him about his father the night before. He’d filed Arlo Maznik’s card in his wallet for safekeeping, but it would have to be on hold until he had more time. Finding the key to his past and his family—something he had always wanted to do—would have to wait. 
 
    He sat on the side of the bed and read the text. 
 
    ‘State Hospital. Now.’ 
 
    He read it for the second time hoping it was different and no dice. “Fuck.”  
 
    What the hell is going on over there? 
 
    He struggled to his feet and staggered half-asleep into the shower. After five minutes of hot water pelting down on his tired, aching body, Blaine toweled off, used an extra towel on his long black hair and dressed in torn black jeans and a Harley shirt. He grunted, easing into his shoulder harness. His muscles protested, and his joints seemed stiffer than usual. Shit, he was only twenty-three. Should he skip the harness and ram his Beretta into the waistband of his jeans instead?  
 
    State Hospital? Crazy people were harder to catch. A fact. 
 
    “Jesus, I don’t want to do this.” He grabbed his black leather jacket to cover the gun, picked up his wallet and keys and headed out. 
 
    On the way along the bedroom corridor he opened the door to his foster brother’s room. “Farrell, get up and meet me at the State Hospital. Wake Travis up.” 
 
    “What’s up, boss?” 
 
    “No clue. I’ll text y’all.” 
 
    “We gonna need the dogs?” 
 
    “Might. I’ll find out and let Jesse know. He can run them into the city if we need them.” 
 
    “I’m up.” Farrell called after him. 
 
    Farrell Donovan had been rescued from a bike gang in San Angelo along with his younger brother Neil. Annie brought the boys to live at her ranch and raised them with Blaine and her own small son, Jackson. Brothers all. 
 
    In the kitchen of the huge estate where he was now living—temporarily or permanently—hadn’t been decided, Blaine passed Carmelita, already working on something fantastic for breakfast that he wouldn’t have time for a single bite of. Why was he so hungry? Was it because he didn’t have time to eat? The day got worse by the second. “Traveler,” he mumbled in Spanish and pointed at the coffee maker.” 
 
    “Si, no time for breakfast?” 
 
    Blaine shook his head listening to his stomach growl. 
 
    Quick as Martha on crack, Carm made toast and covered the slices thickly with peanut butter and strawberry jam. She wrapped them in waxed paper and handed the packet to him. 
 
    “Gracias.” Blaine hugged her, kissed her cheek and headed for his truck. 
 
      
 
    ON THE WAY OUT the gate, he gave a wave to Greg, one of the Junkers on duty. The man had deemed it necessary to move him and his crew onto a secluded estate in the country where security was at a max. The men assigned to Blaine arrived in a cube van disguised as a junk truck, and they wore black ‘junker’ golf shirts. A counter-measure. Blaine’s methods had a strong vigilante quality to them more often than not and were not always politically correct. His don’t-fuck-with-me attitude had a tendency to ruffle feathers and inspire powerful enemies into taking retributive action at an alarming rate. 
 
    North on route seventy-one, he ate his toast that still held a hint of warmth and drank his much-needed caffeine. Then he began winding through the city streets to the State facility—home of the incurable and the criminally insane. Morning traffic began to increase as he slowed for each red light. On city corners, he noticed election signs popping up. Only June and they’re gearing up already? There would never be a Governor as good as Prescott Richardson. The man had given his life to serve Texas.  
 
    Blaine had never heard of the candidates on the signs, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t have to work with one of them in the future. He better find out who they were and what they were all about—as soon as he had a spare minute.    
 
    He flicked on his blinker and arrived at his destination. 
 
    Hope this ain’t gonna take all fuckin day. 
 
    He’d been in a foul mood ever since Misty had refused to move to the estate with him. In retrospect, it could have been a good thing, but the fact that she turned him down pissed him off every time he thought about it. 
 
    She wanted to live in her own house where she conducted her business. Tarot readings, palmistry lessons and all manner of things Blaine didn’t put much stock in but tolerated because he thought he loved her. Why he’d been attracted to a person, older than him by a few years, and so far from his mental picture of ideal, he hadn’t figured out. Misty was different and strong willed—and stubborn as a mule. The relationship was awkward at best—him a master criminologist trusting in science and Misty’s world based on feelings and visions floating out of the air and into her blonde head. Why in hell were women so fuckin hard to deal with? 
 
    A flash of his cred pack to the guard on the hospital’s front gate—a gaggle of guards swarming around at the gate—the first indication that something had run amok. 
 
    Jesus Christ, did one of the killer loonies get out? Fuckin hope not. That throws the city into a goddam frenzy. 
 
    He parked in the empty visitor’s lot, turned off the engine, pressed Mary’s number and woke her up. “I’m dealing with something, Mary. Keep some time open for me.” 
 
    “Will do, Blaine. Any hints?” 
 
    “Nothing yet. Going inside now.” 
 
    “Inside where?” 
 
    “State Hospital.” 
 
    “Shit. I’m up.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE WOKE beside Declan and a smile played around her lips as she watched him sleep. A wonderful man and a fantastic lover. 
 
    I’m not going to blow this one. This might be my last chance to get it right. 
 
    Declan must have felt her eyes on him. His eyelids fluttered, and he stared back at her with dark orbs. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. Admiring the whole package, that’s all.” 
 
    Declan winked and pulled her close. “How late did you play?” 
 
    “Three thirty.” 
 
    “Any progress?” 
 
    “Still getting to know the regulars. Have to separate the players from the predators. I have one possibility, but no evidence—based purely on a feeling.” 
 
    Declan kissed her forehead before getting out of bed. “I don’t want you getting hurt.” 
 
    “Won’t happen. I’m undercover for information. Nothing more.” 
 
    Dec shook his curly dark head. “As if I believed you were only an observer, darlin. That’s a joke. Who’s your backup?” 
 
    “One of the Junkers, I guess. Haven’t seen him around, but they tend to keep a low profile.” 
 
    “The boss is taking advantage of your poker skills, and I can’t say that I’m pleased. I know it will lead elsewhere.” 
 
    “Work keeps me from thinking about what a mess I’ve made of things.” 
 
    Dec stood naked beside the bed in a don’t-mess-with-me stance. “You have the ranch, the horses and the safe-house, as well as a young son to raise. That should be enough for any woman.” 
 
    “You’re right. It is enough. The big guy only calls on me once in a while when it’s a job that suits my talents.” 
 
    Dec grinned. “Hope he never finds out about the other talents you possess. The ones I admire so much.” 
 
    Annie giggled. “Nope. He never will.” 
 
      
 
    DOCTOR MCINTYRE stood in the lobby of the hospital conferring with the head of security and surrounded by a sea of dark blue uniforms. Chief of staff for the State run facility, McIntyre was a tall, slim man with bleached platinum hair and a silver cross dangling from his left ear. With his athletic build and deep tan, he resembled a golf pro more so than Doctor Freud.  
 
    Blaine pushed through the herd of cops, chains clanking on his Harley boots and his creds held high for any doubters to see. “Doctor McIntyre, I’m Blaine Blackmore.” 
 
    “Excellent. Let’s talk in my office, sir.” McIntyre broke away from the clutch of cops and headed down an austere beige corridor.  
 
    Pine disinfectant seared the back of Blaine’s throat as he followed the doctor, recalling the time he’d brought Race Ogilvie to this very building for an assessment. McIntyre had a different look than he’d had a couple of years before. What the hell? 
 
    McIntyre assessed Ogilvie. Another fuckin nut case. 
 
    And look how that turned out. 
 
    McIntyre rounded his desk and sank into his chair with a sigh. “Mister Blackmore, I’m sure you’re qualified,” he stared at Blaine’s tattoos then back at the shoulder-length hair, “but may I ask who sent you to intervene in our little problem?” 
 
    Blaine shook his head. “Nope.” 
 
    “I see.” McIntyre leaned his elbows on his desk. “I’ve already told the officers out front everything I know,” he stared at the folder on his desk and tapped the laminated tab over the name, “which amounted to nothing. Zachary Fisher is insane. For the past eleven years, he’s been confined to the highest security wing of the facility along with others just like him, and...” 
 
    Blaine made a note of the escapee’s name. “And what?” 
 
    “He can’t get out.” McIntyre sounded like he might cry. “Fisher has been subdued these last few weeks, sinking more and more into himself. I feared I was losing him and he would shortly become comatose.” 
 
    “Could he have been faking?” 
 
    McIntyre shook his blond head. “Oh, no,” he said emphatically, “I would have seen through that.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “You sound doubtful, but this was a man I saw every day for the past eleven years. I could read his moods as well as I could read my own.” 
 
    “Let’s start with three things—a basic description, a copy of his file and an article of his clothing. Then I need to see his room.” 
 
    “Zachary is forty-six years old, five feet seven inches and I’m not sure of his weight but he’s stocky and strong. I didn’t see him this morning, so I have no idea what he was wearing.” 
 
    Blaine looked up from his notes. “Clean shaven or beard?” 
 
    “Beard. No razor for Mr. Fisher. And you won’t be allowed access to his file.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I don’t want to know about his treatment. I can get what I need from his police jacket.” 
 
    A knock sounded on the door and the doctor admitted Travis and Farrell. 
 
    “We’re here, boss, if you need us,” said Travis. “Jesse will be here with the dogs in a minute or so.” 
 
    “Okay, when y’all are ready, start in Fisher’s room and work your way out. I’ll go talk to the guard who was on duty when he ran out the gate.” 
 
    Blaine stood up to leave and McIntyre asked with a pained expression, “Will you have to kill him when you find him? He was making great progress.” 
 
    “I won’t kill him unless he tries to kill me,” said Blaine. “That’s how it works.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE PARKED at the front steps of the hospital and gazed at the hundred and fifty-year-old edifice as he rounded the Range Rover. Impressive architecture and well preserved, but he felt more relaxed on the outside looking in.  
 
    He opened the hatch and unloaded Red and Bluebelle from the back where they lay comfortably on their shared blanket. The boys gave a shout out and bounded down the steps to help him.  
 
    “We’ve got it, boss,” hollered Farrell. 
 
    Travis took Bluebelle’s leash and Farrell took Red. Always excited to work, the dogs whined and fairly pranced around the boy’s legs. 
 
    “Give them time in the guy’s room,” said Jesse. “Bring a shirt or something he’s worn recently with y’all.” Winded from unloading the dogs, Jesse leaned on the Rover. 
 
    “Yep,” said Farrell, “we’ve got this, boss. Take it easy.” 
 
      
 
    INSIDE FISHER’S ROOM the dogs sniffed around while Doctor McIntyre paced outside in the corridor. Bluebelle alerted first and tugged on her leash. Travis followed her out the door of the room, down a hallway to the end, down a flight of stairs, then left at the bottom. Sure of herself, Bluebelle jogged along the hallway the opposite way they’d come in. She took a right at the end of the long run of beige walls and matching beige floor tiles and sat down at a door marked kitchen waiting for Travis to open it for her. 
 
    Travis gave Farrell a wave. “Through the kitchen, partner.”  
 
    McIntyre was out of breath as he caught up. “Patients are not allowed in the kitchen. The door is always locked from the inside.” 
 
    “Bluebelle says he went this way,” said Travis. “Have someone unlock it for us, please.” 
 
    After a five-minute wait for hospital personnel with authority to open the kitchen door, Bluebelle was off and running again. She blasted across the massive food prep area with its huge commercial stoves and refrigerators, and she stopped dead and sat down in front of the door to a walk-in freezer. 
 
    “Fisher stopped here,” Travis said to Farrell. “Open the freezer door, partner.” 
 
    Farrell told Red to sit while he put on a latex glove and cranked open the heavy stainless-steel door.  
 
    McIntyre let out a stifled cry. “No. I can’t believe Zachary would do that.” 
 
    Blaine caught up and crossed the kitchen to view the body of the victim in the freezer. “I’ll call Chief Calhoun and have him send a team.” To McIntyre: “Do you recognize the woman, Doctor?” 
 
    “Of course, I do,” McIntyre snapped. “It’s my job to know all hospital personnel. That poor lady is Leslie Pruitt. She’s been on the early morning kitchen shift for years.” The doctor took a step closer and leaned forward.  
 
    “Don’t touch her,” said Blaine. “There will be decent prints on the knife.” 
 
    “Such a big knife sticking out of such a small woman,” said McIntyre. “I don’t think Zachary did this.” 
 
    He sure as hell did, Doc. Looney as the fuckin day is long. 
 
    Blaine touched the doctor’s sleeve and steered him out of the freezer doorway. “Why don’t you rest in your office and let us take care of things? This has been a stressful morning for you, sir.” 
 
    “Perhaps I will do that,” he mumbled and turned away from the grizzly scene. “I’m feeling slightly dizzy.” 
 
    Jesse caught up and took stock of the scene in the freezer. “Keep going, boys. I’ll secure the scene and wait for the ME, homicide and the crime scene techs.” 
 
    “We’re gone, boss,” said Farrell. Red followed Bluebelle through the kitchen, through a large storage area behind the kitchen and out the door onto a loading dock that ran along the back of the hospital. 
 
    Blaine watched as Bluebelle kept her sensitive nose to the ground, her huge ears dragging and picking up skin cells and showing her the way. She picked up speed, tugged on the leash and Travis broke into a jog. The big former marine had worked himself into fantastic shape since his last brush with death had left him virtually crippled. 
 
    They ran through the doctors’ parking area without a pause, and directly to a bench near the gate. 
 
    Blaine stopped to talk to the two security guards at the gatehouse. “I’m sure y’all have told your story to the first officers on the scene, but once more for me, if you could.” 
 
    The taller guard, an older Hispanic man with gray hair and a matching thick moustache looked Blaine up and down, taking in his jeans, tats and long hair. “You that Blackmore Ranger guy?” 
 
    “That’s me.” Blaine had grown tired of being recognized and questioned at every turn. Any hint of celebrity put him over the edge of his patience. “Tell me what you saw this morning.” 
 
    “Nada. Never saw a goddam thing until Doc McIntyre drove through the gate. Then I saw, or more truthfully, thought I saw, a flash. Somebody or something squeezed through the few open inches as the gate closed, then disappeared into the row of trees lining the road into the property.” 
 
    “Which way did he go?” asked Blaine. 
 
    The guard shrugged. “Sorry, can’t say. I hollered for him to stop but it was too late. Next thing I did was turn to the panel and sound the alarm.”  
 
    “Don’t matter,” said Blaine. “The dogs will tell me.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS REACHED the gate with Bluebelle in the lead.  
 
    Blaine waved an arm towards the road, “You guys go. I’ll get the truck and follow behind.” 
 
    Travis and Farrell took off with the dogs and Blaine jogged back to visitors’ parking. As soon as he slipped behind the wheel he called Lily. “Morning, Lil. Everything you can find on Zachary Fisher. Been in the State Hospital for eleven years. Go back and get family and addresses, then get a copy of his police file sent to my laptop.” 
 
    “I’m on it, boss. Back to you as soon as I can.” 
 
      
 
    THE SUN ROSE like a fireball in the sky and the gray June day turned rosy. Zach huddled under the Congress Avenue Bridge catching his breath and wondering what to do next. “Mary had a little…” he sang to himself as he tried to figure it out.  
 
    For the past eleven years his day had been structured. Breakfast at eight fifteen. Session with Doc McIntyre at ten. Lunch at twelve. Free time in the day room with his friends and some annoying assholes that were not his friends until four in the afternoon. Dinner at five forty-five. 
 
    Busy staring at the water rushing under the bridge, Zach didn’t hear the guy sneaking up behind him. The metal bumper of the shopping cart dug into his back and sent a jolt of pain to his brain. The momentum propelled him forward and he slid down the bank. With nothing to grab onto to stop his descent, Zach rolled forward and hit the freezing cold water with a splash. 
 
    The sensation took him by surprise. He opened his mouth wide to holler when he should have kept it shut and held his breath. He sank like a rock. Down he went until his feet hit bottom. He shoved off and fought his way to the surface, flailing his arms and legs, gasping and sputtering. His lungs cried out for oxygen as he pushed upward. His head broke the surface and he greedily sucked in a big gulp of oxygen. 
 
    Wham.    
 
    Something cracked him on the head and down he went for the second time. Dizzy, his strength zapped from struggling against the current, he moved more slowly than the first time he surfaced. He filled his starving lungs with a grateful breath and let himself drift with the flow of the river. If he played dead, maybe nobody would bother with him. 
 
      
 
    BLUEBELL HELD the lead heading west, with Farrell and Red running behind. The dogs led them across private yards, through alleyways, zig-zagging back and forth with no apparent direction.  
 
    “The guy is running wild,” hollered Farrell. “Doesn’t know where the hell he’s going.” 
 
         When they reached the bridge on Congress Avenue, Bluebelle turned sharply away from the street, and bolted down the bank, almost jerking Travis off his feet. She ran to the river’s edge and approached a homeless man wearing a parka with a fur trimmed hood and a watch cap pulled low over his eyes. Nice outfit for eighty-five degrees. 
 
    The homeless man saw Bluebelle coming and took off running, pushing his cart ahead of him as fast as he could go. 
 
    “Hold up,” hollered Farrell. “Stop.  I need to talk to you.” 
 
    The guy ran faster, left his cart caught up in a clump of weeds and crawled up the bank on his hands and knees. He disappeared over the berm before the boys caught up. 
 
    Bluebelle sat down on the river bank, lifted her big head and bayed. 
 
    “Shit,” said Travis, “we lost the looney toon.” 
 
      
 
    NEARING THE BRIDGE, Blaine got the call from Farrell. “Lost him, boss. He’s in the river.” 
 
    “Fuck,” hollered Blaine and thumped the steering wheel with the heel of his hand. “Follow the bank and see what happens. He has to climb out somewhere.” 
 
    “Roger that, boss.” 
 
    Blaine’s next call was to Lily. “Hey, Lil. Set up a meet with Mary Polito and print off a dozen copies of the latest picture you can find of Fisher.” 
 
    “Where should I meet Mary?” 
 
    “Meet her at DPS. I’ve got to meet with the Chief and go over Fisher’s file to get a read on him. I’ll see you there.” 
 
    “I’ll bring you coffee.” 
 
    “I love you, Lil.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE DROVE to headquarters after dropping off the dogs at the hospital for the boys. On the way, he did a Starbuck’s drive-through and picked up the Chief’s favorite blend.  
 
    Wish I was with the boys working the dogs. Guess I’ll never be able to do that again. 
 
    Before going inside to meet with the Chief, Jesse called Molly at the ranch and checked on Charity.  
 
    I hate being away from my baby. Hate it. 
 
      
 
    SHIVERING AND GASPING for air, Zach lay soaking wet on the riverbank. Paralyzed by the icy water he was unable to move. Food and dry clothes were immediate needs. Until he had those two items, there was no point worrying about anything else. He was crazy, but he wasn’t stupid. 
 
    “Those fucking dogs almost had me,” he mumbled to himself. “I’ve got to lay low until they call off the search.” He rested on the hard ground for another ten minutes before he was able to stand. Even then, he was as unsteady as a toddler on ice skates. 
 
    Easing away from the river, and trying to blend in with his surroundings, he hummed as he found himself in Austin’s downtown core. Taking it slow and sticking to back alleys and side streets, he squished along with water-soaked runners and dripping hair. “Mary had a little…”  
 
    Halfway down a long alleyway between two tall buildings, a black kid jumped out at him and held a knife to his throat. 
 
    “Get off my turf, Aqua man. What you singing anyways? I don’t know dat tune. I got bidness to do here. You best scat.” 
 
         Zach grabbed the knife with a powerful left hand and throat punched the kid with his right. The kid fell to the ground and didn’t move. Skinny and not too heavy, Zach easily dragged the kid behind the dumpster, stripped off the dark blue hoodie and searched the droopy pants for a wallet. The kid’s wallet was full of cash, and in the other pocket he had a phone. Zach jerked the kid’s high tops off his feet and tried them on. Too tight, but they were dry, and he’d always wanted red shoes.  
 
    After stripping off his wet shirt and tossing it in the dumpster, he pulled on the too-small hoodie and zipped it up. Zach stuffed the wallet in one pocket of the hoodie and the phone in the other. He tossed the drugs he’d found in the same pocket as the phone onto the ground beside the kid’s body, then knelt down, picked up the knife and slit the kid’s throat for good measure.  
 
      
 
    “WELL, CHIEF, what have we got?”  asked Jesse. 
 
    Chief Randy Calhoun, a large man wearing a snug Texas Ranger uniform looked up from the file on his desk. Bright blue eyes twinkled behind silver-rimmed reading glasses and his lips curved into a smile. “Got to say, Jesse, we got us one dangerous motherfucker running loose. One victim at the hospital, and how many more before we find him? Hate to think of the body count Mr. Fisher is going to leave in his wake.” 
 
    “We better grab him quick,” said Jesse, “before he butchers up the whole city.” 
 
    Two taps on the door and Blaine stuck his head in. “Travis lost him at the river. Guess Fisher went for a swim.” 
 
    “Water’s cold in the Colorado,” said the Chief. “Maybe he drowned.” There was a hint of hope in the Chief’s voice. 
 
    “Are the dogs still on him?” asked Jesse. 
 
    Blaine nodded. “Running the bank and trying to pick up his scent wherever he comes out of the water. Lily and Mary are out front getting a piece ready to run in the Statesman. What do you think about an announcement on TV, Chief?” 
 
    “Hate the blood sucking media, but it’s the quickest way to get help from the citizens. I’ll have one of the girls set up an interview and a hotline number.” 
 
    “I’ll leave the announcement in your hands, Chief,” said Blaine, “I want to go home and dig into Fisher’s past a bit deeper. We need to get a read on where he’s gonna go, or who he’s gonna run to. It’ll take me a couple of hours, but in the end, it might be faster than running around blind.” 
 
    “All units are cruising the streets for him already, Blacky, doing a visual. Go do your thing.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    DECLAN SAT on a bench in the Fashion Mall waiting patiently for Annie to finish shopping. Her undercover gig required her to frolic with the rich and famous, and even though she was extremely rich and moderately famous, she never flaunted it and rarely dressed the part. Annie was a cowgirl. A cowgirl he was so in love with, it was dizzying. 
 
    With most of his adult life spent obtaining his medical degree and taking care of his patients, there had not been much time for a personal life or a hot romance. After all the time he’d spent at Coulter-Ross Ranch, working for and with Annie, it seemed a natural progression to love her with all his heart and soul. Knowing their current hot affair was fueled by her recent heartbreaking divorce, didn’t deter him in the slightest. He’d take any intimacy Annie offered. Any time, any place. If that made him needy and pathetic—so be it. 
 
    “There you are, sugar pop. Ready to have lunch?” 
 
    “I am ready. It made me hungry watching all the women rushing by with their shopping bags.” He stood up and offered his hand. “Here, let me carry some of your purchases.” 
 
    “Wait until I model for you tonight. I bought something I think you’ll like… a lot.” 
 
    Declan laughed. “Can’t wait. I don’t think a woman has ever spoken those words to me before this moment.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE’S CELL RANG, and she set the rest of her bags down at her feet to answer the call. “Hey, Lance. How are you?” 
 
    “Fantastic, Annie, and a little excited, I have to admit. I took your advice and I’m seeing someone. I wondered if you’d be open to coming to the Gold Mine for dinner tonight and meeting her?” 
 
    “Couldn’t keep me away. What time?” 
 
    “How about seven. I’ll book a private dining room for us.” 
 
    “Seven is great. I’m playing later in a big game.” 
 
    “No problem, I won’t take up your whole evening. Funny you should mention poker, Kristal plays too. She says it supplements her income.” He laughed, and a tingle ran up the back of Annie’s neck. 
 
    Have I met a player named Kristal? I don’t think so. 
 
    “She’s a lucky lady to be dating you, Lance. I’m looking forward to meeting her.” 
 
    “See you at seven.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE SETTLED into his office with his laptop, a roast beef sandwich Carm had made him, and a coffee. He needed to get into Fisher’s past to see what was driving him forward. Sifting through the police file, Blaine started with the crime that sent Fisher to the state hospital years before.   
 
    Twelve years earlier, shortly after Fisher was discharged from the army, he’d killed his wife and two of his neighbors at a backyard barbeque. A psych evaluation showed he’d had a psychotic break brought on by an unknown event, but the diagnosis didn’t define the cause of the breakdown. The only thing certain was Zach Fisher was unfit to stand trial for triple murder. The long and the short of it: Zachary Fisher was diagnosed as mentally ill with no hope of recovery—incurable. He was broken and couldn’t be fixed. The State had taken care of him ever since. 
 
    One brother lived in Dallas—no other relatives listed. Blaine picked up the phone, found McIntyre’s card and called. “Doctor, this is Blaine Blackmore, we met this morning.” 
 
    “I’m fully aware of who you are Mr. Blackmore, and what you do.” 
 
    You didn’t seem to be this morning. 
 
     “I have a question for you, sir. Did Mr. Fisher’s brother, Tommy, ever come to visit him while he was in your care?” 
 
    “Let me think. Uh huh. He did. Two or three times, but not lately. Not in the last couple of years.” 
 
    “And was Mr. Fisher happy to see his brother, can you recall?” 
 
    “Zach rarely registered any emotion accept anger, so I can’t be sure.” 
 
    “But he wasn’t upset by the visits?” 
 
    “Not that I remember.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” 
 
    Blaine ended the call and called Chief Calhoun. “Do you have something set up for the media?” 
 
    “Four o’clock. They’re coming here to film it.” 
 
    “Okay, good. One other thing. Fisher has a brother in Dallas. We need a squad to advise the brother of the escape and keep an eye on the brother’s residence.” 
 
    “Send me the address and I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chief.” He pressed end, and it rang in his hand. “Lopez, what up, Detective?” 
 
    “Shit, Blacky, why are you sounding so fuckin cheerful?” 
 
    “Was I? Must have been a mistake.” 
 
    “Just a question. I’ve got a body in an alley downtown and I’ve talked to narcotics and the gang squad and the victim isn’t ticking any of my drug-related boxes. Are you guys working on anything I don’t know about?” 
 
    “Yeah, a guy broke out of the State Hospital this morning. Killed a woman with a butcher knife on the way out. Where’s your scene?” 
 
    Lopez gave him the address. “I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    He called Farrell. “Bring the dogs to this address. We’ve got a corpse.” 
 
    “Meet you there, boss.” 
 
      
 
    WHEN BLAINE ARRIVED, Detective Lopez, of Austin homicide, was already in the garbage-strewn alley with the medical examiner. He stood up and shook Blaine’s hand. “Could be drug related, although I doubt it. Very small amount of drugs left behind.” 
 
    His shoes and top are gone,” said Blaine. My guy was in the river and needed dry clothes. Probably him. Is the wallet gone?” 
 
    Lopez nodded. “Yep, no ID on this kid.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s say, Mr. Fisher has dry shoes, a dry top and a wallet full of drug money. Where would he go first?” 
 
    “Food?” asked Lopez. “Did he eat breakfast before he broke free?” 
 
    “Nope. It was earlier than that.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll have officers canvas every establishment around here,” said Lopez.  
 
    “I’m waiting on Travis and Farrell,” said Blaine, “Maybe the dogs can pick up something familiar.” 
 
    Blaine’s cell rang, and he strode to the end of the alley, away from the noise and chatter to take the call. “Misty, I haven’t had a chance to call.” 
 
    “Oh, no? Is something horrible going on?” 
 
    “You know it.” 
 
    “Any time for dinner?” 
 
    “Maybe, I’ll see how we’re doing.” 
 
    “I’m missing you,” she whispered. 
 
    “Same. I’ll call you in an hour.” 
 
    You wouldn’t be missing me so much if you’d moved in with me when I asked you to. Too late now. I’m not begging. 
 
      
 
    FARRELL PARKED his Red Silverado at the end of the alley and he and Travis leashed the dogs and brought them to the scene.  
 
    “Almost ready for y’all,” said the medical examiner. “I’ll just zip this kid up and be on my way back to the morgue.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc,” said Farrell. He was on a first name basis with almost everybody from Austin PD.  
 
    The crime scene techs leaned against the brick wall of the building with their kits at their feet. Farrell turned to Sue Jacobson and said, “Won’t be a minute, Sue. Need to see if our runaway crazy guy was the one who did this. The dogs will know.” 
 
    Bluebelle and Red sniffed around and Bluebelle alerted right away. She turned and tugged on Travis, wanting to go through the alley to the street.  
 
    “I’m moving,” said Travis into his earwig. “Bluebelle has him.” 
 
    “I’m right behind you,” said Blaine. “See where she goes.” By the time Blaine exited the alley, Bluebelle was sitting at the bus stop on the corner. “Oh, fuck, he got on a bus.” Blaine scrolled to information, found a number for city transit and found out the route originating at that stop. “Take the truck, Farrell. If he stays on to the end of the route, he’s going to get off at Woodward Street Park.” 
 
    “I’ll go straight down there, boss,” said Farrell. 
 
    “Maybe the Chief can spare a few units to cruise the route from here to there.” 
 
      
 
    ZACH SAT half way back in the bus, close to the rear exit doors. He hadn’t ridden on a bus since he couldn’t remember when. Maybe he never had. Sometimes his memory played tricks on him. He leaned back in the seat, hummed a song and closed his eyes. Exhaustion encouraged him to sleep, and he had drifted off when a noise he didn’t recognize woke him with a start. He listened, and decided the noise was coming from his pocket.  
 
    The kid’s phone.  
 
    He pressed the talk button. “Hello?” 
 
    “You should have been back by now.” 
 
    “Back to where?” 
 
    “Don’t mess with me, you asshole.” 
 
    “Sorry, I got lost and forgot the address.” 
 
    “Are you using again?” 
 
    “Using what?” 
 
    “Six fifty Carlton, off East Cesar Chavez—how in hell could you forget? Hurry up and bring my money. I’ve got another route for you to cover.” 
 
    “Be right there,” mumbled Fisher. 
 
    Maybe this jerk has food and a bed, so I can lay down.  
 
    Zach hopped off the bus at the next stop and asked a guy on the street corner for directions to East Cesar Chavez. The guy waved his arms around and pointed, “Not far. A couple of blocks that way and then turn left. Easy.” 
 
    “Thanks, man.” 
 
    “Mary had a…” Zach sang as he walked the two blocks, the tight red shoes pinching his feet. He couldn’t wait to take them off and lie down for a couple of hours.  
 
    Hope the kid’s buddy has nice soft bed. 
 
    Twenty minutes later he found Carlton Street and reached the address. A row house—third one in on a long row of rundown units. He opened the front door and walked into a dark, narrow hallway. Nobody was around, and he didn’t hear anybody else in the house. On his left was a small room with a TV and a brown sofa with rips in the fabric. He sat down, took off the tight shoes then stretched out and closed his eyes.  
 
      
 
    BLAINE DROPPED BY DPS at ten to four and watched the Chief film his bit for the six o’clock news. Chief Calhoun ended with a picture of Fisher and a plea for help from the citizens of Austin. A special hotline number would be rolling across the screen during the entire segment every time the local stations ran it. 
 
    “That should start the calls rolling in,” said Blaine. “Too bad most of them will be useless.” 
 
    “We just need one, son. One actual sighting and we can nab him and take him back home.” 
 
    “Guess the hospital will be his home forever.” 
 
    The Chief nodded. “Incurable. That’s what it means.” 
 
    “McIntyre said Fisher was doing so much better.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” said the Chief. “The doc is on an ego trip. I’ve read the file. Incurable is just that. Fisher is a lunatic who kills without provocation and without remorse. He’ll be nuts for the rest of his days.” 
 
    “We’ll get him tomorrow.” Blaine left headquarters and headed to Misty’s for dinner. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE DRESSED in one of her new outfits, a little over the top for dinner with her might-have-been father-in-law, but perfect for the high-stakes game later in the evening. The snug black sheath, hugged every one of Annie’s curves and was further highlighted by a rhinestone-trimmed vee in front, plummeting to provocative depths. 
 
    Declan raised a dark brow as she did the runway walk in front of him. “Amazing, darlin. Do I want other men drooling over you in that get up?” 
 
    “Sure, you do. They can only look. You have other privileges.” 
 
    “I’ll exercise my rights later.” He gave her his best leering look and she laughed. 
 
    Declan is so good for me after everything that went wrong. 
 
    They took a cab across town and arrived at the Gold Mine precisely at seven. Lance Ogilvie greeted them with enthusiasm in the lobby. He embraced Annie and shook hands with Declan. “Kristal is waiting for us upstairs.” 
 
    “You look good, Lance. She must be doing something right.” 
 
    He laughed. “Too soon to tell. It’s only been a few days.” 
 
    “Does she live here in Vegas?” asked Annie. 
 
    “Not permanently. She came down with the intention of relocating to a more moderate clime, rented a house for a month and she’s been out looking at condos with several realtors.”  
 
    “Where’s she from?” 
 
    “Chicago.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Annie took Declan by the hand and followed Lance into the elevator. “Now that she’s met the irresistible Lance Ogilvie, she’ll be putting her house-hunting into high gear.”  
 
    “We’ll see. I’m not jumping into anything. I haven’t dated anyone in years.” They stepped out on the second floor and Lance led the way. “In here.” 
 
    At the back of the high-end Gold Mine Steak House there was a private alcove almost hidden with potted palms. At the table sat Kristal Ducharme, a tall bottle-blonde with a sprayed-on tan and a silicone chest bulging out of a too-small sequined top. She appeared to be forty-something, about twenty years younger than Lance. 
 
    Jesus, Lance. What the hell are you doing? 
 
    Declan rolled his brown eyes as he pulled out Annie’s chair for her.  
 
    Lance introduced them, and Kristal beamed smiles all around. “Let’s have a drink, shall we?” Lance waved the waiter over to their table. 
 
    “Sure,” said Annie. “I’d love a beer.” 
 
    “White wine for you, Kristal?” asked Lance. 
 
    “Thank you, darling,” she said in a husky voice. She reached out and ran a manicured finger down his cheek. 
 
    All through dinner, Annie watched Kristal carefully. The woman was a fake—and not even a good one. A fake that Lance seemed to be totally taken with. Any questions that came Kristal’s way in polite conversation, she hedged around the answers, never revealing anything about herself or her background. The woman gave Annie the shivers. 
 
    How to warn Lance off without hurting him—that would be a big challenge.  
 
    After coffee and dessert, Annie and Declan said their goodbyes. “Lovely meeting you, Kristal. Hope we meet again soon.” 
 
    “You too, Annie. Never dreamed I’d ever have dinner with Annie Powell.” 
 
    Annie smiled and steered Declan out of the dining room. “Glad that’s over,” she whispered. “I’ll have Blaine or Lily do some serious checking on that woman.” 
 
    Declan chuckled as they crossed the lobby of the casino. “I could tell you didn’t like her much. The frosty vibes she emitted from her pouty pink lips sent a chill up my spine.” 
 
    Annie didn’t even smile at Declan’s attempt at humor. “I don’t care who she is or what her agenda is, I won’t stand by and let Lance get hurt on his first outing.” 
 
    “Lance Ogilvie has managed for over sixty years on his own, darlin. It’s his call who he sees.” 
 
    “Is that your polite way of telling me to mind my own?” 
 
    “Take it any way you want.” 
 
      
 
    ZACH WOKE with a start when he heard the door open. The room was dark, and he didn’t have a clue where he was. A light came on and he sat upright on the sofa, still half asleep and trying to get his bearings.  
 
    “Who the hell are you?” A short black man with frizzy hair as big and round as a beach ball, stood at the end of the sofa pointing a gun at him. 
 
    “Zach Fisher. Who are you?” 
 
    “Don’t matter who I am. This is my house and it ain’t yours. I’ll give you one chance to beat it before I shoot you in the head.” 
 
    Zach catapulted off the sofa and hurled himself bodily at the guy. Grabbing fuzzy hair in a football tackle around the waist, he knocked him to the floor. The gun broke free and skittered across the floor. Zach snatched up the gun, aimed and pulled the trigger. He shot the guy through his left eye at close range, then laughed. “That’s what you get for waking me up, motherfucker.” 
 
    He jerked the guy’s boots off his feet, then dragged him down the hallway to the first doorway he came to. He shoved the body into the closet and closed the door. “Stay in there until I tell you to come out,” he growled. 
 
    Zach let out a big exhale, ambled into the kitchen and checked out the contents of the fridge. He chose a package of sliced meat and a container of mustard, set both on the counter and found half a loaf of bread. He sang as he made himself a thick sandwich and poured himself a glass of milk. “Mary had a little…”  
 
    Wish you weren’t dead, Mary. Honest. 
 
    After his meal, Zach locked the doors, turned off all the lights and settled in on the sofa to watch football. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE PARKED in Misty’s driveway and tore up the steps onto her porch thinking he was late. Had she given him a time for dinner? If she had, he couldn’t recall it. Too fuckin much on his mind. Number one being a person—Arlo Maznik—who claimed to have known his father. Would he ever have time to meet the guy? Fuck. He needed down time in the worst fuckin way. 
 
    Not taking time to use his key, he knocked. Hoodoo barked inside but stopped once Misty opened the door and the big Bernese recognized Blaine. 
 
    Blaine took Misty in his arms and kissed her passionately, probing her mouth with his tongue and pressing her against the wall in the foyer. She smelled wonderful and he was instantly hard. He forgot about being mad at her—couldn’t   help himself. It had been too long. “I want you,” he whispered. 
 
    “Before dinner or after?” 
 
    “Before, after and during.” 
 
    “Let me turn the stove down.” 
 
    Exhausted after their hour of rough-and-tumble lovemaking, Blaine slumped down in his chair at the dining room table and waited while Misty put the finishing touches on dinner.  
 
    She definitely outshines me in the energy department. 
 
    Misty smiled at him as she put the baking pan of lasagna on a trivet. “You look beat.” 
 
    “You did it.” He winked at her. 
 
    “I wasn’t running around the city all day searching for a nut job.” 
 
    “Did you see his picture on TV?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Get any of your special vibes from the picture?” 
 
    “Nope. Do you want me to help?” 
 
    Blaine shrugged as he watched her plop a huge serving of lasagna onto his plate. “Maybe—see how tomorrow goes.” 
 
    “Want another beer?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Thanks.” 
 
    Misty sat down across from him and took a bite of her food. “You haven’t said anything about the ‘for sale’ sign on the lawn.” 
 
    “Waiting for you to fill me in, I guess. It makes sense that at some point you have to give Brad his half of the equity.” 
 
    “That’s why I want it sold. I want to settle up with him, so he doesn’t have even the smallest reason to contact me.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that reasoning. I don’t want him anywhere near you.” 
 
    Misty took a sip of her red wine and leaned a little closer. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Okay, sure.” 
 
    “When the house is sold, would you rent me your house next door, so I wouldn’t lose my customers? I don’t want to move out of the neighborhood.” 
 
    Blaine grinned at her. “You want to be my tenant?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “If you moved to the estate and lived with me I’d support you and you wouldn’t need customers. Ever think of that?” 
 
    “Sure did, tough guy, and I appreciate the offer to be your kept woman,” she winked at him, “But what would I do all day that far out of the city while you were catching bad guys? Sit around doing Tarot readings for Carmelita and the Junkers?” 
 
    Blaine held up a hand. “You said no the first time I asked you and I shouldn’t have mentioned it again. I swore to myself I wouldn’t. You want to be independent and continue your business in this not-the-safest of neighborhoods. Got it. The topic is closed.” 
 
    “I hate it when you’re pissed at me.” Misty refilled her glass. 
 
    “I’m not a big fan of arguing either. I like to keep the peace.” Blaine finished his lasagna and thought about having more. 
 
    “You could keep things peaceful and running smoothly by letting me move next door when I have to get out of here.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Why do you need time to think about it? It would be better for me to live there than having it sitting empty, wouldn’t it? Are you planning on doing something else with the house? Does your indecision have something to do with Carmelita?” 
 
    When did she get so fuckin pushy? 
 
    He held up a hand as he felt the heat rushing up his neck. “Don’t go there. Carm is off limits.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE HELD the door of the roadhouse open for Tyler. “How long has it been since we’ve been out for a few?” 
 
    “Too fuckin long,” said Tyler. “We’ve got no social life anymore. Bobby is the only one of us with a girlfriend.” 
 
    “You mean no life now that we’re parents?” Jesse chuckled as he tried to find a booth. 
 
    Boots and Saddles had been the watering hole of choice for the Quantrall boys since they were old enough to drink. The bar catered to thirsty bikers and cowboys alike and paid little attention to décor or ambiance. The lighting was poor to dingy, the booths were scarred and revarnished time after time, but the dance floor was polished, the music was loud, and the beer was always cold. Nothing more customers could want, except a country band on the weekends, and Boots gave them that too. 
 
    Tyler waved to Julie, one of the waitresses who had the hots for him, and she came rushing over.  
 
    “Where in hell’s half acre have you boys been? Thought y’all died and went to Appaloosa heaven.” 
 
    “Horse heaven?” Tyler asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Come on, Ty. Y’all are the good guys, and I know it.” She rushed away to get them a pitcher and frosted glasses. 
 
    “You should take her out again,” said Jesse. “Nice girl.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s nice n’all, but there’s no…” 
 
    “Spark?” asked Jesse. 
 
    “Yeah, no spark.” 
 
    They emptied the first pitcher and Tyler stood up. “I’m taking a piss, then I’m gonna find somebody who ain’t hard to look at and I’m gonna dance.” 
 
    “Do it,” said Jesse, “we came here to have some fun. I’m gonna dance too—right after one more pitcher.” 
 
    Ty grinned at his older brother who rarely danced, and never, now that his heart was so bad. He headed for the men’s room.  
 
    Tyler was dancing with a cute girl in a very short denim skirt and Jesse contented himself watching his brother and emptying a pitcher of Lone Star. He was relaxing into an inebriated state of euphoria when a girl appeared at the end of the table and held out her hand.  
 
    “Dance, cowboy?” 
 
    Although he was caught short, Jesse gave her a grin and stood up. “Sure thing.” As they glided across the floor to a slow song, Jesse took a second look at her. She came up to his shoulder, so she wasn’t too tall. Her hair smelled nice—kind of flowery—and it was dark and curled down onto her shoulders. He’d only had one quick look at her face, but he had the impression she was pretty. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Alexa.” 
 
    “I’m Jesse.” 
 
    “I know who y’all are. My friend said you guys are Quantralls.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Guess so.” The song ended, and Jesse walked Alexa back to her table. “Want to dance another slow one later?”  
 
    “Sure do.” She pointed at the booth. “Why don’t you and your brother come sit with us over here?” 
 
    “I’ll ask him.” Jesse strode across the dance floor and put the question to Tyler. 
 
    “Fuck, bro, do we have to be nice to them and all that shit?” Tyler emptied the third pitcher into his glass. 
 
    “Jeeze, Ty, if it’s too much effort for you, let’s just stay here.” 
 
    Jesse sat down, picked up the empty pitcher and waved it in the air so Julie could see it.  
 
    Ty looked around for Julie and picked up other movement from across the room. “Fuck, they’re coming over here.” 
 
    Jesse turned his head and saw the two girls crossing the dance floor with a pitcher, glasses of beer and their purses. “I think you are correct, Ty.” 
 
    “Okay if we sit with y’all?” asked Alexa. “Didn’t see y’all coming over to sit with us.” 
 
    “We’re shy.” Jesse pointed at Tyler. “At least my brother is.” 
 
    “I’m Sharon.” Alexa’s friend squeezed in beside Tyler and he had to move over. 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “You guys have girlfriends or anything?” asked Sharon. 
 
    Jesse shrugged. “I had a wife for a while, but I don’t have her now.” 
 
    Tyler was slurring his words, “We got no time for girlfriends or dates. We’ve got a baby to look after.” 
 
    Alexa raised a dark penciled eyebrow. “Whose baby is it?” 
 
    “Mine,” said Jesse. “Apparently I’m more of a stud than I realized.” 
 
     Tyler hooted. “Goddam right you are, bro. You fathered the most beautiful baby girl ever born in Texas.” 
 
    Sharon’s eyes narrowed as she turned to look at Tyler. “You some kind of baby freak?” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” hollered Tyler. “Wanna dance?” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE LEFT DECLAN in their suite lounging in front of the flat screen with a six-pack of beer and a bag of chips and took the elevator to the penthouse. Rudy met her at the door and welcomed her to the game with a big grin.  
 
    “Nice to see you tonight, Mrs. Powell,” he eyed her new Prada dress up and down, “and I have to say you are looking more stunning than ever.” 
 
    “Thank you, Rudy. You are too kind.” 
 
    Annie bought her chips and took her regular seat—seat seven—at the table. “Good evening, Pete. How’s your luck going?” She smiled at the old Judge. 
 
    “It will take a turn for the better now that you’re here, Annie dear. At least one other decent player at the table.” 
 
    “Hey, Judge, we can hear you,” said Frank Vitali in seat ten. Frank was a corporate lawyer who specialized in litigation. Dark complexion and dark wavy hair, Frank was a sharp dresser who liked to sue people and take his cut of the settlement off the top. He nodded to Annie as she sat down and stacked her chips. 
 
    They played one hand and another new player joined the game. Sandra Beauchamp was a tall, slim blonde that Annie had seen at the table a couple of times before. This time she came with a date—a blond-haired surfer type guy who was a good four inches taller than her.  
 
    Rudy made the introductions. “You all know Miss Beauchamp, and this is her friend, Steve Mathers.” 
 
    “Hey, Steve,” said Annie, “welcome to the game.” 
 
    Steve beamed a smile across the table at Annie as he sat down next to his date.  
 
    For the next hour, Annie played very few hands and spent most of her time watching the interaction between Sandra and her date.  
 
    She mentally reviewed the sketchy information she’d been given. Three men in their forties, had been found dead in their hotel rooms in Vegas in the past six months. All had personal wealth and high-profile positions. Three different medical examiners had been unable to pinpoint a cause of death and had attributed the deaths to natural causes. All three of the men had played in a high stakes poker game the night before their deaths and won huge amounts of cash—none of which was found with the corpses. The poker aspect was the only thread they had in common, aside from the fact that the man knew two of the men personally and was pissed off that they were dead.  
 
    “Would you like another drink, Steve?” Sandra Beauchamp asked her date, then stood up. “I’m going to the buffet.” 
 
    Steve shook his blond head and smiled. “No thanks, I’m fine for now.” 
 
    He’s a good player and seems nice.   
 
    Annie played another hour and she wasn’t getting any hands. She cashed out and headed downstairs to bed. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    FIRST ORDER of the day had Blaine going over the lists of sightings in downtown Austin. Hundreds of calls to the hotline. Apparently, everybody and his brother had seen Zach Fisher in Austin—everybody except the Blackmore crew and the cops. Blaine sat at the kitchen table in the massive estate kitchen and poured over the addresses where the sightings had been reported. 
 
    Is he still in the city, or would he try to head back to his roots in Killeen? Does he even remember where he grew up? 
 
    He made a quick call to Doctor McIntyre and left a message. If anybody would know, it would be McIntyre. 
 
    Was Fisher McIntyre’s special patient? Or was he that close to all his patients? It seems creepy. 
 
    Carm traversed the area between the table in the window alcove and the food prep area bearing a carafe of fresh Panamanian blend—Blaine’s favorite. 
 
    “Thanks, Carm.” Blaine pointed to a chair. “Sit down with me,” he said in Spanish. “We haven’t had any time to talk.” 
 
    “Si, too busy,” she said, an unhappy expression on her face. 
 
    “We need to talk about something, and I don’t know how you’ll feel about it.” 
 
    “Okay, go ahead, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Misty has to sell her house to pay Brad off and she wants to move into our house and pay rent.” 
 
    Carm shrugged. “Bad hombre. What do you think?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m so busy right now, I can’t think at all.” 
 
    She held up a hand. “We might go back home. We wait.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll wait.” He reached over and patted her hand. “No matter what happens, you will be with me—always.” 
 
    “Bueno.” She stood up and stroked his hair. 
 
    By the time he finished breakfast, Blaine had pared down the list of sightings and divided it in two. When Travis and Farrell reported for work, he gave them each a list and sent them out to do the interviews. 
 
    “Find me one person who actually saw Zach Fisher.” 
 
    “Will do, boss,” said Farrell. 
 
    The boys left, and Blaine’s cell rang. “Detective Lopez, got something for me?” 
 
    “Not much, Blacky. The prints are back from the knife in the alley and your nutcase did the drug kid. Confirmed.” 
 
    “One less on your desk, Detective.” 
 
    “You got that right.” 
 
      
 
    ZACH WOKE from a deep sleep on the comfy sofa and turned off the TV. He used the bathroom, noticed the shower and the towels hanging on the rack, and stood under the hot water for a good ten minutes, singing to himself. He toweled off, feeling better than he’d felt in decades. He shaved off his beard with the razor that lay on the vanity next to a can of Gillette shaving cream. Dressed in clean clothes a size too small for him that he found in the bedroom closet, he hit the kitchen and cooked a big frying pan full of bacon and eggs. He popped down four slices of toast and enjoyed the best breakfast in recent memory. 
 
    A knock came on the front door as Zach piled his dishes in the sink. “Who the hell can that be?” He ambled to the door and opened it.  
 
    Two young black hoodlums with dreads sticking out under their ball caps pushed past him. “Where’s Lamar?” 
 
    “Who?” asked Zach. “I don’t know any Lamar.” 
 
    One of the kids, the taller of the two, pointed a finger in his face. “Well, you must know him, asshole. You’re standing in his house.” 
 
    “This is my house.” 
 
    “Bullshit, brother. This ain’t your house. Now you give up Lamar. We got deliveries to make and routes to be covering this morning.” 
 
    The taller kid doing all the talking kept rambling on, but the other kid said nothing, just stared at him. “Hey, Wayne, dis look like the dude on the news. Da one flew outta looney town.” 
 
    “Nah, dat dude had a beard and he was bigger—way bigger. This ain’t him.” 
 
    The short kid took a step closer and poked a finger into Zach’s chest. “You him, ain’t ya?” 
 
    Zach wrapped a strong forearm around the kid’s neck, twisted his head with the other hand and a loud crack filled the room. “Nope. Not me.” He let go and the kid’s body crumpled to a heap on the floor. 
 
    “Holy fuck, loony man, you just killed my brother.” The tall kid took off out the door at top speed, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    Zach hauled the dead kid down the hall to the closet and opened the door. “Got some company for you, Lamar.” 
 
    He lifted the kid, folded him in half and stacked him on top of Lamar. 
 
      
 
    JESSE HEARD Charity crying on the monitor and he tried to get out of bed. “Jeeze, way too much beer. Not used to it.” He pulled himself to his feet with the help of the nightstand and called out, “Coming baby, hold on.” 
 
    He took a detour into the ensuite and heaved into the toilet then ran a cloth under cold water and wiped his face. “Damn it all, anyway. Shouldn’t have gone out. Now look at me.” He staggered down the hall into Charity’s room and Tyler was already there and had her on the change table.  
 
    “You’re a mess this morning.” Ty chuckled as he tucked Charity’s little arm into a clean sleeper. “Go back to sleep. I’ll give her a bottle and put her back to bed.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Course I’m sure. Beat it.” 
 
    Thankful for his brother, Jesse went next door to his own room and flopped on his bed. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE TOWELED off and slipped into her robe. She sat down across from Declan at the dining table in their suite and picked up a piece of toast. 
 
    “Want jam on that, darlin?” 
 
    “Did they give us any raspberry?” 
 
    Dec looked through the tiny containers. “Nope, only strawberry or blueberry.” 
 
    “Plain will do.” 
 
    “You look tired. How late did you play?” 
 
    “The game was boring, and I left about two thirty.” 
 
    “You need to nap in the afternoon before you go back.” 
 
    Annie nodded. “Sounds like a good idea.” 
 
    Declan filled her coffee cup and passed her the cream. “I think that sounds like your phone in the bedroom.” 
 
    Annie heaved a sigh and crossed the living room to retrieve her phone. She returned looking at the screen. “It was Lance.” She pressed call and he answered on the first ring. “Hey, you were calling me bright and early.” 
 
    “I didn’t wake you, did I?” 
 
    “No, I was in the shower. Thanks for dinner, by the way. Declan and I enjoyed ourselves.” She winked at Dec and sank into her chair. 
 
    “I want your honest opinion on Kristal. How did you like her?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Nice. She seemed nice.” 
 
    Lance paused. “What aren’t you saying, Annie?” 
 
    “I guess the truth is, I don’t want you getting hurt.” 
 
    “And you think that might happen with Kristal?” 
 
    “It could happen with anybody, but maybe you should date other women before you settle on just one. You’re a pretty decent catch, Lance. I can see where a lot of women would be interested in you.” 
 
    “No, Annie, I don’t think that’s true. It’s never been true up to this point and nothing is different.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, it is. You’ve put yourself out there now and made yourself available, where before you were kind of a recluse. Women talk, and they know these things.” 
 
    “You’re funny, Annie. So, I’m getting the feeling that you weren’t crazy about Kristal.” 
 
    “One meeting isn’t enough to know her, but I’m sticking with my shop-around advice. You’ve barely stuck your toe in the water…so to speak.” 
 
    Lance chuckled. “I’ll think about your advice.” 
 
    Annie ended the call. “That was awkward.” Annie scrolled up to Blaine’s number and called. 
 
    “Hey, Mom, how’s it going in Vegas?” 
 
    “Fine, honey. I’ve got a bit of a dilemma.” She explained about Kristal and asked for a background check. 
 
    “I can’t do it today, I’m tied up with something else, but Lily can do it. I’ll get her to start on it and she can call you.” 
 
    “Thanks, sweetheart. Miss you.” 
 
    “Miss you too, Mom. When are you coming home? Why are you staying so long in Vegas?” 
 
    “Oh, needed a break, I guess.” 
 
    “Come home soon, okay?” 
 
    “I will.” She ended the call and stared longingly at the screen. 
 
    “Sit down and eat some breakfast,” said Declan. “You don’t have to worry about Lance Ogilvie. He’s a big boy.” 
 
    “He seems vulnerable.” Annie lifted the lid of one of the serving trays and helped herself to two pieces of bacon. She took one bite and her cell rang again. Her phone was next to her left hand and she did a quick intake of oxygen.  
 
    Why did that number always scare her? 
 
    “Morning, sugar.” 
 
    “Steve Mathers is dead in his room at the Wynn.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Don’t do anything yourself. Blaine is tied up. I’ll send Travis.” 
 
    Jesus, don’t send Travis. We’re not on good terms. 
 
    “Okay. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Do you have a connection yet?” 
 
    “A possible.” 
 
    “Stick close.” 
 
      
 
    “HE KILLED my brother,” the kid yelled into the pay phone at the corner Amoco. “The goddam nut job killed my brother.” 
 
    “What’s the address?” asked the officer at the call center. 
 
    “Six fifty Carlton. Runs off East Cesar Chavez.” 
 
    “I’ll send a unit right away, sir.” 
 
    The kid hung up the phone and sobbed. “Too late, lady. Way too late. Just catch that looney toon and fry his ass.” He ran back down the street and watched from an alley across the road. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE RECEIVED the relay from the call center as soon as it came in. “I’m on my way.” He programmed the address into his nav system, slammed the metallic strobes onto the roof of his diesel and turned on the siren. He called Farrell and put his phone on hands-free while he drove. “Bring Red to this address.” 
 
    “We got him, boss?” 
 
    “Good chance on this one.” 
 
    “Nothing on the list so far.” 
 
    “Forget the list for now. Come pronto, I might need backup.” 
 
    First response hadn’t arrived when Blaine got there. He parked in front and left the strobes flashing.  
 
    At the front door he knocked once and announced himself, got no response, hollered, “Police, coming in.” He pushed the creaky front door open and stepped into the dingy hallway. From where he stood he couldn’t see anything out of place, and no corpse in the whole house. The caller said Fisher had killed his brother.   
 
    “Zachary Fisher, if you’re here, show yourself. You are under arrest. This is the police.” 
 
    There’s a helluva stink in here coming from somewhere.  
 
    Blaine led with his Beretta and cleared the small row house room by room. No Zach Fisher. He opened the door in the hall where the smell was strongest, and the top body slid off the one underneath and landed in the hallway. A swarm of flies buzzed out and took off in all directions.  
 
    “Fuck, two more corpses and he’s gone again.”  
 
    He called Calhoun. “Chief, send the troops.” He gave the address. “Two more bodies.” 
 
    “Goddam it, Blacky, he can’t be far ahead of y’all.” 
 
    “Farrell should be here in a minute. Red will know which way he went.” 
 
    Blaine stood in the open doorway of the rowhouse waiting for Farrell and the troops from DPS to arrive. He scanned the street up and down searching for any hint of movement—movement that might be Zach Fisher watching, and in a narrow space between two sections of housing across the street, he thought he saw someone. Just a flash, but definitely something or someone moved. Maybe a dog or a cat, but maybe not. He stared, waiting for them to move again and saw nothing. 
 
    Farrell’s red truck pulled up and parked behind his and Blaine jumped off the sagging front stoop to meet his foster brother. “Hey, man, you made good time.” 
 
    “Wasn’t far away and was making zero fuckin progress on those crazy-ass sightings.” 
 
    “If this mess is his,” said Blaine, “I don’t think he’s far ahead of us. Bring Red in and see what he does.” 
 
    “Got no partner,” said Farrell as he leashed the big bloodhound and took him out of the back of the club cab. “Why did the man send Trav to Vegas?” 
 
    “No clue yet. Jesse called and said he and Travis were needed in Vegas and were on a one o’clock flight.” 
 
    “Need more manpower when we have to split like this,” said Farrell. 
 
    “The Junkers are on us.” Blaine looked around and saw no one. “Or at least, I think they are.” 
 
    “Those guys are like fuckin ghosts,” said Farrell. “How do they do that?” 
 
    Blaine shrugged and led the way inside. “Good at their jobs, I guess.” He stopped in the front hall and pointed, “That guy is fresher than the guy who was stuffed in the closet first.” 
 
    Farrell made a face. Crime scenes weren’t his forte. He was a dog handler and a sniper. “Stinks in here.” 
 
    “Take a tour through the whole place and see what Red thinks.” 
 
    “Yep, I’ll start at the back and work forward.” 
 
    While Farrell worked the dog, the medical examiner arrived, followed closely by two squads of officers and the crime scene van.  
 
    “What you got here, Mr. B?” asked one of the Rangers from homicide. 
 
    “Two bodies, one dead longer than the other, but the doc will tell us for sure.” 
 
    “Think the runaway is close?” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “I can feel him. He ain’t far.” 
 
    Red galloped down the narrow hallway, towing Farrell behind him, skirted around the corpse and headed out the front door. “I’m gone boss. I’ve got my earwig in.” 
 
      
 
    TYLER FINISHED breakfast after chores and headed upstairs to take a shower. The landline rang in the front hall and he picked it up.  
 
    “Is Jesse there?” a female voice asked. 
 
    “Uh huh. Who’s calling?” 
 
    “This is Alexa. We met last night at Boots and Saddles.” 
 
    “Uh huh. I remember,” said Tyler. “Hang on and I’ll get him.” Tyler jogged to the bottom of the stairs and hollered. “Call for you, Jesse. Pick up the landline up there.” 
 
    Fresh out of the shower and wrapped in a towel, Jesse picked up the phone in the wide upstairs hallway. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, Jesse, it’s me, Alexa.” 
 
    Who the hell is Alexa? 
 
    “We met last night at the roadhouse?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Hi.” 
 
    “Hi, yourself. I was wondering if you wanted to get together later?” 
 
    “Umm… not possible for me today, sorry. I have a plane to catch and I’ll be out of town for a couple of days.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Out of state on business.” 
 
    “Will you call me when you get back?” 
 
    Nope.  
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Okay, bye for now.” 
 
    Jesse hung up the handset and saw Tyler standing at the top of the stairs with a big grin on his face. “What?” 
 
    “Somebody is taken with you, bro.” 
 
    “Fuck off, Ty. Help me pack, will you?” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS STOMPED around his apartment above the antique store like a raging bull. His duffel sat open on his unmade bed and his head was so crowded with an emotional tug of war, he couldn’t think of what to pack. 
 
    How in hell am I gonna work with Annie-girl after the fight we had? I was totally wrong and screwed myself in the ass just when things were finally going good for us. 
 
    “And Jesse is my partner on this gig. Holy fucking hell, could anything be worse? He’s not over his divorce from Annie and they’re barely speaking.” 
 
    I don’t want to go.  
 
    You have to go, asshole. It’s your job. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE CRUISED along in his truck as Farrell jogged along the sidewalk working Big Red. They were six blocks away from the rowhouse on Carlton and Red hadn’t lost the scent. Blaine’s cell rang on the passenger seat and he checked the screen. Lily.  
 
    “Hey, Lil. What have you got?” 
 
    “No good news on Miss Kristal Ducharme. She has a jacket in Chicago. Prostitution, then robbery charges when she worked as an escort. I haven’t found anything on her in Vegas.” 
 
    “Did she do any time?” 
 
    “Yep, six months on the robbery. Lifting wallets after the deed was done was her MO, but she was only prosecuted once.” 
 
     “But there were more complaints?” 
 
    “Lots more, from her so-called dates.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “Do you know her?” 
 
    “Nope, just checking on her for Annie. Kristal is dating Lance Ogilvie and Annie pegged her as a problem.” 
 
    “Damn right,” said Lily. “She’s a huge problem.” 
 
    “Thanks, Lil.”  
 
    “Sure. Anything else?” 
 
    “See how much Misty is asking for her house, would you, without letting her find out I’m inquiring?” 
 
    “Will do, boss. Back at you.” 
 
    Blaine called Annie’s cell and dropped the Kristal bomb on her. 
 
      
 
    JESSE KISSED CHARITY for the hundredth time and gave her an extra hug before relinquishing her to Tyler. “Don’t know if I can do this. It’s tearing my heart out to leave my baby girl.” 
 
    “You can call me every hour if you want to. Nothing will happen to our baby. Go do your job.” 
 
    Jesse inhaled a big breath and then another. He picked up his bag and went out the front door without looking back. 
 
    Travis was sitting on the back step of Annie’s building, smoking with his duffel at his feet when Jesse cruised down the narrow laneway behind the store. Travis tossed his butt down, tramped on it with his boot, and jumped in the shotgun seat of the Range Rover. 
 
    “Am I late?” asked Jesse. 
 
    Travis shrugged. “Don’t matter, long as we don’t miss the plane.” 
 
    “I had a hard time leaving Charity. Guess that’s normal.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t know,” said Travis. “Could be, boss.” 
 
    “I’m not looking forward to this job, Trav. Got a bad feeling swirling around in my head.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re remembering the last job we did in Vegas and how that one went to hell in a hurricane. I know I’ll never forget it.” 
 
    “How could you? You have permanent souvenirs.” 
 
    “I’m still doing physio to get rid of the reminders, but just say’n, any job with Annie-girl on it,” Travis paused to choose his words carefully, so he wouldn’t offend Jesse, “smooth ain’t the watchword.” 
 
    Jesse chuckled. “Bingo.” 
 
      
 
    ZACHARY FISHER bought his ticket and sat on a bench near the back of the terminal, humming softly to himself. He pulled the blue ballcap he’d stolen from Lamar’s closet lower over his eyes and slouched down in his seat. On the wall near the ticket counter, he’d seen a wanted poster of himself with a full beard. Now that he was clean shaven, he didn’t think anyone would recognize him—no one but that punk drug-dealing kid and he paid for the privilege. 
 
    Wonder how things look in Killeen? I might have to fix my house up a little.  
 
      
 
    BLAINE CAUGHT up to Farrell at the next corner. Red had planted himself in the bus shelter and wasn’t moving. “Get in,” Blaine hollered, “he’s on another fuckin bus.” 
 
    Farrell put the dog in the back seat and jumped in the front. “Has the Chief got people at the bus station and the airport?” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “Think so. Train station too. Standard procedure.” 
 
    “Fisher seems to like the bus,” said Farrell. “I’m getting a vibe.” 
 
    “Okay.” Blaine turned towards downtown. “Let’s check the bus terminal ourselves.” 
 
    “Thanks, bro.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE FINISHED her second coffee after lunch at Wolfgang Puck’s and set her cup down.  
 
    “Go ahead and tell me, Annie. You’ve been tense since you got that phone call this morning at breakfast.” 
 
    “Travis has been assigned to help me.” 
 
    “He’s coming to Vegas?” 
 
    Annie nodded and checked the time. “Should be landing right about now.” 
 
    Declan shook his head. “Time for me to go back to the ranch. Things will be difficult enough for you.” 
 
    Annie reached out and patted his hand. “You don’t have to go. His coming here is work-related. It has nothing to do with you.” 
 
    “But when he sees me here, it will have everything to do with me and nothing to do with work—I’ve known Travis Bristol long enough and taken care of him through several injuries to be aware of what a hard-headed case he is.” 
 
    Annie smiled. “All the times I’ve thought things were going well for me and Travis—they weren’t. He’s always on a different page and I never realize it until he blows up.” 
 
    “You never told me what caused the last break-up.” 
 
    “Better if you don’t know.”  
 
    “You can tell me. I’m not a jealous sort.” 
 
    Annie shrugged. “I forgave him for how he treated me when I came out of the coma and he assured me nothing like that would ever happen again. It was a fresh start for us.” 
 
    “Uh huh.”  
 
    “Then a couple of times he came to the house, for dinner or for poker or whatever, he noticed you sitting at the island in the kitchen talking to me and having a beer, and he questioned me on it.” 
 
    “And.” 
 
    “And, I said you lived at the ranch and you could sit in the kitchen or anywhere else you wanted to sit.” 
 
    “Then he accused you of sleeping with me,” said Declan. 
 
    “How did you know that?” 
 
    “I know Travis and how he thinks.” 
 
    “I denied it because it wasn’t true. He didn’t believe me, and we broke up again.” 
 
    Declan chuckled. “Lucky for me.”   
 
    “The luck of the Irish.” Annie winked at him. 
 
    “Even so, if he comes here and sees we’re together after the last break-up, it will make it harder for you to work with him on the case. Best if I go home.” 
 
    “You might be right, still, I hate to see you go.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting for you at the ranch.” 
 
    After Dec went upstairs to pack and get a flight to Austin, Annie headed for the poker pit on the casino floor to speak to Rudy.  
 
    He had just come on shift when she arrived, and he greeted her with a wide smile. “Mrs. Powell, don’t see you down here too often.” 
 
    “I’m spoiled by the big game, Rudy, but I need to ask you something.” 
 
    “Sure, anything.” 
 
    “Would you happen to know, or remember if Sandra Beauchamp mentioned where she was staying?” 
 
    Rudy frowned in thought. “I think we comped her a suite on the same floor as yours, but I’ll check it for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, that would be helpful.” 
 
    “You want to get together for some power shopping?” 
 
    Annie smiled. “Something like that.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE RENTED a Jeep while Travis waited silently beside him. With the paperwork filled out, the clerk handed Jesse a key and told him where to pick up the vehicle. As they walked towards the rental lot, Jesse queried Travis. “You never said a word all the way here, Trav. You got a problem?” 
 
    “Sure do. Me and Annie-girl had a huge fight, and I’m not sure I’m man enough to do my job and not let being around her drive me mental.” 
 
    Jesse grinned. “I’ve been in that position more often than not. Welcome to the club.” 
 
    Travis managed a smile. “You’re the best, boss. Number one.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be here either. Can’t stand being away from my baby girl.” 
 
    “Don’t know nothing about that, boss. Zero. Nada.” 
 
    “Someday you will, Travis.”  
 
    “Maybe. I like kids. Don’t get me wrong. Just short on experience, that’s it.” 
 
    Jesse pulled into the drop-off loop at the front entrance of the massive Caesar’s complex and gave the Jeep and the keys to the valet.  
 
    “Welcome to Caesar’s, sir.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Jesse. To Travis: “Never stayed here before. Always stayed at the Bellagio. Why is Ace here, I wonder?” 
 
    “Don’t know, boss. Could be work related.” 
 
    “Blacky’s gonna find out one day, you know that don’t you? And then all hell’s gonna break loose. He will go berserk when he finds out the man recruited his Mom—the woman he loves more than life—to do his fuckin wet work.” 
 
    “Jesus, boss. Did he think Blacky would never find out?” 
 
    “Blacky will never find out from me, that’s for damn sure. When he does find out, I don’t want to be within ten miles of that short Latino fuse.” 
 
    Travis chuckled. “Me neither.” 
 
    Jesse stopped in the lobby and called Annie’s cell. “Hey, Ace, Travis and I are downstairs. Y’all are expecting us, right?” 
 
    “Umm… expecting Travis. Didn’t know you were coming, cowboy.” 
 
    “Me neither, but here I am.” 
 
    “Come on up to the twentieth floor. Room three-thirteen.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Annie opened the door wearing a big smile. “Let’s have a beer.” She pointed at the bar in the corner of the room. “Y’all must be tired after your flight.” 
 
    “Not bad,” said Travis as he straddled a leather topped barstool. “Maybe it would be better if Jesse and I got a room of our own.” 
 
    “Why?” Annie’s gray eyes narrowed. “You don’t want to be trapped in the same suite as me?” 
 
    “Something like that. More like—I don’t want to cause you any more problems than I already have.” 
 
    Jesse observed the back-and-forth between Travis and his ex-wife and the old feelings of jealousy returned with a vengeance. “Maybe that is a good idea, Trav.” 
 
    “Come on, cowboy. We’re all adults and we have to work together. Let’s get the job done so we can all go home,” Annie’s voice rose an octave, “then we can stay the hell away from each other.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Travis looked at Jesse and mouthed the curse. 
 
    Jesse rolled his brown eyes and chugged the rest of his beer. “Get us another round, Ace, and give us all the information you have so far.” 
 
    Annie set three more Coors on the bar and filled them in on Sandra Beauchamp. 
 
    “So far the only thing connecting these four dudes is the big game?” asked Travis. 
 
    Annie nodded. “But Sandra Beauchamp might be the key. She was Steve Mathers’ date and he was dead the next morning.”   
 
    “Did Mathers win a bundle in the game?” asked Travis. 
 
    “Yep. Just guessing, I’d say close to three hundred thousand.” 
 
    “And do we have a fix on her?” asked Jesse. 
 
    “She’s staying at this hotel and she’s on this floor,” said Annie. “Other end of the hallway. “Six eleven.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” said Jesse. “Travis, you’re on the woman. I’ll go downtown to homicide and get down-low on Mathers. We’ll meet for dinner.” 
 
    “I’ll go back to the game,” said Annie. “Text me when it’s time to meet.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE AND FARRELL canvassed the bus terminal in downtown Austin. They showed Fisher’s picture around to staff and waiting passengers alike, and everyone shook their heads. No one had seen him, or if they had, it didn’t register.  
 
    “I’ll check the ticket counter,” said Blaine. He waited for the clerk to serve two people before asking his question. “Have you sold any tickets to Killeen today?” 
 
    “I don’t know how to look for that, sir,” said the young girl. 
 
    Blaine laid his cred pack on the counter and asked for the supervisor. 
 
    A large man in uniform came out of the back and glared down at him. “Police? Why are you asking about tickets to Killeen?” 
 
    “You have a wanted poster on your wall, sir. That individual may have purchased a ticket to Killeen.” 
 
    “You telling me the guy who escaped from the State hospital was here?” 
 
    “Could have been. Did you sell any fares to Killeen today?” 
 
    “Don’t think so. Not a popular destination. More people travel to Waco.” 
 
    Our boy didn’t come from Waco. 
 
    “Check for Killeen, would you please?” 
 
    The supervisor clicked a few keys and stared at the computer screen for a few minutes. “One ticket to Killeen. The bus left an hour ago.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Blaine took off jogging to the truck with Farrell limping behind.  
 
    “We gonna race him to Killeen?” 
 
    “Might as well,” said Blaine. “We got shit on him here.” 
 
    They were a half hour into their drive north when Doctor McIntyre returned Blaine’s call. “You were asking about Zach’s origins, Mr. Blackmore?” 
 
    “Yes, I was wondering about his hometown.” 
 
    “He talked all the time about his house in Killeen and his flower gardens. Do you think he’ll go there?” 
 
    “Possible, sir. We’re checking on it.” 
 
    “Bring him back unharmed, if you can.” 
 
    “We’ll try, sir.” 
 
    He’s already killed four people that we know of. 
 
    Farrell looked across the console waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Talked about going home all the time.” 
 
    Blaine called Chief Calhoun. “Do we have an office in Killeen, sir?” 
 
    “Waco, son. What do you need?” 
 
    “I think Fisher is on a bus heading for home.” 
 
    “Give me his old address and I’ll send a couple of units to watch the house. Are you driving up there?” 
 
    “Farrell and I are on our way.” 
 
    “Be careful, son.” 
 
      
 
    BEFORE ANNIE went up to the penthouse to play poker she rehearsed in her head how to tell Lance Ogilvie about Kristal. She had another Coors then bit the bullet. She called. 
 
    “Annie, how lovely of you to call.” 
 
    “Might not be so lovely, Lance.” 
 
    “Sure, it is, dear. You’re one of my favorite people.” 
 
    Not after I tell you this. 
 
    “I know it’s none of my business, but because I care about you, I felt compelled to have Kristal Ducharme vetted.” 
 
    “What? Are you telling me you checked into Kristal’s background?” 
 
    “Exactly what I did, and it didn’t turn out well, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to hear it, and you’re right, Annie, it’s none of your business.”  
 
    Lance ended the call and Annie stared at the screen. “Dammit, Lance. You are as stubborn as your son and you are in big trouble.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS PACED between the long run of elevators and the end of the hallway where he could see the door to room number six eleven. He’d been at it for close to an hour, watching and waiting, and he needed to take a piss and worse than that, he needed a smoke. He circled around by the windows and a tall, blondie model-type dressed fit to kill came out of the room in question. She walked straight towards him, flashed him a perfect set of teeth and pressed the down button on the wall. 
 
    Travis watched the elevator doors close, then pushed down and took the next car. She was half way across the lobby when he caught sight of her again. He jogged through the throng of new arrivals pulling luggage behind them and jockeying for a spot in the check-in line and stayed just far enough behind to keep her in sight. 
 
    “Got her, boss,” he spoke into his head set, “she’s leaving the hotel.” 
 
    “Good job, Travis. Don’t lose her.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE PARKED at Clarke County Police Headquarters and ventured inside. He made several inquiries, showing his creds to three different officers before he was directed to the homicide division.  
 
    Lieutenant Ted Zystra welcomed him into his office and pointed to a vinyl chair in front of his desk. “What can I do for the Texas Ranger’s violent crime squad, Ranger Quantrall?” 
 
    Jesse outlined his mission in Las Vegas and how it linked to the latest victim, Steven Mathers. 
 
    “Autopsy on Mathers isn’t scheduled until tomorrow, but I had a look at the body and there isn’t a mark on him. The ME couldn’t come up with a COD. Nothing.” 
 
    “Like the others,” said Jesse. 
 
    The lieutenant raised an eyebrow. “There are others?” 
 
    “You might not have noticed, because they wouldn’t have come to you as homicides,” said Jesse, “but this is the fourth one fitting the criteria.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me that. The last thing I need on my turf is a serial.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s true.” 
 
    “Well, Ranger Quantrall, as soon as you explain to me what authority you have over four murders that took place in Las Vegas, I’ll be happy to co-operate in your investigation in every way.” 
 
    Jesse passed a card across the desk. A plain black card bearing only a cell number.  
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “My authority.” 
 
    “Okay.” The loot wore a skeptical look. He picked up the hand set next to his elbow and punched in the number. He sat stone-faced listening to the response, then said, “Yes, sir. Happy to help, sir.” 
 
    The lieutenant’s eyes widened as he nodded at Jesse. “Uh huh. I understand.” 
 
    Jesse grinned. “Sometimes, I don’t understand myself.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS DIDN’T KNOW how in hell he could follow Sandra Beauchamp if she jumped into a cab and took off into the endless Vegas traffic. Luckily, when he stepped out of the revolving doors and paused under the porte-cochere, he caught a glimpse of her handing a ticket to the valet nearest his station. Travis beckoned one of the other lads wearing a hotel shirt and did the same without drawing attention to himself. In such a crowded area with so many guests waiting for vehicles, she wasn’t likely to notice him. 
 
    At least he’d have a fighting chance to tail her if she was driving her own vehicle. If he was close enough when she parked, he might be able to tag her and make his job a lot easier later on. 
 
    One of the valets brought her vehicle around, hopped out and laid a huge grin on her. She tipped him and slid behind the wheel. Black Lexus. Travis made a metal note of the tag number, got his tip ready and jumped into the Jeep when his guy brought it around. He was ready to go just as she pulled out onto Las Vegas Boulevard. Traffic was heavy, and she crawled along, waiting at every stoplight along with all the rest. It was easy to keep an eye on her in such a slow-moving grid. 
 
    He followed her to Aria. She gave her car keys to one of the valets and strutted inside, walking ram-rod straight on four-inch heels.  
 
    Travis hung back a little, holding the door for two other couples to go ahead of him. When he crossed the sumptuous lobby, he caught a glimpse of her sitting next to a potted tree with her phone in her hand. Was she waiting for someone? He found a bench on the opposite side of the lobby with a clear sightline to Sandra and snatched up a discarded magazine. 
 
    It wasn’t long, maybe six or seven minutes, a guy in a well-cut suit about fifty years old or a bit younger walked over to her and gave her his hand. She smiled at him, stood up and they walked together to Blossom. Travis didn’t have a reservation and he didn’t think he would like the food in there anyway. He figured them for at least an hour in the restaurant—maybe longer if they drank a couple bottles of wine. 
 
    He found the men’s room, then grabbed a beer at a nearby bar and called Jesse. “She’s having dinner with a guy at Aria. Did you get anything from the cops?” 
 
    “Autopsy is tomorrow if we want to go.” 
 
    “We’re invited?” 
 
    “Uh huh. And I got the coroner’s reports on the other three victims. They weren’t classified as homicides.” 
 
    “Good job, boss.” 
 
    “Call me when she’s on the move. I’m going up to watch the poker game.” 
 
    “You better play, boss. Less obvious.” 
 
    “Uh huh. You could be right.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE CLEANED up in the second bedroom in Annie’s suite, splashed on cologne and took the elevator to the top floor where Annie had said the private game took place. He knocked on the door and was greeted by a stocky Italian fellow in a burgundy uniform.  
 
    Jesse almost choked on the invisible cloud of cologne escaping through the half open door. “Did you call ahead for a seat, sir?” He looked Jesse up and down, eyeballing the jeans, the hat and the cowboy boots. 
 
    “Sorry. No, I didn’t, but I think my wife is playing,” Jesse drawled. “Can I come in? If you don’t have any seats open, I can just watch her.” 
 
    “What’s your name, sir?” 
 
    “Jesse Quantrall.” 
 
    No hint of recognition. “Uh huh, and your wife is?” 
 
    “Annie Powell-Quantrall.” 
 
    The door swung open at the mention of Annie’s name and Jesse was welcomed in. 
 
    The poker boss strode over to the table and said, “Your husband is here, Mrs. Powell, and he’d like to play?” 
 
    Annie turned around and beamed a smile. “Hey, cowboy. Come play with me.” 
 
    “I’ll get him some chips.” 
 
    Jesse whipped out a roll of cash, peeled off a few bills and handed them over. Before taking his seat, he leaned down and kissed Annie’s neck and at the same time whispered, “Is it okay for me to be here, Ace?” 
 
    “Of course, sweetheart.” 
 
    Rudy stepped closer to the table to introduce Jesse, but Annie did the honors. “This is my husband, Jesse Quantrall. Don’t be too hard on him.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Mr. Quantrall,” said Walt Atherton, offering a hand across the table. “Been thinking of getting one of my mares bred, and I know you have the finest Appaloosas in Texas.” 
 
    “True enough,” said Jesse. “Be happy to show you my stock anytime, sir.” 
 
    “We’ll talk later.” 
 
      
 
    THE BUS PULLED into the terminal and the lady sitting next to Zach stood up in the aisle with her bag in her hand. She smiled down at him. “Time to get off, Zachary. Nice talking to you.” 
 
    Zach nodded and followed her to the door of the bus. He stood on the sidewalk wondering which way his house was from here. Downtown Killeen, the town where he grew up, but everything felt so different. Looking around in all directions, he recognized nothing—none of the stores on this street had been there twelve years ago. Where was Hank’s Hardware? It couldn’t be gone. 
 
    He hummed as he got his bearings and figured it out in his head—Fort Hood was that way, so he had to go the opposite way. His house was at the other side of town.  
 
    It took him an hour to walk the distance from the terminal to the older residential area where he and Mary had bought their house. His feet hurt. The shoes were too small and were killing him. He stood out front for a couple of minutes just staring at the two-bedroom bungalow and remembering his life in this house. Life with Mary.  
 
    He trudged down the walk at the side of the house and opened the gate he’d built himself when he’d put up the fence between his house and Joe Bradshaw’s place.  
 
    A ‘good-neighbor’ fence they called it at the lumber store, but it was a fucking lie. Joe wasn’t a good neighbor at all. Joe Bradshaw was screwing around with Mary. When the fence was finished, and he’d finished planting all the new shrubs and flowers around the yard, Zach told Mary he wanted to have a barbeque to celebrate. Mary was excited and made a big bowl of potato salad.  
 
    Zach watched her that morning, making hamburger patties, and baking a cake. She looked so pretty in her cut-off shorts and her halter top, her blond hair bouncing as she hurried around the kitchen. 
 
    “Mary had a little…” Zach sang as he stood on the bare patio. Weeds were poking up between the patio slabs and the barbeque was gone. He gazed at the hard dirt in the barren flower beds. Two of the bushes he’d planted were clinging to life, all the rest were dead.  
 
    He looked down and stopped singing as he stared at the dark brown stain on the patio stones. “I’m sorry, Mary.” 
 
    He turned and tried the back door and it was locked. He picked up a rock from the nearest flower bed, smashed the glass and reached inside for the lock. 
 
    In the basement he found everything he needed. Nothing had changed on his workbench. He soaked rags in paint thinner, spread them around the kitchen and the bedrooms, then tucked a few under the dusty old drapes in the living room. After one last look around, he lit the rags on fire with the barbeque lighter and went out the back door. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE MADE the drive to Killeen in just under an hour. He didn’t bother with the siren, but the flashing lights definitely helped ward off highway patrol. The navigation system plotted the route to the house Fisher had lived in with his wife, Mary. The house where he’d been arrested after the bloodbath in the backyard. 
 
    “Wonder what made him go nuts at the barbecue twelve years ago and kill his wife and the neighbors, bro?” asked Farrell as they cruised down Fisher’s street. 
 
    “No idea,” said Blaine, then he hollered, “What the hell is happening?” A cloud of black smoke reduced visibility to almost zero. 
 
    Farrell lowered his window. “Smoke,” said Farrell, “and fire—I can barely see through the smoke, but I think a house is on fire.” 
 
    “Fifty says it’s Fisher’s house. Goddam fuck it to hell.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    TRAVIS ALMOST missed Sandra Beauchamp when she came out of Blossom. He’d grown tired of sitting and his eyes had closed of their own accord. Only by sheer chance did he awaken in time to see her cross the lobby to the exit with her dinner date. He jumped to his feet so fast, his head spun a little, but the scaly trunk of the tree next to him offered a moment’s support. 
 
    “Shit get it together, man.” 
 
    Travis hustled outside, gave his ticket to the valet and tried to zero in on his prey, but they were gone.  
 
    “Dammit. If they don’t go to the poker game, I am screwed and tattooed. Jesse will be sorely pissed at me.” 
 
    The valet brought the Jeep around and Travis took off. “How in hell did she get her car so fast?” 
 
    Maybe they drank a lot at dinner and took a cab. That would explain it. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later he was back at Caesars’ in the elevator on the way to the top of the world. He tapped on the door of the private suite and Rudy opened it.  
 
    “Ah, Major Bristol, welcome. Haven’t seen you for a while. I don’t have an open seat, but you are welcome to wait at the bar if you wish.” 
 
    “Thanks, Rudy. I need to speak to one of the players, but I don’t need to play.” 
 
    “Come in and make yourself at home, sir.” 
 
    Travis walked over to Jesse and leaned down. “Talk to you a minute?” He walked over to the long buffet table set against the window wall and Jesse followed. 
 
    “What’s up, Trav?” 
 
    “I lost her. If she doesn’t show up here, I don’t know where in hell she went.” 
 
    “Okay, maybe she’ll come here. Did she recruit a new guy?” 
 
    “Uh huh, they had dinner at Aria.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s her pattern—they go to dinner, then she suggests a poker game. Don’t worry.” He pointed, “Make a plate of food and have a beer while you wait.” 
 
    “How’s the game going?” 
 
    Jesse shrugged. “Annie is winning and chatting people up. I’m mostly folding.” 
 
    Travis finished his second plate of ribs and coleslaw and was working on his third beer, when Rudy opened the door to Sandra and her new potential victim.  
 
    “I have your seats ready for you, Miss Beauchamp. Could I have the name of your guest?” 
 
    Sandra beamed a smile down at Rudy. She towered over the short Italian by six inches at least. “This is Philip Wellston.” 
 
    “Welcome, Mr. Wellston, if you follow me I’ll introduce you to the other players.” Rudy pointed to the two reserved seats and introduced both players.  
 
    Wellston sat down in seat ten and stared across the table at Annie. “Are you sure we haven’t met before, Mrs. Powell?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” said Annie, “I meet a lot of people. What do you do for a living?” 
 
    “I’m an attorney in San Antonio.” 
 
    “Dave had an office in San Antonio—Powell and Associates, perhaps that’s where we met.” 
 
    “Or at Powell Corp. I’ve spent many hours in that impressive building,” he smiled. “Your building.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Annie with a giggle. 
 
    “Your blind.” Sandra spoke none too politely to Wellston. 
 
    Wellston tossed chips in for his blind and continued chatting. “I had the pleasure of doing a considerable amount of business with Jim Powell when he was at the helm.” 
 
    Annie inhaled a breath and wiped away the vestige of a tear. “Jim was my best friend,” she said in a whisper. 
 
    “But I thought…” Wellston paused thinking he was sticking his foot in it. 
 
    “You’re right, I was married to his son, but Jim and I were partners in an endeavor long before that.” 
 
    “Interesting, I didn’t realize.” 
 
    “I miss Jim every single day.” Annie peeked at her cards and said raise. 
 
    Jesse folded and watched the hand play out. He noted Sandra Beauchamp seemed to be mentally tallying up Phil Wellston’s chips—calculating what kind of a haul she’d be getting later. 
 
    There was noise in the lobby of the suite and Jesse turned his head to look. A lanky brunette had arrived with her date who seemed to be having trouble staying upright.   
 
    “I want to play poker,” he hollered. “I’ve got cash. Lots of cash.” 
 
    “No seats open right now, sir. Miss Singer, could you take your friend to your suite for a while until seats open up?” 
 
    “Sounds like a good idea, Rudy. I might need a hand with him.” 
 
    Rudy glanced at the bar and nodded. “Major Bristol, would you mind giving Miss Singer a moment of your time?” 
 
    “No problem.” Travis strode over from the bar. “Help you, Miss?” 
 
    “I need to get Ron back to his room. He needs to sleep.” 
 
    Ron crashed into the doorframe on the way into the corridor. “I don’t need to sleep. I want to play in the big, huge no limit game. I’m good for it.” 
 
    “You can play when you wake up, sir,” said Travis. “No seats open right now, anyways.” 
 
    Ron grumbled all the way down three floors in the elevator, and he kept it up along the long hallway to the room. 
 
    “Here we are,” said Amanda. She stuck the key card in the slot and opened the door.  
 
    Travis thought he got a strong whiff of weed from inside the room, but he couldn’t be sure.  
 
    “Thanks for your help, Travis,” said Amanda. She remembered him from the one other time he’d played with Annie. “Appreciate it.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    When he returned to the poker suite, Annie and Jesse were cashing out. “You take over, Trav,” said Jesse. “Wake me up if you need backup.” 
 
    Shit, I don’t want to play in this high class fuckin game. 
 
    He leaned close to Annie at the cash cage. “Why don’t you keep playing and I’ll wait at the bar.” 
 
    “I’m tired, Travis. I need to sleep, and so does Jesse.” 
 
    What about me? I don’t need any sleep? 
 
    Annie pressed a wad of bills into his hand and gave him an icy stare. “Don’t lose her this time.” 
 
    Fuck you, girl. 
 
    Travis bought chips and sat in Annie’s vacant seat.  
 
    Rudy strolled over and said, “You all know Major Travis Bristol.” 
 
    A few of the regulars gave him a finger wave from across the table. 
 
    Still fuming from Annie’s words, he played like a man with his ass on fire and soon doubled his buy-in. As he stacked up more and more chips, he noticed Sandra Beauchamp’s interest in him growing by leaps and bounds. 
 
    “Where are you from, Major Bristol?” she asked in a honey sweet voice. 
 
    “San Angelo, Texas, ma’am,” he drawled. 
 
    “And you served your country, Travis?” 
 
    “Marines, ma’am. Helo recon.” 
 
    “Thank you for your service, Travis.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Travis mumbled and concentrated on his cards. 
 
    A half hour later, Sandra’s date had lost most of his chip stack and seemed ready to cash out. “I have an early tee-off time in the morning, Sandra. We should go soon.”  
 
    “A couple more hands and I’m ready,” she said. 
 
    Phil Wellston picked up his remaining chips and headed for the cash cage. “I’ll wait for you at the bar.” 
 
    Sandra’s face blushed pink as she watched him walk away from the table. “Rudy, bring me some racks, please,” she called out a little too loud. 
 
    That’s an angry woman. I better get ready to leave too. 
 
      
 
    JESSE FOLLOWED ANNIE downstairs to the suite. It had been an exhausting day for him and he desperately needed sleep. His heart health depended on routine—proper food, adequate rest, moderate exercise and the avoidance of stress. If any one thing got too far out of whack, the consequences could be life-threatening. 
 
    Annie tossed her purse on the bar and headed straight to the fridge. She popped the top on a can of Coors. “Want a beer, cowboy?” 
 
    “No thanks, Ace. I need sleep.” 
 
    “Want to sleep in my room?” 
 
    Jesse grinned. “Is that a trick question? Of course, I want to. You’re my wife and I love you—at least you were for a while—the ‘love you’ part is still true and always will be.” 
 
    Annie rounded the bar and wrapped her arms around him. “We will always love each other, Jesse. It’s just the way it is.” 
 
    He leaned down and kissed her. “I wish things were different, Ace.” 
 
    “I wish that every single day. More than ever now that you have that sweet baby girl. I’d give anything to be that baby’s mother.” Tears rolled down her face and Jesse brushed them away. 
 
    “Don’t cry, Ace. We tried, and it didn’t work out. You know better than anyone that it can’t work for us.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS LINED UP behind Sandra Beauchamp at the cash cage. She turned her head and smiled at him.  
 
    “Have a good night, Major Bristol?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Not too bad,” Travis tried to sound casual when in the real world he’d never had so much fuckin money in his hand at one time. More than a third of it was Annie’s and he wouldn’t be able to draw a calm breath until he gave it back to her. 
 
    “You were more aggressive tonight than the last time I saw you play,” she whispered close to his ear. “I like that in a man.”   
 
    Jesus, is this killer bitch coming on to me? 
 
    Philip Wellston stood at the door waiting politely for his date. Sandra cashed out, stuffed the wad of bills into her purse and rushed over to him. “Sorry to keep you waiting, but I kept getting good cards.” 
 
    “No problem,” his voice sounded strained. He pushed the door open and they disappeared into the corridor. 
 
    How the hell am I gonna keep track of her? 
 
    Travis entered the hallway and it was empty.  
 
    Should I go straight to Aria? 
 
    “I’ll get rid of this fuckin money first,” he mumbled to himself as he pushed the elevator button. He entered Annie’s suite silently and piled her buy-in money on the bar beside her purse. 
 
    “There you are, sugar. Are you on Sandra?” 
 
    “Uh huh. I’m heading to the Aria now. I don’t know how I’m going to watch her when I don’t know the guy’s room number or anything.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you. I’ve got your back.” 
 
    Travis raised an eyebrow. “Is Jesse sleeping?” 
 
    She nodded. “He has to sleep.” 
 
    He pointed across the room at the bar. “I put your money by your purse.” 
 
    “Thanks. Hope you made a pile.” 
 
    Travis chuckled. “I can pay off my truck when I get home. It was my lucky night.” 
 
    Annie wadded up the money and stuffed it into her purse. She grabbed a jacket to cover her Beretta and shrugged it on as she headed for the door. “Let’s go.” 
 
    In the elevator, Travis asked, “Any clues on how to find them?” 
 
    “I tagged the lining of her purse. It should be easy.” 
 
    “Fantastic. I didn’t know you had that skill.” 
 
    “I have a lot of skills, mister. You only know about a few of them.” 
 
    “That could be true.” 
 
    “That is true.” 
 
    A lot of your skills, I can’t get out of my head. 
 
    Travis remained silent as he drove to the Aria and parked in the ramp. In the elevator he asked, “Where is she?” 
 
    Annie stared at her phone. “Looks like the pool. What do you think?” She showed Travis.  
 
    “Uh huh, the indoor pool. Isn’t it closed this time of night?” 
 
    Annie shrugged. “No idea. Let’s check it out.” 
 
    They tried the door to the pool on the fifth floor and it was locked. The hours were posted on a sign attached to the wall beside the door.  
 
    “Is she still beeping in there?” asked Travis. 
 
    “Not now, but she was just before we got here.” 
 
    “Shit, she’s gone. We better check anyway.” He picked up a courtesy phone and asked for security. “Ranger Travis Bristol on the fifth floor. I need security at the pool ASAP.” 
 
    Two minutes later the elevator chimed and two security officers in dark uniforms ran down the hall. “Problem, sir? Are you Ranger Bristol?” 
 
    Travis flashed his creds and one of the guards opened the door. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph, we’ve got a floater.” 
 
    “Fuck,” hollered Travis. “Is it him?” The drowned man was fully clothed—suit, shoes—he hadn’t intended to go swimming. 
 
    “Who?” asked the guard. “Do you know this man?” 
 
    “Not sure. I can’t see his face. I’ll call Lieutenant Zystra in homicide, he’s my contact.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS CALLED it in, then called Jesse’s cell. No answer. 
 
    “You shouldn’t wake him, he needs his sleep,” said Annie. 
 
    “Yeah, but he’ll be pissed at me if something is going down and he doesn’t know about it.” 
 
    “I guess so,” said Annie. “I worry about his health.” 
 
    “We all do, but he wants to work. He insists on it.” 
 
    Travis plopped down at a table in the corner of the pool area to wait for first response. The air in the pool enclosure was humid, a little too warm and smelled strongly of chlorine. 
 
    Annie sat across from him and fiddled with her phone. 
 
    “Can you see where Sandra is now?” 
 
    “Nope, I can’t. What does that mean?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Pass your phone over here.” 
 
    Travis still hadn’t figured it out when the homicide Loot walked in with a couple of detectives in his wake, along with the medical examiner and two techs from the crime scene unit. 
 
    “Ranger Quantrall isn’t here?” Zystra asked. 
 
    “I called him, sir, but he hasn’t answered me yet.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s get started. I’ll need statements from both of you. I assume you are working together on this case?” 
 
    Annie nodded. “Yes, sir, we are.” 
 
    Zystra eyed Annie taking special note of her cleavage, “And you are?” 
 
    “Annie Powell. I’m undercover in the high stakes poker game.” 
 
    “The Annie Powell—as in Powell Corp? That’s kind of high, even for high stakes poker, isn’t it?” 
 
    Annie shrugged. “Doing my part, Lieutenant, that’s all I can tell you.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” Zystra frowned as he pointed at the body being scooped out of the water. “Was that gentleman playing in the game tonight?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen his face,” said Annie, “but I believe he was with Sandra Beauchamp.” 
 
    “And where is that lady at this moment?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t know. I do know she was staying in a comped suite on floor twenty at Caesars’. The same floor as me.” 
 
    “I’ll send someone over there right now.” He got up and gave orders to one of his detectives. 
 
    The other one, Detective Padgett, ambled over to take their statements.  
 
      
 
    DAWN WAS BREAKING over the mountains in the distance when Travis and Annie drove back to the hotel.  
 
    “Wonder if they brought Sandra in for questioning,” said Annie. “Should have been you guys.” 
 
    “But we’re not on our turf,” said Travis. “We’re lucky LVPD is cooperating with us.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess cooperation is good, but I stay below the radar. I have my own methods.” 
 
    Travis grinned. “Your methods are a tiny bit more… basic and to the point. You might even say they were bordering on vigilante.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about legalities,” hollered Annie. “I get the job done, and that’s what I get paid for.” 
 
    “Do you even care if you get paid?” 
 
    “Nope. Do not. I’m all about justice.” 
 
    Travis stifled a chuckle and pressed the button for the twentieth floor. Outside her suite, he stuck the card in the slot and held the door open.   
 
    “You’re such a gentleman.” She tossed her purse on the sofa. “I’ll order breakfast and then we’ll sleep.” 
 
    “Together?” 
 
    “Shut up, Bristol.” 
 
    “Food and sleeping sound good to me,” said Travis. “I’ll check on Jesse.” 
 
    Travis opened the door to the second bedroom and Jesse was awake and sitting on the side of the bed. “You okay, boss?” 
 
    “Not okay, but I’m still breathing. Bring me up to speed.” 
 
    Travis related the events of the night. 
 
    “She killed another one?” 
 
    “Don’t know for sure if Sandra is the one, boss. Not her MO.” Travis frowned. “The others were lying peacefully dead in their hotel beds—they weren’t fuckin drowned.” 
 
    “Wonder why she took him to the pool area?” 
 
    “When we left the scene, homicide was on their way here, to our hotel, to bring her in for questioning.” 
 
    “I’ll call the lieutenant later and see how that went.” 
 
    “Annie ordered breakfast for us,” said Travis. “Then I need to sleep until noon.” 
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    NINE A.M. Blaine sat in Chief Calhoun’s office at DPS. The Chief took a sip from the Starbuck’s container Blaine had provided and shook his head. “Fisher took the bus to his home town and set fire to his house. Uh huh. Crazy is as crazy does—that’s something my wife says.” 
 
    “Could be, Chief, but Killeen PD put forward an all-out effort on the streets looking for him right after the fire call came in, and they came up empty. If he was hiding out with an old friend or army buddy or something, we have no way of knowing. Only his brother is listed in his file.” 
 
    “Did Killeen use their K-9 Unit?” asked the Chief. 
 
    “They used Waco’s tracking dogs.” 
 
    “Was the bus terminal checked?” asked Blaine. “Maybe he took the bus to Killeen, then hopped back on and went… where?” 
 
    “The bus terminal was checked. Standard procedure. Along with the train station and every other method of transportation.” 
 
    “If he hitched a ride, we wouldn’t know,” said Blaine. 
 
    “Damn. I don’t know what to suggest.” 
 
    Blaine drained his coffee and tossed the container in the Chief’s waste basket. “I’m running out of ideas, but I have one sketchy one left to try.” 
 
    “Y’all will get him, Blacky. You always do. Don’t get down on yourself. Tenacity is your strong suit. Keep the faith.” 
 
     Despite the Chief trying to bolster his spirits, Blaine left headquarters in kind of a gray funk. He called Farrell before he revved up the big diesel. “Have you still got that shirt of Fisher’s stashed somewhere?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, boss. It’s in the duffel with the rest of the dog’s stuff in the back of my truck.” 
 
    “Meet me at Misty’s and make sure you bring it with you.” 
 
    “Half an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “MARY HAD a…” A man sat down in the seat next to him on the bus and Zach stopped singing. He had too much to think about and didn’t feel like talking to a stranger. He turned his head and stared out the window all the way back to Austin. 
 
    The bus pulled into the terminal at noon and all the passengers got off. People met them and gave them hugs and Zach watched. A sad feeling overtook him, and he missed Mary more at that moment than ever before.  
 
    I’m sad that you’re dead, Mary. 
 
    He trudged away from the terminal fighting back the tears burning behind his eyes.  
 
    I want to go home. 
 
    The Amoco station came into view two blocks ahead and he could see the pay phone in the corner of the lot. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of change. Yep, he had lots of quarters for a phone call. 
 
    A kid with a skateboard was using the phone when he got there, and he had to wait a couple of minutes. When it was his turn, he put the money in, then took Doctor McIntyre’s card out of his shoe and punched in the number. 
 
    “I want to come home, Doc.” 
 
    “Zach, is that you?” 
 
    “It’s me.” 
 
    “Thank God. Oh, Zach, I’ve been so worried. Tell me where you are, and I’ll come and get you.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE CALLED Tyler to check on Charity as soon as he was showered and dressed.  
 
    “She’s fine, Jesse. Stop worrying. You have something more pressing to worry about.” 
 
    “Yeah, what’s that?” 
 
    “That Alexa girl called again. She ain’t giving up on you.” 
 
    “Shit. I didn’t like her that much.” 
 
    “When you get back, you better make it clear.” 
 
    “Can’t you make it clear for me, Ty?” 
 
    “Hell no. I ain’t no heartbreaker.” He chuckled, “Well, I am, but not for other people.” 
 
    “I’ll be home tomorrow and I’ll crack her heart in two myself.” 
 
    Tyler was laughing as he ended the call. 
 
    Annie stared across the table. “Whose heart are you going to break besides mine?” 
 
    “A girl I met at Boots. Ty says she’s calling every day.” 
 
    “Watch out, cowboy. They know a good thing when they see it.” 
 
    Jesse finished his coffee and gathered up his gun and his jacket. “I’m going to talk to Zystra and ask for a copy of Ms. Beauchamp’s bracing.” 
 
    “When Travis wakes up what should we do? If the police have a suspect in custody, is there any point hanging around the poker game?” 
 
    “You must want to go home, Ace. Are you missing Jacks?” 
 
    “A lot. I’m ready to go if we’re done here.” 
 
    “Let me go find out. I want to go home too. I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.”  
 
      
 
    AFTER JESSE LEFT, Annie refilled her coffee cup and called the ranch. “Hi Rosalie, is Declan around?” 
 
    “No, Mrs. C. something bad happened where Declan was born, and he had to go.” 
 
    “Where he was born? Do you mean in Ireland?” 
 
     “Uh huh. He packed up and went to Ireland.” 
 
    “Did he say when he’d be back?” 
 
    “Nope. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks, Rosie.” 
 
    Annie ended the call and pressed the number for Mill Antiques in Sante Fe. “Hi, Jean, it’s me.” 
 
    “How is the job going, dear. Are you almost finished?” 
 
    “I am, Jean. How’s Jackson?” 
 
    “Perfect as always. Pete gets such a kick out of him.” 
 
    “A couple more days at the most and I’ll fly up there and pick him up.” 
 
    “No rush. We love having him with us.” 
 
    Annie said goodbye and pressed end just as Travis clumped out of the bedroom looking grumpy and disheveled. Shirtless, golden hair highlighting his broad muscular chest, straw-colored hair poking out in all directions and hanging in his scruff-covered face and a pair of faded jeans slung low on his hips, he slumped down at the end of the table. 
 
    “Any coffee?” 
 
    Annie nodded and poured him a cup. 
 
    “Where’s the boss?” 
 
    “Gone to police headquarters.” 
 
    Travis splashed a little cream into his cup and greedily gulped half of it down. 
 
    Annie watched with interest. What had she found so attractive about Travis? The way he looked right at this moment was downright off-putting. All sulky and brooding, but hot underneath, like a wet campfire trying to ignite. 
 
    “Stop staring at me, Annie-girl.” His morning voice was low and scratchy from too many smokes. “I got enough problems.” 
 
    “Thankfully, I’m not one of your problems anymore.” 
 
    Travis turned the ice blue eyes on her and they sparked—a danger signal, she recognized instantly. “That right there is my biggest problem.” 
 
    “Can’t help you, Travis. You made the call.” 
 
    Travis was on his feet and pointing a finger, his jeans barely hanging on his slim hips. “Wrong,” he hollered, “I was goddam wrong about Dec and I admit it.” 
 
    Annie giggled. 
 
    Two long strides and he was behind her chair. “Don’t you laugh at me, girl. I love you more than anybody ever has. Yesterday, tomorrow or the day after that.” He leaned down, jerked her chair around to face him and kissed her like there was no tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    JESSE SAT in Lieutenant Zystra’s office and tried to catch his breath. If he hadn’t realized it before now, it was abundantly clear today—he shouldn’t leave the ranch. 
 
    Zystra noticed and questioned him on it. “You feeling okay, Ranger?” 
 
    Jesse nodded. “I’m okay. I have a bad heart and I’ve been overdoing it a little.” 
 
    “And you’re still working? You shouldn’t mess with something that serious.” He picked up a pile of reports and sorted through them. “Okay, let’s go over what we’ve got, and you can go back to your hotel and get some rest.” 
 
    He passed two stapled pages across the desk. “I made you a copy of the medical examiner’s preliminary report. The autopsy won’t be for a couple more days. Seems we’re always backed up in the county morgue. Anyway, drowning—no surprise.” 
 
    Jesse skimmed the report. “Says accidental drowning.” 
 
    Zystra handed him another sheet. “Copy of Ms. Beauchamp’s statement. She says Philip Wellston was drunk and insisted on seeing the pool area because he wanted to get some laps in before his morning golf game. He slipped as he rounded the end of the pool and fell in. She couldn’t swim and couldn’t physically lift him out, so she ran for help.” He passed Jesse another statement. “Here’s the statement from a Jason Bartram, a hotel guest she accosted in the fifth-floor hallway. As you can see, Bartram says she was crying and screaming. He followed her back to the pool area—says she was running with her shoes in her hand—and when they got there, your people were on the scene with security and one of the guards was doing CPR.” 
 
    Jesse stared at the reports and tried to make sense of it. 
 
    “You look like something is bothering you,” said Zystra. 
 
    “I sat across from him in the poker game and he wasn’t drunk—at least not drunk enough to fall into a swimming pool.” 
 
    “There was a slight swelling on his head. If he slipped and hit his head and was unconscious when he fell in, he would have drowned—drunk or not.”   
 
    “Yeah, I guess.”  
 
    “As soon as the autopsy has been completed, I’ll get you the full report.” 
 
    “Ms. Beauchamp is free and clear?” 
 
    Zystra shrugged. “No reason she wouldn’t be.” 
 
    Jesse gathered up his copies of the reports and was about to leave when Zystra got a call.  
 
    “Okay, I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “I’ll get out of your way, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Hold on, Ranger Quantrall, you better follow me back to your hotel. It seems we have another guy dead in his bed.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE PARKED in Misty’s driveway behind the car she rarely drove. He still hadn’t figured that one out—why did she have a car of her own, but almost always took a cab or the bus? Didn’t make sense to him, but a lot of things about Misty were just that—clouded in mist. 
 
    He used his key, entered the foyer and patted Hoodoo on his head. “Hey, boy, you didn’t even bark at me.” 
 
     Misty came out of the kitchen and gave him a hug. 
 
    “What? No passionate kissing and luring me upstairs?” 
 
    She turned her back and slipped through the kitchen door, “That would be my first choice, but no time. People are coming to see the house and I’m grumpy.” 
 
    Blaine followed her, took a seat at the kitchen table and watched her spraying countertops with Lysol. “Why are you grumpy?” 
 
    “Somebody from the DA’s office called and said I have to testify against Brad tomorrow and I’m scared.” 
 
    Blaine jumped off his chair and crossed the kitchen in three strides. “Don’t be scared. He has to be put behind bars and you’re the only person who can accomplish that. Do you want me to go with you?” 
 
    “I know y’all are so busy trying to find the crazy guy that ran away.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. You’re more important.” 
 
    Hoodoo put up a ruckus in the front hall and Misty squealed, “They can’t be here already.” 
 
    “That’s Farrell. He’s meeting me here.” 
 
    “Why?” Misty finished cleaning the sink and started on the refrigerator. 
 
    “Umm… he’s bringing Fisher’s shirt, so you could touch it...and see.” 
 
    She turned, spray nozzle pointed at Blaine and her eyes lit up. “Is it time for me to help?” 
 
    “Sure is. We’re getting nowhere.” 
 
    Blaine let Farrell in and he made himself at home in the kitchen. “Baking anything today, Misty?” 
 
    “Sorry, Farrell, I’m cleaning. People are coming to look at the house.” 
 
    “Should we leave and come back later?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “It might be best. The realtor told me to leave too, but I refused.” 
 
    Blaine raised an eyebrow. Misty could be stubborn. He’d found that out the hard way. 
 
    “Leave the shirt, bro, and Misty can deal with it when she has time.” 
 
    Farrell pulled the balled-up piece of clothing out of the duffel and said, “Where do you want it?” 
 
    “Stick it in the laundry room for now. Thanks, Farrell.” 
 
      
 
    DOCTOR MCINTYRE locked the door of his office and spoke to his assistant on the way out. “I’m going out for a few minutes, Deborah. Take messages for me, please.” 
 
    “Sure, Doctor, no problem.” 
 
    He ran out the back way to the doctor’s parking lot, full of excitement because Zach had called. He jumped behind the wheel and headed for the back gate. “I knew you would come back to me, Zachary,” he mumbled to himself. “I don’t think you killed anyone. The police are mistaken about that.” 
 
    McIntyre drove the six blocks through the busy downtown core, found it impossible to change lanes when he needed to, and circled the block twice before he caught a glimpse of Zach standing half-hidden by the phone booth at the Amoco station. He pulled alongside the curb and motioned for Zach to get in. 
 
    “Hey, Doc. Sorry I ran away. Don’t know what I was thinking.” 
 
    McIntyre reached over and patted Zach’s arm. “It’s okay, Zach. We all make mistakes. You decided to come back all on your own and that’s what counts, isn’t it?” 
 
    Zach shrugged. “I guess so.” 
 
    “You probably missed your friends at the hospital.” 
 
    “Uh huh. A couple of them.” 
 
    McIntyre stopped for the red light at the corner and Zach motioned for him to turn left. “I want to show you where I fell in the river.” 
 
    “No. I think we should go straight back to the hospital. I have a patient in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Please, Doc. I almost drowned because a mean homeless guy pushed me with his shopping cart. I want to show you.” 
 
    McIntyre let out a breath. “Well, if it’s that important to you, I guess we could take a quick detour.” They drove the four blocks to Congress Avenue and McIntyre pulled off the street and parked around the corner after they crossed the bridge.  
 
    “Down there.” Zach pointed. “See, he’s the one. He lives under the bridge like a fuckin troll. He’s there right now with his cart loaded with crap.” 
 
    “Maybe we should stay away from him if he tried to hurt you, Zach.” 
 
    Zach jumped out of the Toyota and took off. He sprinted down the embankment with the speed of a gazelle, waving his arms in the air and shouting. “You’ll be sorry, cart man.” 
 
    “Come back, Zach. Don’t threaten him.” McIntyre had almost reached the riverbank when Zach picked up a boulder the size of a watermelon and clobbered the homeless guy over the head.” 
 
    “Don’t, Zach,” McIntyre hollered, “Don’t hurt him.” The doctor caught up as the homeless guy crumpled to the ground, his head covered in blood. “No, no. Look what you’ve done, Zach.” 
 
    Ignoring McIntyre, Zach dropped the blood-covered rock and with a low growl, rolled the homeless guy like a ragged sausage down the bank into the water.  
 
    “Don’t, Zach. No, don’t.” 
 
    Splash. 
 
    The homeless guy, wrapped in layers of clothing, a parka and wearing heavy army boots, hit the water and the current took him under. The back of the parka inflated with air and bobbed up like a filthy parachute further downstream, then disappeared. 
 
    McIntyre hung his head, then did some deep breathing. “This is bad, Zach. You killed a man and I watched you do it. I’m going to have to tell the police.” 
 
    Zach grinned. “He pushed me into the river and tried to drown me,” he hollered in McIntyre’s face, “and I needed to get even.” Zach spun around three times like he was Wonder Woman then stopped dead and rummaged through the garbage in the cart. He held up the tattered watch cap. “Why would he want this shit?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” McIntyre was on the verge of tears. “Come on, Zach, we have to go to the police.” 
 
    “I thought you were taking me home, Doc? You said I could go back to the hospital. Did you lie?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t lie, but things have changed. I truly believed you were better and you didn’t hurt anybody, Zach, but now I have to rethink that.” 
 
    Zach growled and picked up the bloody boulder. 
 
      
 
    JESSE CALLED TRAVIS and told him to meet him at Ron Hamilton’s suite. 
 
    “What are you telling me, boss? I helped Amanda take him to his room last night, and now he’s dead?” 
 
    “No details yet. Come down.” 
 
    Lieutenant Zystra led the way into Hamilton’s room, already crowded with police personnel. The medical examiner was on his knees next to the body. 
 
    Jesse stepped back against the wall, stayed out of the way and observed. It wasn’t long before Travis and Annie joined him.  
 
    Zystra gave directives to members of his team, then walked over and spoke to Jesse. “If you three saw the victim last night, I’ll need statements from all of you.” 
 
    Annie pointed at the door. “You can use my suite, if you like, Lieutenant. It would be less congested.” 
 
    “If this guy is a high roller, how come he has an ordinary room and not a suite?” asked Zystra. 
 
    “No idea,” said Annie, “but last night he was shouting about how much cash he had. Not usually a good idea.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s go upstairs and get this done.” In the elevator he asked. “Was the woman with him a regular player?” 
 
    Annie nodded. “Amanda Singer. Fairly regular. I don’t know her room number or even if she was staying here.” 
 
    “I can find that out from the hotel,” said the lieutenant. 
 
    Annie made the men comfortable at the dining table and offered them a drink.  
 
    “I’ll take a Coke if you have one,” said Zystra. He set his small recorder on the table and Travis went first. 
 
    “I was only with him for about ten minutes, tops. He came up to the poker game and he was drunk, staggering drunk. He wanted to get in the game and that’s when he was yelling about how much cash he had. Anybody could have heard him. There were no empty seats, so Rudy, the poker manager, asked me to help Ms. Singer get Ron to his room. And that’s what I did. I helped her get him in and out of the elevator, and I kind of propped him up while she opened the door to his room. We walked him over to the bed and he was out as soon as he laid down.” 
 
    “Was Ms. Singer staying in that room too?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know that, Lieutenant,” said Travis. “When I left, she was in his room with him, that’s all I can tell you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Zystra. “Your turn, Mrs. Powell.” 
 
    Annie’s version was shorter. She’d only seen them in passing, the same as Jesse. 
 
    After Zystra left, Jesse blew out a big breath. “Guess I won’t be going home tomorrow after all.” 
 
    “I think you should go, cowboy,” said Annie. “You’re pale and I know you’re missing Charity. Travis and I have got this.” 
 
    “The man sent me and he’s expecting results,” said Jesse. 
 
    “Too damn bad,” said Annie, “I don’t want you dying for him or for any other reason. Get a flight and go home.” 
 
    Jesse rubbed his chest. “I might have to.” 
 
    “I could use food before we play marathon poker again,” said Travis. “How about it?” 
 
    Annie nodded. “Let’s get Jesse’s flight booked, then we’ll go to dinner.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE AND FARRELL went to Logan’s for beer and steak while Misty was busy with the realtor and the prospective buyers.  
 
    “Think that asshole, Mulligan will have a good lawyer?” asked Farrell as he plowed through his second basket of chips and salsa. 
 
    “I imagine he will. He can afford someone competent, and he’s had plenty of time in jail to consult with his attorney and prepare his defense.” 
 
    “Is there a good defense for beating up your ex-wife?” 
 
    “None,” said Blaine. “If the prosecution succeeded in getting a balance of women on the jury, Brad should get the max sentence.” 
 
    “Women on the jury.” Farrell nodded as he thought about it. 
 
    Blaine’s phone rang, and he set his Corona down to answer. “Misty,” he said to Farrell. “How did the showing go?” 
 
    “They liked the house and the realtor just called me, I have another showing tonight at eight.” 
 
    “Sounds promising, but you’ll be tied up all evening. I’ll pick you up for court tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “You don’t mind going with me?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m here for.” 
 
    “I can think of better uses for you.” She giggled. 
 
    “You’re not so grumpy now. That’s a good thing.” 
 
    He ended the call and Farrell looked to see if he was going to share. “Another showing at eight.” 
 
    “She ain’t gonna touch Fisher’s shirt and get a read on him?” 
 
    “Not tonight, I guess.” 
 
    “Fuck,” said Farrell. “I was keen to see her do it.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE DRESSED for the poker game after she and Travis dropped Jesse at McCarran. Before exiting the privacy of her bedroom, she tried Declan again in Ireland. This time he answered. 
 
    “I got your message, darlin, but I’ve been at the hospital with my mother.” 
 
    “Is it your mother who’s sick?” 
 
    “She had a stroke and it was a bad one. I’m afraid I won’t be back for a while. She’ll need care at home after the hospital lets her go.” 
 
    “Take all the time you need, sweetheart. This is your mother we’re talking about.” 
 
    “Thanks, Annie. Sorry I didn’t have time to call you before I left the country.” 
 
    “No problem. Things aren’t going too well here. Looks like a few more days at least.” 
 
    “I’ll be in touch when I have news.” 
 
    Annie stared at the screen feeling bad for Dec. Such a sweet guy, but he was the one who had the medical training and he should be taking care of his own mother—nobody else. 
 
    When Annie came out of her room, Travis was leaning on the bar chugging a cold one. “Want a beer before we go up?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, a beer would be great.” 
 
    “You look worried, Annie-girl. Everything alright?” 
 
    “Dec’s mother had a stroke and he has to stay in Ireland for longer than he thought.” 
 
    “Oh, too bad.” 
 
    “I’ll miss him, and the boys will miss him at the ranch.” 
 
    “About before…” said Travis. 
 
    “You mean when you were kissing me like a madman?” 
 
    “Yeah, then… I’m not gonna pressure you, because I’m the asshole in this picture, but if you ever forgive me and feel like male… company, you hafta know I’m available.” 
 
    Annie couldn’t help but smile. “You’re available? A stud like you?” 
 
    Travis shook his head. “Let’s go make money.” 
 
      
 
    UPSTAIRS IN THE POKER suite, some of the regulars were in their favorite seats. Darryl Wise was firmly wedged into seat nine, his plaid shirt of the day a red and blue pattern, Judge Rumford looked half-asleep as he slumped low in seat three, Frank Vitali beamed a smile from seat four, his dark wavy hair perfectly combed. No sign of Sandra Beauchamp this evening. 
 
    As Annie cast her eyes around the table she did a quick inhale of breath at the sight of Kristal Ducharme languishing in seat two. “Good evening, Kristal, I’m surprised to see you here.” 
 
    “Lance said you might be here tonight, Annie. Nice to see you again.” 
 
    Lance Ogilvie returned from the bar wearing a stone-cold expression. He nodded in Annie’s direction. No greeting. No hug. 
 
    He’s still super pissed at me for vetting his squeeze. 
 
    Lance sat down in seat five and the dealer whipped out the cards.  
 
    Annie peeked at her hand and checked, Travis raised, and it was game on. Kristal played amazingly well. She chatted to Darryl Wise like she knew him. Why hadn’t Annie seen her here before? Had she been playing at some of the other big games around town?  
 
    I’ll get Lily to do more checking in the morning. 
 
    Lance played his cards and spoke very little. He won a couple of moderate sized pots and Kristal smiled at him. 
 
    Travis was quiet, but quiet was his norm if he wasn’t blowing a fuse. Under that placid exterior lived a raging bull.  He was getting cards and playing his hands well. He drew out on the river and took a couple of big pots from Kristal. 
 
    Judge Rumford drank bourbon steadily, supplied by a smiling waitress in black stockings and a short skirt. He fell asleep a couple of times and Frank Vitali woke him up when the action was on him.  
 
    Most nights since Annie had arrived, the players had been relaxed and for the most part enjoying the game. Tonight seemed different. The players were quiet and the tension at the table was palpable. 
 
    Rudy felt it too. He circled the table every few minutes, smiling and observing, at the ready to pour oil on troubled waters.  
 
    Annie could feel it in her veins—trouble about to rear its ugly head like a cobra darting out of the weeds. Travis touched her leg and whispered, “you okay?” 
 
    Annie nodded, folded her hand and stepped away from the table. She called, and Jesse answered on the first ring. 
 
    “Hey, Ace, how’s it going?” 
 
    “Slow. I wanted to make sure you got home safe.” 
 
    “I’m home, sitting in the rocker and holding my baby. Nothing makes me feel better these days.” 
 
    “You were awfully pale this morning, and I was worried.” 
 
     “Better now and I checked in with the top dog. He knows I came home.” 
 
    “Nothing you can do about it, cowboy. Accept your limitations and please, please, take care of yourself.” 
 
    “I’m resting, sweetheart. Finish up and come home.” 
 
    Annie put her phone away and picked up a pastry from the buffet table. She was about to take a bite when Lance crossed the room and stood in front of her.  
 
    “Annie, I’d like you to be more pleasant to Kristal. I don’t like the vibes at the poker table.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll make an effort. Seeing you so upset doesn’t make me happy.” 
 
    “Why is it so difficult for you to accept her? I thought you were a bigger person than that.” 
 
    Annie shook her head. “Lance… she’s not.” 
 
    He held up a hand. “I don’t want to hear it. Please don’t make things any worse than they are.” 
 
    “I won’t say another word, Lance. You’re on your own.” 
 
    “Appreciate it.” He turned his back and returned to the table. 
 
    Annie wandered over to speak to Rudy who was chatting up the girl in the cash cage. “Did Sandra reserve a spot for tonight, Rudy?” 
 
    “Let me check, Mrs. Powell.” He returned to his lectern and picked up his clipboard. “Yes, she did, for ten o’clock.” 
 
    Annie checked the time on her phone. “That was an hour ago.” 
 
    Rudy shrugged. “If someone else comes in I can’t hold her seat any longer than an hour.” 
 
    “That’s fine, I was only wondering.” 
 
    “Is your husband playing later?” 
 
    “No. He had to go back to Texas.” 
 
    “He’s a Quantrall, right? One of the oil brothers?” 
 
    Annie smiled. “Yes, he is. Oil and horses.” 
 
    “I liked him,” said Rudy, “Nice guy.” 
 
    Annie winked at Rudy. “I like him too.” 
 
    “And Major Bristol is…?” Rudy was getting nosy. 
 
    “He works for Jesse. Travis is my bodyguard.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Rudy was digesting that tidbit of information when an argument broke out at the poker table. He spun around to see which players had raised their voices and hurried across the room. Annie followed him back to her seat and watched the drama unfold.  
 
    Kristal had drawn to a gut shot and made her straight on the river. Darryl Wise was livid. “I put in a big enough raise that you should have folded,” he hollered from the end of the table. 
 
    “I felt my card was coming,” said Kristal. “And I was pot committed after the turn. I can call if I want to, Darryl. I put my chips in.” 
 
    “Of course, you can,” said Lance, putting his two cents in. He smiled at Kristal then turned to Wise. “Why don’t you apologize to Kristal, Mr. Wise. She didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    “I’m not apologizing. The odds for her were terrible and it was a rookie play. She should have folded.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s time for us to leave,” said Lance glaring at Annie. “This game isn’t fun anymore.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    BLAINE OPENED one eye and checked the time. Five forty-five and his cell was ringing. Couldn’t be good. Never good news this early in the morning. Lexi whined on her bed on the floor.  
 
    “I know, girl, it’s too early to get up.” He reached the phone and read the screen. Austin PD.  
 
    He barked a reply. “Yep, I’m up.” 
 
    “You don’t sound too alert, Blacky. Too much partying last night?” 
 
    “I wish. What’s up Detective?” 
 
    “Got a floater and he belongs to you.” 
 
    “Who? Is it Zach Fisher?” 
 
    Lopez chuckled. “You sounded hopeful for a second. Nope, according to the info I have, this guy is a doctor at the State Hospital. A psychiatrist named McIntyre.” 
 
    “Fuckin coyotes. Don’t tell me that.” 
 
    “I am telling you that. Do you know him?” 
 
    “Zach Fisher’s doctor.” 
 
    “Shit, man. The runaway crazy offed his shrink? We pulled him out a half mile downstream from the Congress Avenue Bridge.” 
 
    “Damn it to hell.” 
 
    “Think the loony toon did it?” 
 
    “Course he did, but it doesn’t make a lick of sense—why in hell would he kill his doctor? And what was McIntyre doing with Fisher at the river. They must have been in contact. That fuckin McIntyre should have called me.” 
 
    “Might have saved his life if he had. You any closer to catching the whack job?” 
 
    “Not a bit.” 
 
    “Where do you want your corpse?” 
 
    “I’ll call Calhoun and tell him McIntyre is coming to DPS this morning.” 
 
    “One less for me,” said Lopez. “I closed a case and I haven’t even finished my first coffee.” He chuckled. 
 
    “Lucky you. I haven’t had a coffee yet,” grumbled Blaine. “Even worse, I have court this morning.” He sat on the side of the bed and tried to think. “How did McIntyre get to the river? Did you find his car?” 
 
    “No car.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it. I’ll send Farrell with Red. See if he picks up a direction.” 
 
    He ended the call and pressed the contact for Chief Calhoun. “You up, Chief?” 
 
    “Eating breakfast. I need nourishment to get me through another agonizing day of crime fighting in Texas.” 
 
    “Lopez has Doctor McIntyre. Fished him out of the river.” 
 
    “Zach Fisher killed his doctor?” 
 
    “I’d bet on it, unless McIntyre toppled off the Congress Avenue Bridge on his own.” 
 
    “Damn it, son, where is he?” 
 
    “Downtown. He’s coming your way this morning. Can you move him to the head of the line?” 
 
    “Yep, consider it done.” 
 
    “I’ll have the girls put a BOLO out on McIntyre’s ride. No vehicle found at the scene. Maybe Zach is cruising the streets in the doc’s Toyota.” 
 
    “Fuck that,” growled the Chief. 
 
    “Ditto.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE WOKE to the sound of Charity crying. He smiled as he glanced at the monitor and sat up on the side of the bed. This was where he belonged, and if he wanted to be around to raise his daughter, he couldn’t be flitting off to other states because a man he’d never met told him to.  
 
    An annoying pain radiated from the center of his chest and he thought he might hurl. Charity cried louder, then stopped and hollered out the only word she knew… ‘Da’. 
 
    “I’m coming, baby.” 
 
    Placing one hand on the nightstand next to the bed, Jesse forced himself to his feet.  
 
    I need more rest, maybe I’ll skip chores and spend the day with my baby.   
 
      
 
    ANNIE OPENED the door to the waiter and tipped him after he placed the breakfast tray on the dining table. Travis hadn’t made an appearance and it was just as well. He hadn’t gone to bed happy after she’d told him he’d be sleeping alone—not that she didn’t want to be with Travis, but because previous experience told her it was a terrible idea. She was a slow learner when it came to Travis, but she had it down now. They had to work together and finish this case. There was no room for a one-night stand followed by romance gone sour and the fighting that ensued. She was growing impatient with her assignment and wanted to go to Sante Fe, pick up Jackson and go home.  
 
    She poured herself a cup of coffee, sat down and tried to relax. Her phone rang, and she checked the screen. LVPD. 
 
    “Annie Powell.” 
 
    “Good morning, Mrs. Powell, this is Lieutenant Zystra. Sorry to be calling so early but you are listed as the next of kin for Lance Ogilvie?” 
 
    Her heart skipped a beat. 
 
    Why do they need next of kin? 
 
    “Lance? Has something happened to Lance?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so, Mrs. Powell. His assistant found him dead in his suite this morning at the Gold Mine. I’m there now. I would have come in person to notify you, but I thought it was a mistake. I don’t see how you could be Mr. Ogilvie’s closest kin.” 
 
    Wayward tears rolled down Annie’s face and she brushed them away.  
 
    “Are you all right, Mrs. Powell?” 
 
    “No. Lance is family. I’m not all right.” 
 
    “Then you are his next of kin?” 
 
    “No, but close to it. My number would be listed, because Jackson is only six years old. My son is his only blood relative. Lance is his grandfather.” 
 
    “Is Mr. Ogilvie connected to Race Ogilvie? We here in Vegas are too familiar with that name.” 
 
    “Race was Lance’s only son and Race was my son’s father.” 
 
    Zystra paused. “I see. I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs. Powell. Would it be possible for you to come to the morgue later today and identify the body?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll have Travis bring me.” 
 
    Annie ended the call and ran down the hall screaming. She burst through the door into Travis’ room and hollered, “She killed Lance. The phony bitch killed Lance and took away Jackson’s grandfather. I’ll kill her for that. You just watch me.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE OPENED the door of his truck and helped Misty up onto the sidestep at ten to nine. “Are you okay? You feel kind of shaky.” 
 
    “I am shaky, and I think I might throw up.” 
 
    “Try not to hurl in my truck.” Blaine chuckled but Misty didn’t smile. She shoved her hands into the pockets of her jacket and stared at the floor. 
 
    “Lean back and relax. It will be okay.” 
 
    I don’t know why I’m saying that. It won’t be okay with Mulligan involved. He’s a loose cannon. 
 
    The courtroom was almost empty. Few spectators were interested in domestic assault. Murder drew the big crowds.  
 
    Blaine escorted Misty to the front row and sat her behind the prosecution. “You won’t have far to go when they call you.” 
 
    She looked up at him, panic in her eyes. “You aren’t leaving me, are you?” 
 
    “Nope.” He sat close and held her hand. 
 
    “I can tell you have someplace to be.” 
 
    She knows stuff and I can’t hide it. 
 
    “Farrell is taking care of it. Stop worrying.” 
 
    The lawyers were in position ready to start. The judge came in and took his place on the bench, then the bailiff brought Brad Mulligan in from the ante-room. 
 
    The eyes of her ex-husband narrowed as he zeroed in on Misty and yelled at the top of his lungs. “There she is, the lying bitch that owes me money. She’ll be sorry she ever crossed my path. Her days are numbered.” 
 
    The judge banged his gavel and Mulligan’s lawyer tried to shut him up without much success. 
 
    “Sit down, Mr. Mulligan,” said the judge. 
 
    “I won’t sit down. I’ve got things to say to this jury.” 
 
    The twelve men and women waiting for the trial to begin appeared startled by Mulligan’s tirade. 
 
    The judge banged his gavel again. “One more outburst, Mr. Mulligan and you will be found in contempt of court and fined accordingly.” 
 
    Brad sat down and was silent for the moment. 
 
    Tears streamed down Misty’s face and she shook like a leaf in a hurricane. 
 
    “Is the prosecution ready to proceed?” asked the judge. He peered over his horn-rimmed glasses looking none too happy. 
 
    “We are, your honor.” 
 
    “Call your first witness.” 
 
    “The prosecution calls Ms. Mystere Mulligan.” 
 
    Blaine hopped up, slipped his arm around Misty’s waist and escorted her the three feet to the gate.  
 
    The bailiff opened the gate, escorted her to the witness stand and swore her in. 
 
    Misty swore to tell the truth and Brad hollered, “She won’t tell the truth, she’s a witch and a voodoo queen and a born liar.” 
 
    Bang. The gavel fell hard against the bench. “This court finds you in contempt, Mr. Mulligan. Sixty days in jail and a thousand-dollar fine. Bailiff, remove Mr. Mulligan.” 
 
    “Yes, Judge.” The bailiff rounded the defense table and placed a hand on Mulligan’s elbow. Brad jumped up and plowed the bailiff in the face and knocked him to the floor. 
 
    Blaine vaulted the gate and drew his Beretta. “Sit down, Mulligan. Hands on your head.” 
 
    Mulligan’s attorney helped the bailiff up and although he seemed a little groggy, the bailiff drew his weapon and took Mulligan in hand. This time Mulligan walked straight to the ante-room and the bailiff closed the door. 
 
    “Thank you, Ranger Blackmore,” said the judge. “A nasty situation averted.” 
 
     Blaine nodded and returned to his seat. 
 
    Misty gave her testimony without further problems. Brad’s attorney didn’t bother to cross-examine, and she was dismissed. 
 
      
 
    FARRELL AND RED started again at the Congress Avenue Bridge while Blaine was in court with Misty. Red picked up Fisher’s scent and raced along the bank for a few feet then stopped. 
 
    “What, boy? Did he sit down here?” 
 
    Farrell stood beside the big bloodhound and waited. Nothing happened. Either the scent was too old, or Fisher hadn’t walked along the bank. “Okay, let’s just jog along the bank and see if anything turns up. How about it?” 
 
    Red got up and loped along behind Farrell, obedient, but not particularly interested. About a quarter mile from the bridge, they passed a clump of bushes and Red jerked on the leash. He pulled towards the water and Farrell took a closer look. “Holy shit, Red. That looks like the homeless guy from the bridge.” 
 
      
 
    ZACH DROVE Doc McIntyre’s car to Lamar’s house on the street near East Cesar Chavez. Yellow tape still sealed the front door, marking it as a crime scene, but the police cars and vans were all gone. He drove around the block and down the narrow back lane searching for a place to park. At the back of Lamar’s tiny city lot, was a falling-down shack that might have been a garage at one time. Dirt floor and no door, but Zach drove the Toyota in. It was a tight squeeze and if the car had been any bigger, it never would have fit. He covered the car with a ripped blue tarp he found in the corner and viewed it from the lane. 
 
    With a nod to himself, thinking the car was secure, Zach trudged through the weedy yard to the sagging porch and stared at the broken window that had been boarded over by the cops.  
 
    A corrugated tin tool shed near the sagging chain link provided exactly what he needed—a claw hammer. In five minutes, he pried the plywood off the window, reached in and turned the lock. The door squeaked open and he smiled. He replaced the plywood, took the hammer inside and locked the door.
  
 
    ACROSS THE STREET from the row of houses, a tall, black boy with a red ball cap on backwards, stood in a narrow alleyway. He saw the curtains move on the front window of Lamar’s house and his fingers tightly gripped the handle of the small Colt in his pocket.   
 
    “I knew you would come back, loony man. You wait until dark and you gonna pay for killing my brother.” 
 
      
 
    “LILY, this is Annie in Vegas.” 
 
    “Hi, Mrs. Powell. How is the poker case going?” 
 
    “Not well, and Blaine thinks I’m in Vegas to catch my breath after my divorce. He isn’t to know about me working the case.” 
 
    “I’ve been told that, and he won’t hear it from me. Can I help with something?” 
 
    “Yes, please. I know you did some background digging on Kristal Ducharme for me, but I need more. She’s my prime suspect now.” 
 
    “Did something happen?” 
 
    “Lance Ogilvie is dead, and I’m sure Kristal killed him. She was with him last night.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I need connections, Lily. Do you have a list of all the victims in this case?” 
 
    “Yes, I do. I’m keeping up with the police reports.” 
 
    “Okay, good. See if you can connect Kristal with any of the other victims. Did she know them—even a long time ago? Whatever you can find.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll do it right away. I received an email a short time ago from Lieutenant Zystra, saying that Ron Hamilton died of alcohol poisoning. It’s been ruled an accidental death and no charges will be laid against Amanda Singer.” 
 
    “Okay, I see. I was wondering about that. His death was different from all the rest. Okay, so Ron isn’t one of our victims.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look like it,” said Lily. “I’ll call as soon as I have something for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Lily.” 
 
    Travis slouched at the end of the table nursing his coffee. Annie brought him up to date and told him about Ron Hamilton. 
 
    “Shit, he just drank too much?” 
 
    Annie shrugged. “That was the ruling.” 
 
    Travis drained his cup, stood up and offered Annie his hand. “Ready to go to the morgue?” 
 
      
 
    MISTY WAS in tears when Blaine drove her home from the courthouse. He opened the door for her and patted Hoodoo on the head. “Let me get you a glass of wine, sweetheart. You could use a drink.” 
 
    “I wanted to go to Tulley’s for lunch when you offered, but I’m such a mess, I couldn’t eat a single crab cake.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll take you there for dinner one night this week and you can fill up on crab cakes and lobster.” Blaine opened the fridge and took out a bottle of Chardonnay.  
 
    “You’re too good to me.” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” 
 
    I want you to touch Fisher’s shirt and give me a clue. 
 
    Misty’s cell rang in her purse. She grappled for it and answered just in time. “Yes, I’m home now. An hour will be fine. Thank you.” 
 
    Blaine raised an eyebrow. “Another showing?” 
 
    “Nope. She’s presenting an offer. Could you stay and read it over? You can pretend you’re my attorney.” 
 
    “I am an attorney.” 
 
    Misty giggled. “I forgot, if I even knew that about you. You have so many letters after your name, I guess you could have legal letters too and I’d never be the wiser. Now you won’t have to pretend.” 
 
    “Guess not.” Blaine scowled. He hated it when any mention was made of his accomplishments. “I might as well have a beer if I’m staying to pretend I’m your lawyer.” He crossed the kitchen, grabbed a Corona from the fridge and leaned against the counter as he chugged half down.  
 
    His cell rang on the table. Misty glanced at it and said, “It’s Farrell.” 
 
    “I hope he found something at the river.” Misty handed him his cell. “Hey, bro. Anything?” 
 
    “Yeah, but not anything we want. Another body. The homeless guy was caught up in weeds down apiece from the bridge.” 
 
    “Shit. Did you call it in?” 
 
    “Yeah, the Chief didn’t sound joyful, but he’s sending the troops.” 
 
    “Secure the scene until they get there, give your statement, then take Red home, clean up both dogs and sleep for a couple of hours.” 
 
      
 
    CHARITY WAILED, and Tyler called from the bottom of the staircase. “Are you getting the baby, Jesse?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Jesse, where are you? Are you up there?” Tyler didn’t hear any footsteps and he didn’t wait. He took the stairs two at a time and as he passed Jesse’s bedroom on the way to the nursery he saw his brother laid out on the carpet. “Fuck, no.” 
 
    He ran into the room and dropped to his knees. “Jesse, Jesse, don’t be dead.” He turned his head to the doorway and bellowed at the top of his lungs. “Brian. Brian, I need you. Hurry. Hurry up.”  
 
    Footsteps pounded along the upstairs hall and Brian ran into the room with Bobby right behind him. Brian grabbed the defibrillator off the wall and motioned for the boys to get out of the way. He hooked Jesse up and at the same time hollered, “Bob, call 911, and tell them to hurry. Charity screamed louder. “Ty, get the baby.” 
 
    Bobby stepped into the hall to make the call and Tyler ran to the nursery. He scooped Charity out of her crib, her little face red from screaming for so long. Ty hugged her to his chest. “Don’t cry, baby. I’ve got you. Don’t cry.” 
 
    Tears rolled down Tyler’s cheeks as he stood in the doorway of Jesse’s bedroom holding Charity close to him. Her chubby little arms were wrapped tightly around his neck and her tiny fingers entwined in his long hair.  
 
    The paramedics strapped Jesse to a gurney and carefully transported him down the curved staircase. “Good thing you had the defib here at the house, Doctor Quantrall,” called the taller of the two. “We might not have been in time.” 
 
    Looking pale and distressed, Brian nodded. “I’ll get dressed and be right behind y’all.” 
 
    “We all better get dressed,” said Bob. 
 
    “I’ll change the baby,” said Ty, “You better call Paulie, Bobby.” 
 
    “Yep, doing that now.” 
 
    Tyler had Charity changed and dressed when Bob stuck his head in the nursery. “Wendy’s coming over with Paul. She’ll stay here and watch Charity.” 
 
    “She hasn’t had her breakfast,” said Tyler. “She’s hungry.” 
 
    “Get dressed,” said Bob. “Wendy will feed her.” 
 
    “I… I don’t want to leave her, she’s so upset.” Charity had stopped crying but was sucking in little gulps of air and shivering. Tyler gazed down at her tear-stained face and choked out the words. “Da tried to come, but he couldn’t.”  
 
    “See how she is when Wendy gets here. Do what you want, Ty, I’m going with Paulie to the hospital.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS SLIPPED a strong arm around Annie’s waist as they walked through the door into the cool stillness of the Clarke County morgue.  
 
    “Did you bring Kristal Ducharme in for questioning, Lieutenant?” asked Annie. 
 
    “Umm… I’m not at liberty to discuss an open investigation with you, Mrs. Powell. On the other hand, if Deputy Bristol was to ask me that same question, I have to say, yes. I’m holding her upstairs. She’s given a statement but based on her record and what you’ve told me, I’m letting my best interrogator have another crack at her.” 
 
    “I hope you get solid evidence, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “My wish also.” Zystra led the way into the morgue. “Which drawer is Lance Ogilvie in, Sammy?” he called to the pathologist.  
 
    “I’ll show you. I just got him squared away.” 
 
    The doctor strode across the cold concrete and pulled open drawer fourteen.  
 
    Annie gazed down at Lance thinking how much Race had resembled his father, and how much Jackson looked like both of them. Her ears buzzed, and she turned towards Travis about to say something, then everything went black.  
 
    Travis grabbed her up into his arms before she hit the cement. “You can take that as a positive ID, Lieutenant,” he said as he carried her towards the door. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE LEFT MISTY thinking about the offer that her realtor had presented. He had quickly scanned the documents, and everything seemed to be in order. With her half of the equity, she could easily buy a smaller place and manage on her own.  
 
    I hope she doesn’t ask me about renting my house again. It might cause a problem if Carm wants to move back there. 
 
    He turned up the CD player and listened to the demo Annie had made with her band. He was one of the few who was lucky enough to own a copy. He played it in his truck when he was alone, and it never failed to raise his spirits. 
 
    He arrived at DPS for McIntyre’s autopsy and met the Chief in the hall outside his office. “Am I late, Chief?” Blaine asked as they went downstairs to the morgue together.  
 
    “Doc will wait for us. What’s the rush anyway?” 
 
     Blaine’s cell rang on the bottom step and he checked the screen. Tyler.  
 
    Tyler rarely calls me. 
 
    “Hey, Ty, what’s up?” 
 
    Tyler didn’t speak right away, and Blaine’s heart sped up double time thinking something had happened to his partner. “Is it Jesse?” 
 
    “Can you come, Blacky?” Tyler whispered the words and Blaine knew it was bad. 
 
    “I’m coming.” He turned to Chief Calhoun. “It’s Jesse.” 
 
    “Fayette Memorial,” said Ty. “Cardiac Unit.”  
 
    “Ten minutes, and I’m there.” 
 
    The Chief was winded at the top of the stairs. “How bad is it, son?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Tyler sounded scared. We better hurry.” 
 
    Twelve minutes later, with the siren whining and strobe lights flashing, Blaine parked in the ‘no stopping’ zone in front of the hospital entrance. Upstairs, an orderly directed them to the cardiac unit and the designated waiting area. 
 
    “How bad is it?” Blaine asked Bob who was sitting with his head in his hands. 
 
    “He was lying on the floor when Ty found him. Brian defibbed him at home. He brought that thing home and hung it on the wall and Jesse laughed at him. Saved his life today.” 
 
    Blaine let out the breath he was holding. “Thank God. Does Annie know?” 
 
    “Don’t think so. She’s away, isn’t she?” 
 
    “I’ll call her,” said Blaine. He pointed to a chair and the Chief, a little red in the face, sat down. Before he called Annie, Blaine introduced Bob and Paul to Chief Calhoun. 
 
    “Nice to meet you boys. There’s a couple more of you?” 
 
    “Brian is in with Jesse,” said Bob, “and Ty isn’t here yet.” Bob looked up, “Not true, he’s here now.” 
 
    Tyler sat down next to Bob and cuddled Charity close to him. “Any news?” 
 
    “Nothing yet,” said Bob. 
 
    Blaine stepped into the corridor and called Annie. It rang twice and then Travis picked up. 
 
    “Hey, Blacky. How’s it going?” 
 
    “Not worth a goddam, Trav. Jesse had a heart attack this morning and I thought Annie should know. He’s in the cardiac unit at Fayette Memorial.” 
 
    “Shit. He was pale when he left here yesterday.” 
 
    “Too much for him. Can I talk to Mom?” 
 
    “Umm… nope. Not right now. She… um… fainted when we had to ID Lance Ogilvie in the morgue.” 
 
    “What? Lance Ogilvie is dead?” 
 
    “I’m afraid he is.” 
 
    “How, was it his heart?” 
 
    “That’s the way they’re leaning, I think.” 
 
    “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    “He was found dead in his bed in his suite at the Gold Mine, similar to the other cases we’re working on.” 
 
    “We? Now that Jesse isn’t there you’re all alone, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I think I’ve got coverage, although I haven’t seen any of the Junkers lurking around.” 
 
    I can’t tell you that Annie is the lead on this one. 
 
    “I don’t like you there alone, Travis. Get Annie to give you some back up, if you need it.” 
 
    “Good idea. I’ll ask her.” 
 
    “Find out when she’s coming home. I need her.” 
 
    “I’ll have her call as soon as she’s feeling a bit better.” 
 
    “Thanks, Travis.” 
 
    Jeeze, Blacky, I hate being split up like this. 
 
    Travis pressed end, and Annie’s cell rang again. “Hey, Lily, any luck on Kristal, the fake killer bitch?” 
 
    Lily giggled. “Sounds like you don’t like her much, Travis.” 
 
    “She’s so fake looking, she’s creepy.” 
 
    “I found a couple of things. Do you want to write this down?” 
 
    “Yep, let me get one of the hotel pens.” He walked over to the desk. “Okay, ready.” 
 
    “She was arrested once a few months ago by the fraud squad and the report cited a guy name Nick Valadero as her partner in whatever scam they were pulling off.” 
 
    “Okay, Nick Valadero. Got it.” 
 
    “This is the address listed for him in Vegas.” 
 
    Travis wrote it down. “No home address for Kristal?” 
 
    “Not that I could find.” 
 
    “Okay, this is great. Thanks, Lily.” 
 
    “Will you be back soon?” 
 
    “Hope so. The fun has gone out of fun city.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE WOKE from her nap feeling a little better, but still filled with anger over Lance’s murder. She’d get that bitch Kristal if it was the last thing she ever did.  
 
    Travis was talking on her cell when she emerged from her bedroom and walked into the living area of her suite.  
 
    “Was that Lily, sugar pop?” 
 
    “Yep, she got good stuff for us on Kristal and her partner. A guy named Nick Valadero.” 
 
    “Now we’re getting somewhere.” 
 
    “Now, I’m getting somewhere. You have to go home.” 
 
    Annie shook her black mane of hair. “I can’t go home. I’m on a job.” 
 
    “Jesse had a heart attack this morning and Blacky wants you to come home.” 
 
    Annie stood still and stared at Travis, the wheels turning in her head. “I know you think I’ll just go running off home to sit with Jesse, but I’ve got experience in this area. For the first two days I won’t be able to see him anyway. I’m assigned to this job, and if I hope to get another one I have to finish this one properly. Let’s get the goods on Kristal and her partner, finish up and both go home.”  
 
    “Not what I thought you’d say, but I want to finish and go home too.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    ZACH HUMMED as he cleaned out Lamar’s fridge. He checked all the ‘best before’ dates and tossed everything past due into the trash can, then sat down at the table and made a list of what he liked to eat. A lot of stuff Mary used to make for him like date squares and lemon tarts, he never had once in the last eleven years at the hospital. Off he went grocery shopping at Kroger’s with Lamar’s wallet full of drug money. 
 
    He parked the car in the ramshackle garage when he returned, hauled the six bags of groceries to the back porch, then went back and covered the car with the blue tarp. It was handy having a car. He hadn’t driven for years, and his license had probably expired, but he still knew how. A skill was a skill.  
 
    His memory was sketchy and that annoyed him sometimes. He remembered some areas of his life and not others. Most of his years in the military had been erased. The only time details of his past became crystal clear was during the nightmares. Doctor McIntyre said that was part of his illness.  
 
    He sang as he brought the groceries into the kitchen and put them away. “Mary had a little…” 
 
    A knock on the front door startled him. Nobody knew he was here. He’d ignore it and they’d go away. Probably more of Lamar’s drug kids. 
 
    Another knock. Harder this time.  
 
    Can’t they see the tape? What kind of idiot is out there? 
 
    He crept into the tiny living room, pulled the dusty drape back an inch and peeked out. “Looks like a Girl Guide. Wonder if she’s got any cookies?” 
 
    He opened the door, the yellow taped stretched across the opening, and there she stood in her little uniform.  
 
    “Want to buy some cookies, Mister?” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Five dollars a box.” 
 
    “How many boxes you got, little girl with curly hair?” 
 
    “Only have seven left, then I can go home when I get them all sold.” 
 
    Zach smiled down at her. Somehow, she reminded him of Mary. “Give me all of them, and you can go home.” He peeled off thirty-five dollars and handed the money to her. 
 
    “Thanks, Mister. You’re my best customer of the day.” 
 
    Zach backed into the hallway with seven boxes of cookies stacked in his arms. “Hope these are good,” he mumbled to himself. 
 
      
 
    TYLER SAT at Jesse’s bedside rocking Charity in his arms. He’d been there for his allotted five minutes and it was time to go back to the waiting area. Jesse had to rest. 
 
    “As soon as your daddy opens his eyes, he’ll want to see you, baby girl.” 
 
    Charity grabbed her elephant from Tyler and shoved its ear in her mouth. 
 
    “I’ve to go, Ty,” said Blaine, when Ty came out of the unit. “The Chief needs to get back to headquarters. Call me if anything happens. I’ll be back tonight.” 
 
    “Brian said Jesse is stable,” said Ty. “After visiting hours tonight maybe we’ll go for a beer. Molly can listen for the baby.”  
 
    “Sounds good,” said Blaine. “I could use a break.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE AND TRAVIS cruised by Nick Valadero’s address in the north end of Las Vegas. He lived in a cream stucco bungalow with a red tile roof and a yard full of stubby palm trees in a maze of other cream stucco bungalows with red tile roofs and yards full of stubby palms. In his one-car drive sat a shiny, new red vette. Nick must be doing something right—or very, very wrong. No employer listed on his file. 
 
    Travis parked half way down the block and turned off the engine of the Jeep. 
 
    “Helluva nice car,” said Annie. “He must have a few bucks.” 
 
    “Maybe I can get a tag on it later,” said Travis, “then we could keep tabs on him.” 
 
    “Do you think Kristal lives here with him?” asked Annie. “Maybe they’re a couple as well as partners in crime.” 
 
    Travis shrugged. “They might be a couple as well as partners—hell they might even be married. If I could get a tag in the house we’d get answers to a lot of questions.” Travis lowered the window and lit up a smoke. “You okay to sit for a half hour?” 
 
    “Sure, I’m good,” said Annie. “Never done much surveillance, but I can do it as good as the next person.” 
 
    Travis looked across the console at her and grinned. 
 
    They sat across the street for forty-five minutes watching and nobody went in or out of the house. 
 
    “He must be sleeping,” said Annie. “No movement at all.” 
 
    “We’ll come back after dark and take a closer look.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE SAT IN his office at home doing research and trying to catch up on reports for Chief Calhoun. When the work became boring his thoughts turned to Annie like they always did when he was alone. She was his soulmate and his life. 
 
    Since Race’s death and her divorce from Jesse, she’d been so far removed from her normal self, it was like she was a different person. Why was she spending so much time in Vegas? It wasn’t a happy place for her.  
 
    I should call her. 
 
    I should also follow up with Arlo Maznik. I need to find out about my father. There are so many unanswered questions about my past.  
 
    Blaine pulled the card Jesse had given him out of his wallet where he’d tucked it away and stared at it for a minute. He inhaled a fortifying breath, punched the number into his phone and at the last minute hoped that Jesse’s friend didn’t answer. But he did answer on the second ring, and Blaine had to find the words. 
 
    “Mr. Maznik, this is Blaine Blackmore calling. My partner, Jesse Quantrall, gave me your number. 
 
    “Yes, hello, Mr. Blackmore, Jesse said you might want to talk to me. How can I help you?” 
 
    “Would it be better if we talked in person?” asked Blaine, “I’m sure I’ll have a million questions for you. Maybe we could meet for dinner one night this week.” 
 
    “Day after tomorrow I’ll be in Austin on business. I could meet you then.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” said Blaine, “I’ll make a reservation at the Capital Grille for seven.” 
 
    “I know where that is. Not far from the building where my meeting is. See you then.” 
 
    “Oh, Mr. Maznik, just so you know, Jesse had a heart attack this morning and he’s in the hospital.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, and he’s so young. Give him my best, would you please?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    He doesn’t know about Jesse’s bad heart. 
 
    Blaine entered the upcoming dinner with Maznik into the calendar on his phone, then called Annie in Vegas. She answered on the first ring. 
 
    “Hey, sweetheart, how’s Jesse doing?” 
 
    “I thought you’d come home right away when you found out, Mom. I’m surprised you’re still in Vegas.” 
 
    “I’ve got a couple of things to take care of with Lance’s death and then I’ll be back.” 
 
    “I can’t believe Lance died. He looked so healthy the last time I saw him.” 
 
    “There’s going to be an autopsy.” 
 
    “I see. You’re torn between two traumas.” 
 
    “I knew Jesse was in trouble, sweetheart, when I sent him home. He looked worse than he’d ever looked. I should have come with him on the plane.” 
 
    “He never should have been in Vegas, Mom. He’s not supposed to work, and flying is not recommended.”  
 
    “But he seldom listens, does he?” 
 
    “No, he does what he wants, and it isn’t always what’s best for him. He wasn’t awake when I left the hospital, and Brian is only letting the boys in for five minutes at a time.” 
 
    “I’ll be home in a day or two and Jesse might be allowed visitors by then,” said Annie. “In the meantime, I’ll check in with Brian and get the details.” 
 
    “How’s the case going for Travis, or do you know?”  
 
    “He has a new lead and he’s working surveillance on Kristal Ducharme’s partner.” 
 
    “Okay, good. He shouldn’t be there alone.” 
 
    “Maybe he isn’t alone. There might be Junkers hiding in the trees.” 
 
    “Did you see them?” 
 
    “Nope. Not once, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t here.” 
 
    Annie seems to know a lot about the Junkers.  
 
    “You seem to know a lot about the Junkers, Mom, and I don’t think I’ve talked about them much.” 
 
    “Umm… maybe Farrell mentioned them.” 
 
    “He shouldn’t have.” Blaine scowled. 
 
    “Probably was Jesse, then,” said Annie,” We were married, and we had no secrets. We talked a lot.” 
 
    “A lot in two fuckin weeks?” Blaine didn’t mean to raise his voice, but it happened in spite of himself. 
 
    Annie began sobbing on the other end of the line. “I’m so sorry for what happened, and I realize I disappointed you terribly. I’d give anything to change it.” 
 
    Blaine inhaled and tried to say the right thing. “I’m sorry, Mom. I shouldn’t have yelled at you. My case is going badly, and I’m so fuckin upset about Jesse, and a million other things that I’m not even counting.” 
 
    Annie sniffled once, then got control of her crying. “How’s Misty? Are things going well on that front?” 
 
    “Umm… medium well.” 
 
    “Sounds like a steak.” Annie managed a half giggle. 
 
    “She testified in court this morning against her ex, and that turned out to be a fuckin circus.” 
 
    “Never met him, but from all reports he seems… unstable.” 
 
    “That’s a polite term. He’s a violent asshole totally out of control.” 
 
    “I once knew someone with almost identical behavior patterns to Brad Mulligan.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, who?” 
 
    “My first husband, Matthew. Started off all sweet and attentive, then after the wedding, the real Matthew blossomed. I was a regular in Emergency at Scarborough General.” 
 
    “That’s terrible, Mom. You never told me that.” 
 
    “Not something I like to talk about, honey. Better forgotten.” 
 
    “Obviously, you haven’t forgotten a minute of it.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true. 
 
    “Let me know when you book your flight and I’ll pick you up,” said Blaine. 
 
    “Thanks, honey. I will.” 
 
      
 
    AFTER DARK, Travis drove the rented Jeep back to Nick Valadero’s house in north Vegas with Annie riding shotgun and parked down the block behind a Chevy pickup. He could see Nick’s front door clearly from his vantage point but couldn’t be seen. 
 
    “I’ll do the car first, then if he goes out, I’ll catch the house.” 
 
    “What if he comes out when you’re by the car?” 
 
    Travis grinned. “Then I’ll run like hell.” 
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
    “Always.” Travis left the Jeep, crossed the road and disappeared. He was back in minutes and slid in behind the wheel. “Done.” 
 
    “Good,” said Annie. “I didn’t want you to get caught.” 
 
    He blew out a long breath. “Me neither.” 
 
    About twenty minutes in, the big Corvette engine rumbled to life in the tiny driveway and Nick passed the Jeep smashing the residential speed limit. 
 
    “Fast driver,” said Annie. 
 
    “See anyone else in the car?” 
 
    “Nope, just him.” 
 
    “I thought he was alone too.” He started up the Jeep. “I’m going to move closer.” 
 
    “The lights are all off except that lantern-thing by the door with the bugs all around it.”  
 
     “Hope Nick is out for the evening,” said Travis. “I won’t have to rush so much.” 
 
    “Can I come with you?” asked Annie. 
 
    “No, you may not. You keep your beautiful ass in the Jeep.” 
 
    Travis left the Jeep, ambled down the opposite side of the street from Nick’s house, rounded the block and tramped through the neighbor’s yard at the rear of Nick’s property. He jumped the fence and jogged across Nick’s postage stamp yard. No grass. Gravel crunched beneath Travis’ boots as he skirted around a tiny fish pond.  
 
    The back door was locked. Not a great lock for security—standard subdivision fare—Travis snapped on a pair of latex gloves, pulled the wizard out of his pocket and was inside in sixty seconds. He did what he came to do and retraced his steps to the Jeep. 
 
    “How did it go?” asked Annie. 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
      
 
    ZACH FINISHED off the second box of Girl Guide cookies after his dinner of sausages and beans. He sat in the dark in the kitchen not risking any lights. He was enjoying the solitude of his squat and planned to stay there permanently. Lamar was dead, the police were finished with the house, so who would find out or who would care? He had no fear. If they found him they would send him back to the hospital. So what? 
 
    He sang as he cleared the table and carried his plate and fork to the sink. “Mary had a little…” He stopped short and listened.  
 
    Was someone on the porch? 
 
    He crept to the front window, pulled the drape back a fraction of an inch and peered out. The streetlights were on and he could see most of the sagging porch and the rotten steps from the front window. Nobody there. 
 
    He plodded down the hall to check the back and realized he couldn’t see the yard because of the plywood where the glass had been. He’d have to look out the bedroom window. He’d been sleeping in Lamar’s bedroom because it had the biggest bed and the thickest mattress. The beds at the hospital needed new mattresses, but Doc McIntyre said they didn’t have the budget for it. The bedroom across the hall only had a small cot and the rest of the room was filled with boxes and junk. Zach peered into the yard and a swath of moonlight lit up the narrow lane behind the chain link. Nobody there either. 
 
    He shuffled back to the living room, made sure the drapes were tightly closed and turned on the flat screen TV hanging on the wall. The rest of the furniture was shit, but the TV was great. Lamar got a lot more channels than they got in the hospital. That was another thing Doc McIntyre said—the hospital would never have money for the sports channels. 
 
    Too bad the doc’s dead. I liked him a lot. Is his house empty too? 
 
    Zach slept through part of the game, then woke up for the second half, just as the cheerleaders ran off the field. When the game ended, he watched the first part of the news and the blonde with the perfect hair and red lipstick was talking about how sad it was a homeless man drowned in the river. Anger boiled up inside Zach thinking about that filthy, mean homeless guy who tried to drown him, and he couldn’t stand to look at her. He pressed the power button on the remote and went to bed. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS RETURNED TO the hotel with Annie after their trip to Nick Valadero’s house. The suite seemed empty without Jesse, and Travis wanted nothing more than to go home and sit with Jesse in the hospital, but he had a job to do and so did Annie.  
 
    She went into her room to get ready and Travis did the same. He showered, shaved and cleaned up for the poker game. He wasn’t clear on what the game plan should be now that they had definite suspects. Should they still be watching the players and trying to figure out if other people were involved? Or should they be concentrating all their efforts on Kristal and Nick? With no boss on the scene and no Blacky to call, he’d have to trust his own instincts. 
 
    When Annie was ready and looking hotter than he’d ever seen her in a slinky red dress, they took the elevator upstairs. Travis tapped on the door of the poker suite and Rudy greeted them. “Major Bristol and Mrs. Powell, what a nice surprise. I’ve just had a couple of seats open up.” 
 
    “Sorry, Rudy, I should have called,” said Annie. “We had a busy day.” 
 
    “No problem, you’re both here now. I think there are a couple of new players at the table you haven’t met. Let me introduce you.” 
 
    Travis sat down in seat four and tried not to look surprised when Rudy introduced him to Jack Prima and Greg Shields, two of the Junkers.  
 
    “Nice to meet you, Major Bristol,” said Jack, “you a regular here?” 
 
    “Played a bit this week,” mumbled Travis, “Can’t stay in Vegas forever.” 
 
    The seat next to Annie, seat six, was empty and had a reserved button in front of the cup holder. About an hour after they arrived, Nick came in alone and took the seat. No sign of Kristal Ducharme. 
 
    Is homicide still holding her? 
 
    Nick Valadero was tall, with movie star looks, good teeth and perfect dark hair—a definite lady killer if he chose to be. If he was Kristal’s partner and the one behind all the murders, he was killing men with money and not women. 
 
    Travis concentrated on his cards and listened as Jack chatted Nick up in a friendly way. “Is this the only big game in town, or have you played in some others?” 
 
    “Guess I’ve tried most of them,” said Nick. “Some are better than others. I like the players at this one, at least most of the time.” 
 
    “What other hotels have good games?” asked Greg, getting in on the conversation. 
 
    “Mirage sometimes hosts one, and Aria and Wynn. You can make the rounds. Most times you should call and reserve a spot.” 
 
    “Good advice,” said Jack and put in a huge raise. 
 
    Travis folded. He’d been card dead since the moment he started. 
 
      
 
    THE RED BASEBALL cap bobbed down the dark alley towards the street. The kid had his right hand in his pocket with his fingers wrapped tightly around the gun. He’d taken the bus to the end of the line and practiced shooting at tin cans in the dump all afternoon. The noise made the rats run and he tried to shoot them too, but they were lightning fast. He needed more practice, but ammo was so fuckin expensive. He’d used his money and all his brother’s stash hidden in the bottom drawer of his dresser.   
 
    I won’t have any trouble shooting the loony guy. He’s old and slow. 
 
    The kid skulked around behind the row of houses, trudging down the dark narrow laneway. He knew which one belonged to Lamar because he’d come in the back way dozens of times. Moonlight lit the way and he didn’t need to use the flashlight he’d brought.  
 
    He sucked in a quick breath and stifled a yell when he passed one of the neighbor’s yards and a big black dog ran at him barking and growling. The dog jumped against the fence and bounced back into his own yard. The wild mutt couldn’t get out. 
 
    Hope that fuckin mutt didn’t wake old loony up. 
 
    He sneaked up onto Lamar’s saggy porch and one of the boards creaked under his weight. He winced, stood still as a statue and listened. No movement inside. He turned the knob and the door was locked.  
 
    Lamar left a key for his brother to use when he wasn’t home. He trusted them to pick up the drugs for the route if he wasn’t home, make the deliveries and leave the money when they were done. Sometimes Lamar would give them some for personal use when they had a good day. He missed Lamar and his brother. Being alone was the shits. 
 
    Where was that key? 
 
    The kid dropped down to his knees and felt all along under the threshold. Nothing there. No doormat. Then he checked the window sill of the little window halfway down the porch. Nothing there. He tried above the window and felt something. Yep, that was it. He brushed the dirt off the key on his pantleg and tried it in the lock. 
 
    Click. 
 
    He turned the knob and the door opened. One tiny squeak, but not enough to wake up loony man. 
 
    Moving slowly, he stepped into the back hall not making a sound.  
 
      
 
    ZACH HEARD footsteps on the back porch and got out of bed. He waited inside the back door, his eyes becoming accustomed to the darkness. He figured whoever it was would get in eventually. The house was old and not too secure.  
 
    The sound of metal on metal meant whoever was trying to get in had a key. Zach listened as the key went into the lock. Then he heard the click as the lock yielded. He got ready. The door opened slowly, and the kid stepped into the hallway pointing a gun in front of him.  
 
    Zach took him from behind in one swift motion, pressing an iron forearm across the kid’s throat. He twisted the kid’s head and listened for the crack that always made him smile when he was in the war zone. A clean kill. The gun dropped out of the kid’s hand and clattered to the floor as the kid went limp and his body sagged in Zach’s arms.  
 
     Zach dragged the kid a few feet down the hall to the closet, opened the door and shoved him in. The ball cap had fallen off as he twisted the kid’s head. Zach picked it up and tossed it in the closet. He closed the door, picked up the gun and went back to bed. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    BREAKFAST AT THE QUANTRALL ranch wasn’t a happy affair. Brian, the oldest and a well-respected surgeon, occupied the seat at the head of the long hand-hewn dining table. Bob, blond-haired and paler than usual, sat on Brian’s right. Tyler, dark complexioned and brooding, slouched at the opposite end beside Charity in her high chair. Paul, looking more and more like Bob, sat next to Tyler. Jesse’s seat was noticeably empty. 
 
    Paul usually ate breakfast at home with his wife, Wendy, their house being a half mile away on the other end of the vast ranch property, but Brian wanted to speak to them all together this morning. Since their father, Lou had passed away, Brian assumed the role—although none of his brothers voted him in—and enjoyed telling his brothers what to do and the best way to get it done. 
 
    “Jeeze, Brian, do you have to wear that doom and gloom face?” asked Paul. “We feel bad enough about Jesse already. I bet I didn’t sleep more than an hour last night.” 
 
    “I know y’all are hurting and concerned for our brother, but I wanted to reassure you that he is improving. Not noticeable yet, but his vital signs are stronger and a couple of other tests I’ve run showed a positive turn.” 
 
    Charity threw a handful of Cheerios from her tray onto the table and Tyler smiled at her. “Don’t throw food, baby.” 
 
    “Annie offered to help with Charity,” said Bob. “She’ll be phoning you today.” 
 
    “We’re okay,” Tyler leaned over and kissed Charity, “aren’t we baby girl?” 
 
     “When will Jesse be moved out of the cardiac unit and into a regular room of his own?” asked Bob. 
 
    “A few more days,” said Brian. “As soon as his strength begins to return. I’ve ordered complete rest for today. That means no visitors.” 
 
    “He’ll need his strength,” said Tyler. “That girl he met at Boots a few nights ago is calling him every day.” 
 
    Brian shook his head. “Don’t encourage her, Ty. Jesse is in no condition to add more stress to his life.” 
 
    “I’ll tell her to cool it,” said Tyler. 
 
    “Good idea,” said Bob. “We’ve got enough problems without adding a new one.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE AND FARRELL stood in the morgue at nine fifteen, waiting for the autopsy to begin on the John Doe, found in the river not far from the spot where Doctor McIntyre had been found. Blaine had missed McIntyre’s autopsy the day before when Jesse had his heart attack but had obtained a copy of the report and read it thoroughly. McIntyre was killed by a blow to the head with a heavy blunt object, probably a rock, although there was no rock that matched the size and weight estimated by the pathologist, found near the Congress Avenue Bridge. The report confirmed that the doctor did not drown. McIntyre was dead before he went into the river. 
 
    “Ready to begin, gentlemen?” asked the pathologist on duty. Doctor Mort Simon started his recorder, pulled on his face mask and made the cut. After two hours, nothing had come to light except the cause of death—almost identical to Doctor McIntyre’s method of demise. Rock to the head, then pushed into the river. 
 
    On the way to the truck Farrell asked, “Which one do you think Fisher did first, bro?” 
 
    “I think he did the homeless guy first and McIntyre saw him do it. McIntyre says the wrong thing and wham, he’s dead too.” 
 
    “What do you think McIntyre said to Fisher?” asked Farrell. “According to McIntyre, he and Fisher got along great—like best buds—to hear the doc tell it.” 
 
    Blaine raised a black brow. “But you have to remember, Fisher was certifiable. He was nuts. That means his thought process wasn’t rational. McIntyre says one wrong word, like ‘you shouldn’t have done that, Zach. Now I have to call the cops’ and Fisher just reacts. He clobbers the doc… with the same rock.” 
 
    “I guess it could have played out that way,” said Farrell. “How many has Fisher knocked off since he left the hospital?” Farrell answered his own question as he jumped into Blaine’s truck and ticked the victims off on his fingers. “Five that we know of.” 
 
    “Five more murders added to his original three, plus arson—even though he torched his own house. Let’s see if Misty will do her thing and tell us where the hell he is.” 
 
    “Yeah, lets. I’ve always wanted to watch her get the messages.” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “Nothing to see. They just come into her head.” 
 
    “Does her head spin around or anything cool like that?” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “Nope.” 
 
    Hoodoo barked when the two of them stepped onto Misty’s porch.  
 
    “Her car is here,” said Farrell. “She’s home.” 
 
    “Means nothing,” said Blaine. “She hardly ever drives it. I’m surprised it even starts.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t she drive it?” Farrell eyed the blue Prius. 
 
    “Good question.” 
 
    Misty didn’t answer the door, and Blaine used his key to let them in. Hoodoo bounced and whined a greeting, but Misty didn’t show. 
 
    “Misty, where are you?” hollered Blaine. 
 
    “In the laundry room. Be right out.” 
 
    “Did you see Fisher’s shirt?” asked Farrell, “I left it in there on the floor.” Farrell headed that way and met Misty on the way out. 
 
    “What did you say, Farrell?” 
 
    “I left Fisher’s shirt on the floor in there yesterday. Did you see it?” 
 
    “I guess I forgot about it with all the traffic I’ve had through here.” 
 
    “Did you accept the offer?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Uh huh, I signed it and now I have to be moved out in sixty days. Have you thought any more about me moving next door into your house?” 
 
    Farrell gave Blaine a questioning look but didn’t comment. 
 
    Blaine hedged. “Jesse had a heart attack yesterday, and I haven’t thought about a damn thing.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” said Misty. “Was it bad?” 
 
    “Very bad,” said Farrell. “He’s in a cardiac unit.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you call me?” Misty gave Blaine the stink-eye, then turned to the stove. “I have coffee. Are you guys here for a reason, or just for free coffee?” 
 
    “Coffee break and those muffins—the apple cinnamon ones,” said Farrell. 
 
    “Don’t have any, but I could whip up a batch and bake them, if you’re staying for an hour or so.” 
 
    “We’re not staying,” said Blaine. “We have to work, but I was wondering if you were in the mood to touch Fisher’s shirt and see if you get anything from it.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s why y’all are here. I mistakenly thought you wanted to see me.” Another glare at Blaine. “Okay, let me find it.” 
 
    “Is she pissed at you?” Farrell asked in a whisper. 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “Most people are most of the time.” 
 
    Misty retrieved the dirty shirt from the laundry room and carried it with two fingers by one of the sleeves. “Let me sit quietly by the window and see if anything happens.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Blaine. He added cream to his coffee and sat down opposite Farrell at the kitchen table. 
 
    Farrell kept a sharp eye on Misty in case he missed something incredible. 
 
    She sat down, closed her eyes and inhaled a few deep breaths, putting herself into a relaxed mode. Then she reached for the shirt and held it in both hands. 
 
    She shuddered and made a little groaning noise. 
 
    Farrell rolled his eyes at Blaine and Blaine held a finger to his lips. He watched Misty as she held the shirt farther away from her body as if it she didn’t want it near her. 
 
    She began talking in that low gravelly voice that sounded nothing like her. “She gave him cookies and took the money.” 
 
    Blaine was on his feet and strode across the room. “Was he at the store?” 
 
    She shook her blonde curls. “No.” 
 
    “Can you see where he is?” 
 
    Misty’s eyes remained closed. “Seven boxes.” 
 
    Farrell mouthed the words back to Blaine and Blaine shrugged. 
 
    “Thirty-five dollars.” 
 
    Blaine was staring down at her when she opened her bright blue eyes. “Nothing else. Sorry.” 
 
    “Somebody gave him cookies?” asked Blaine. 
 
    Misty nodded. “A little girl.” 
 
    “A little girl?” Farrell tried to make sense of it. “Did she think he was homeless?” 
 
    “She was selling them.” 
 
    “Selling cookies?” asked Farrell. “Who in hell sells cookies?” 
 
    “Girl Guides,” said Misty. “They do.” 
 
    Blaine and Farrell hashed it over on the way to DPS. “If a Girl Guide sold Fisher cookies, he has to be somewhere it would be safe for a little girl to go,” said Farrell. “Her parents wouldn’t let her sell cookies in the ghetto or under overpasses where she might get hurt.” 
 
    “If she was young, her parents could have been driving her and waiting down the block, keeping an eye on her.” 
 
    “Uh huh. That could be it.” 
 
    “Wonder if there’s a Girl Guide cookie headquarters where they keep track of sales?” asked Blaine. “Not too many people would buy seven boxes at once.” 
 
    “The Chief might know,” said Farrell. “He has girls.” 
 
    Blaine set the tray of Starbucks containers on the Chief’s desk and sat down.  
 
    “You boys looked hyped about something. Hope it’s something damn good. I’m sick of corpses piling up and nothing but dead ends. And I’m sick of calls from every fuckin TV station in Austin and the rest of Texas asking me if we nabbed him yet.” 
 
    “Might be something,” said Blaine. “I don’t like to depend on iffy clues, but right now it’s the only clue I have.” 
 
    The Chief took the lid off his coffee and blew on it. “Uh huh, did your girlfriend do the voodoo stuff?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to ask her,” Blaine winced at the thought of trusting in anything but facts and hard evidence, “but we’ve lost Fisher and I feel stuck. I hate waiting for another body to surface. That’s not the ideal way to get closer.” 
 
    “Not ideal at all.” The Chief took a long drink of his coffee to fortify himself, then smiled. “I think I’m ready. Tell me what she came up with.” 
 
    “He bought Girl Guide cookies from a little girl,” said Blaine. 
 
    “Seven boxes,” said Farrell.” 
 
    The Chief frowned as he mulled it over. “And this is helping us… how?” 
 
    “We thought your girls might have sold cookies and there might be like a cookie central where they keep track of sales and shit like that,” said Farrell.  
 
    “My girls did sell cookies years ago when they were Girl Guides. Let me call my wife.” 
 
    The Chief used the landline on the corner of his desk. “I’m going to ask you a question and I need a sensible answer, sweetheart. No laughing at me.” The Chief winked at the boys then told her what he wanted to know. “Uh huh. Yes, that makes sense. Thanks.” 
 
    “It’s going to take some tracking, but there is a way and my wife is going to handle it. I forgot that she used to be a leader when the girls were Guides, and she still knows people.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” said Blaine. “I’ll buy her something nice.” 
 
    “From Victoria’s Secret?” asked the Chief. 
 
      
 
    THE CLARKE COUNTY MORGUE, a long, low white building with a couple of chubby palms out front, was bathed in Nevada sunshine when Travis and Jack arrived. Detective Padgett from Las Vegas homicide, a stocky cop nearing retirement age, leaned against his unmarked in the parking lot talking on his cell. He ended the call as Travis and Jack approached and flashed them a smile. 
 
    “Morning guys, the shine wearing off our city yet?” 
 
    “A little,” said Travis, “I’m ready to go home.” 
 
    “We got better weather than Texas,” said Padgett, “but anything would be better than my home state. I froze my ass off growing up in Minnesota.” He held the door open. 
 
    The pathologist was ready to begin as they arrived. Padgett introduced Travis and Jack and the three of them stood to the side.  
 
    Lance Ogilvie, his body stretched out on the table, appeared to be older and thinner than Travis remembered. 
 
    Guess he doesn’t care what he looks like anymore. 
 
     Two hours later, after all was said and done, the cause of death was unknown—identical to the other victims who’d played poker the night before, then died mysteriously in their beds. 
 
    What were they using to kill these guys? Something that mimicked a coronary but was untraceable?  
 
    Kristal Ducharme was their best suspect. She had been with Lance the night before he died, and everybody had seen them together. She’d never been questioned in any of the other deaths. Nothing to connect her to the murders, but she was connected to Nick Valadero. 
 
    Travis had obtained a copy of her statement from Lieutenant Zystra, and Kristal claimed she never went with Lance back to the Gold Mine after the game. She said they parted ways in Caesar’s lobby and according to her story, she waited at the cab stand and the last time she saw Lance Ogilvie, he was standing at the valet station waiting for his car. After giving her statement, she professed to know nothing more. She refused to answer more questions and called her attorney. Homicide had nothing to charge her with and had to let her go. 
 
    “Let’s check out her address,” said Travis as he and Jack left the morgue. “I would have bet fifty, good old Kristal was shacked up with her partner, Nick.” 
 
    “Maybe that would be too obvious in an operation like this,” said Jack. “One—she and Nick don’t want to look like a team—she’s supposed to be the bait and that wouldn’t work if she had a boyfriend. Two—she’s dating all kinds of influential men with big bankrolls and she needs a place to entertain them as she gains their confidence. Once they trust her, she’s got them.” 
 
    “You could be right about that,” said Travis. “Do you think she was screwing all the victims?”  
 
    “Damn right, I do,” said Jack. “According to her jacket, she used to be a pro in Chicago and old habits are hard to break.” 
 
    Travis made a face. “Might have been her last stand with Ogilvie. She’s looking well-used.” He punched Kristal’s address into the GPS on the rental Jeep and the map maven directed them south on I-15 towards Henderson. 
 
    “I’ve never seen Hoover Dam,” said Jack as they passed one of the signs. “I want to see it while I’m here.” 
 
    “They have tours,” said Travis. “Annie wanted to take me last time we were here.”  
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow. “You and Miss Annie got something going on?” 
 
    “That’s a tough one. It’s always going on for me and not too often for her, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Jack laughed. “I have no idea what you mean.” 
 
    Travis flicked on the signal and turned off Boulder Highway onto a residential street. Another turn and they drove down a cul-de-sac. At the end of the turning circle sat a low ranch house with a drought resistant garden out front. Gravel, boulders and cacti. 
 
    “Here we are,” said Jack. “No car in the drive.” 
 
    “Wish it was dark,” said Travis.  
 
      
 
    ANNIE HOPPED out of the cab in front of the Harley store on Las Vegas Boulevard. She hurried inside, anxious to get what she came for and relive some old memories that had been haunting her since she had come to town. Vegas was never a happy place for her, after Jackson Traynor had been killed on their wedding day, and years later, Race had gone bonkers and tried his level best to kill Travis. 
 
    But there were good parts, and one of them was Red Rock Canyon, where she’d ridden her Softail with lovers and friends, and spent many happy hours with the wind in her face.   
 
    After the past couple of months—the worst in her life—ruining her marriage to the man she loved, and alienating her beloved son, Blaine, she needed to clear her head and find peace in some small way before she went back to her ranch in Texas and tried to start over. 
 
    “Help you, ma’am?” A young man in a Harley shirt approached her as she hoisted one leather-clad leg in the air ready to straddle a denim Softail Classic. She had the same one in her dealership in Austin, but that was miles away and she needed a ride now—right this minute. 
 
    Annie looked up at him and smiled. “Sure thing, sugar. Can you get this road-ready for me in the next twenty minutes? I need to get out to the canyon.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Be happy to help you. Sure you don’t want to try out a few models before you decide?” 
 
    “No, I’m good. I have a lot of bikes at home, most of them custom, but I need one today and I’m not in Texas, I’m here.” 
 
    “I know the feeling. When you need to ride, it’s now. It ain’t tomorrow.” 
 
    The clerk rolled the bike out back to the garage to get the mechanics started, then returned and escorted Annie to the cash. “You seem to know about riding through the canyon, Miss. Have you spent time in Vegas?” 
 
    Annie pulled out her debit card and placed it on the counter. “I used to live here a few years ago.” 
 
    “And you had biker friends?” 
 
    A smile played around her lips and she didn’t know whether to lay it on this young kid or not.  
 
    What the hell. 
 
    “One special friend.” She lowered her voice. “Race Ogilvie.” 
 
    The kid’s eyes widened as he kept his head down and processed her debit card. “Uh huh. Interesting.” 
 
    Annie giggled. “Ain’t that the truth.” 
 
    “Are you messing with me?” 
 
    “Gospel.” 
 
    “Heard he had a gorgeous woman, but you know how rumors get around.” He passed her the receipt for the bike. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I heard he was shot in Texas, ma’am. Sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “Thank you. It’s been harder on our son, losing his father.” 
 
    The young man turned his head and said. “Let me check on the boys in the back. Should be just about ready for you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Annie leaned on the front counter while she waited, and it wasn’t long before the kid waved her to come through the back of the store to the garage. 
 
    “All set. You have a nice ride, hear me?” 
 
    Annie smiled at him as she threw her leg over the bike and squeezed the gas to make the rumble louder. She gave a little wave as she sailed out the door onto the side street behind the store. 
 
    Twenty minutes later she was heading into Red Rock Canyon and she let the wind take all her worries. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE FINISHED his coffee and was thinking about going home and catching up on work when Mrs. Calhoun called her husband back.  
 
    The Chief listened to his wife, nodded his head a couple of times and glanced at his computer screen. He cradled the receiver between his chin and shoulder, hit a couple of keys and then tilted his head towards the printer in the corner. 
 
    Several sheets of paper spewed out and Farrell retrieved them. He politely set them down in front of the Chief without pausing to read them. 
 
    Chief Calhoun hung up and picked up the print-outs. “Okay, this is what we’ve got. Several girls sold six boxes at a time to grandparents or whatever, but only one girl sold seven to a single person on her route.” 
 
    “Do they give the addresses?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “No. The closest we get is each girl’s route. As she goes from house to house she marks down how many boxes sold from her allotment.” 
 
    “Okay, so each girl has so many boxes to sell—like how many each?” asked Farrell. 
 
    “Two cases of twelve,” said the Chief. “Two dozen boxes each.” 
 
    “What area was the girl in who sold the seven?” 
 
    “East Cesar Chavez.” 
 
    Farrell leaned forward in his chair. “The last time Fisher was on Carlton—the street running off East Cesar—he was killing drug dealers and stashing them in the closet. Think he’s still hanging around there?” 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” said the Chief. “Go check it out.”  
 
      
 
    ZACH STOOD with the fridge door open and stared at the empty shelves. All that was left was a jar of pickles with one dill floating near the bottom, a half-empty tub of margarine, two eggs and a jar of mustard. He needed more groceries. Almost everything he’d bought on his first trip to Kroger’s was gone. He enjoyed living on his own, cooking and taking care of himself. It was like a new adventure every day, and he’d never felt more alive. The past dozen years in the State hospital had turned into a zombie-like existence. He followed the rest of the loony population and did what they did. Zombie sheep—that’s what they were—fuckin Zombie sheep. 
 
    In passing the hall closet, he heard buzzing. Loud buzzing, like the whole closet might be infested with flies. Opening the door to look was not an option. What if he let them out and they swarmed all over the house? He shuddered thinking about it. When he went to the store he’d buy a fly swatter. 
 
    Maybe he should get rid of the kid, and he could take the flies with him. He’d think about it, but not until after dark. 
 
    He hummed as he sat down at the kitchen table and wrote a grocery list, so he wouldn’t forget anything. He checked the list, then opened Lamar’s wallet and counted the cash he had left. Three hundred bucks. Tons of money. That much would last him for a long time. 
 
    “Mary had a little…” He stopped singing and listened. A vehicle was in the back laneway. Since he’d been holed up here in Lamar’s house, no vehicles had used the back lane except him. The engine sounded bigger than a car, more like a truck. He trudged down the hall into the bedroom and peered out the window in time to see the tail end of a big black truck. 
 
    After the truck was gone, Zach plodded out the back door heading for the garage. He opened the sagging back gate and peered up and down the dirt lane. Nobody in sight. He stepped into the garage, pulled the tarp off the Doc’s dark gray car and rolled the plastic into a ball. He stuck the huge ball in the corner of the garage and realized he had the list in his pocket, but he’d forgotten the car keys. He was almost through the gate when he heard the truck coming again. Hurrying as fast as he could go in shoes that were two sizes too small, he tripped over a rock and fell flat on his face in the dirt.  
 
    Uhggg. His leg hurt but he didn’t bother to look at it. He picked himself up and limped up the porch steps. He grabbed the door handle and was almost inside when he heard the truck behind him. 
 
    Did they see me? 
 
      
 
    THERE HE IS,” hollered Farrell. “He just ran inside.” 
 
    “You sure it was him?” 
 
    “Why would somebody else be at a crime scene?” 
 
    “You’re right, bro. Nobody should in there.” 
 
    “I’ll call it in,” said Farrell as Blaine rammed the truck into park and jumped out. They ran through the gate with Farrell on his phone, and up onto the saggy porch.  
 
    Blaine tried the knob and the door was locked. He stepped to the side and pointed. “Kick it in.” 
 
    Farrell pocketed his cell, reared back, and the heel of his cowboy boot connected just below the lock. The door blasted open and they both rushed in with guns drawn. On the run, they cleared the two bedrooms at the back of the house, then ran down the hallway. A shot came through the kitchen door and Blaine dove head first onto the floor. 
 
    “Stay low,” he hollered to Farrell as he got out of the doorway. 
 
    “You hit?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Two more rapid shots flew out the kitchen door and hit the wall in the hallway. 
 
    Farrell pivoted on his left foot and drew a bead on Fisher who was crouched behind the kitchen table, his gun pointed at the door. Farrell squeezed the trigger on his Smith and Wesson and Zach Fisher toppled over dead—a bullet in the middle of his forehead. Farrell didn’t miss. Ever. 
 
    Farrell dropped down beside Blaine and ripped his brother’s jeans off the leg spewing all the blood. “Holy fuck,” he hollered. “Don’t like the look of that.” 
 
    Blaine grit his teeth. “Thanks for cheering me up, bro.” 
 
    Farrell grabbed a towel from the bathroom. “Lay still. I’ve got to press on it.” 
 
    “Fuck, that hurts,” Blaine hollered as Farrell used his considerable strength and put huge pressure on the wound to stop the bleeding. 
 
    “You’ve lost a lot of blood already, bro,” said Farrell sizing up the crimson lake under Blaine’s leg. “Hope they hurry. 
 
    Farrell’s wish was granted, and the ambulance arrived moments later. The paramedics gave first aid to the bullet wound, started an IV, strapped Blaine to a gurney and were out the door. 
 
    “Where you taking him?” Farrell hollered as they loaded the stretcher into the bus.  
 
    “Saint Mikes.” 
 
    “I’ll be along,” said Farrell, “soon as the troops get here.” He pressed the Chief’s number. 
 
    “Farrell,” said Calhoun, “did you see any sign of Fisher?” 
 
    “Saw him and killed him Chief. He shot Blacky in the fuckin leg.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, how bad is it?” 
 
    “Bleeding terrible bad, Chief.” 
 
    “I’ll send John to take the scene and I’m going to the hospital. As soon as Rubinger gets there, meet me…where am I going?” 
 
    The Chief sounded a little rattled. “Saint Mikes.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE OPENED HIS eyes and he was staring up at a nurse in a blue floral smock. He groaned and struggled against the needle in the back of his hand. 
 
    “Lie still, Mr. Quantrall. Won’t do you any good to thrash around.” 
 
    “Charity. Where’s my baby?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Lie still or I’ll have to sedate you.” 
 
    “Where’s Brian?” 
 
    “Brian?” 
 
    “Doctor Quantrall, my brother.” 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t know his first name. I’ll page him if you promise to lie still.” 
 
    “Okay.” Jesse laid his head on his pillow and closed his eyes. 
 
    I have to get better and get out of here. Charity needs me. 
 
     Brian came hustling across the room a few moments later. “You wanted me, Jesse?” 
 
    “I need to see Charity. I have to make sure she’s okay.” 
 
    “Don’t stress, Jesse. That’s the last thing I want you to do. Lay back and do some deep breathing and I’ll phone Tyler.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    TYLER SAT in the rocking chair he’d bought the day after Charity came into their lives. She lay cuddled in his arms, fast asleep. He was almost asleep himself, he was so relaxed in the darkened room. He heard footsteps on the stairs and Molly, the housekeeper stuck her head in the door. 
 
    She was a pretty lady in her late forties. Brown hair and eyes, and soft spoken. She’d been with them less than a year after the death of Mrs. Dillingham, but Molly took care of them well and they couldn’t do without her. 
 
    “Brian called, Tyler.” 
 
    “Is Jesse worse?” 
 
    “No, he’s better, but Brian says he’s stressing about the baby and he can’t let the stress build up. He wants you to bring Charity to the hospital, so Jesse can see her.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll change her and pack her bag.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE GRINNED when he saw Brian escort Tyler through the cardiac unit with his beautiful daughter.  
 
    “I said no visitors today, so you could rest, Jesse, but obviously you can’t rest until you see that Miss Charity is well taken care of.” 
 
     “Hey, baby.” Jesse reached his arms out for her. 
 
    “Hold her on the edge of the bed, Ty,” said Brian. “He’s not strong enough to hold her.” 
 
    Jesse frowned. “Course, I am.” 
 
    Brian shook his head. 
 
    Tyler sat Charity on the side of the bed and held on to her. 
 
    Jesse tried to stretch his arm out to touch her and he couldn’t do it. His eyes glazed over, and he turned his head. 
 
    Tyler moved the baby closer and she laid down beside Jesse and snuggled close to him.  
 
      
 
    FARRELL TURNED the crime scene over to Deputy Chief John Rubinger when he arrived, then retrieved Blacky’s truck from the back lane and headed for the hospital. 
 
    As he wove his way through downtown traffic his cell rang, and he picked it up off the passenger seat. “Misty, what’s up?” 
 
    Sobbing was all he could hear, then she stopped long enough to speak. “What happened to Blaine? Something did. I know it.” 
 
    “Come to St. Mike’s, Misty. He got shot in the leg.” 
 
    Screaming in his ear. He held the phone away from his head and could still hear her. “Oh, my God. I knew it. I’m coming.”  
 
    Chief Calhoun was in the Emergency room waiting area when Farrell arrived. “He’s gone to surgery. It will be a while.” 
 
    “Damn it,” said Farrell. “We didn’t know the asshole had a gun. He never used one on any of the other victims.” 
 
    The Chief shook his head. 
 
    “I better call Mom,” said Farrell. “She’s gonna freak.” 
 
    The Chief raised an eyebrow and said nothing. 
 
    Farrell tried Annie’s cell and it went to message. “Mom, this is Farrell. “We found the guy… never mind… don’t know how to tell you this but, Blacky got shot in the leg and he’s at Saint Mikes’. He’s okay. Just wanted to let you know. Call me later for an update when you get the message.”  
 
    Farrell returned from the cafeteria a half hour later with coffee and a pastry for the Chief. “Do you like cherry Danish?” 
 
    “My wife says I like everything that’s bad for me. Thanks, son.” 
 
    They moved to the surgical waiting room where it was less crowded and that’s where Misty found them. She sat down next to Farrell and dabbed her eyes with the flowing hem of her rainbow skirt. 
 
    “Is he okay? Have you seen him?” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Farrell. “He’s still in surgery. 
 
    Misty put her hand over her heart. “Oh, my God, if something happens to him because of me, I won’t be able to live with it.” 
 
    “You were only trying to help, Misty, and we found Fisher, thanks to you.” 
 
    “But look how it turned out. Not a good ending.” 
 
    Farrell tried to shut her down. “This is Chief Calhoun, Misty. Have you met him?” 
 
    Misty offered her hand. “Don’t believe so.” 
 
    “Thanks for your help, young lady. Good job on the cookies.” 
 
    “I see what I see, Chief. Either it comes to me or it doesn’t.” 
 
    The Chief nodded. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE RETURNED from her ride through the canyon feeling a huge weight had been lifted from her. Riding her bike always did that for her. She should have done it sooner. 
 
    She parked the bike in the ramp and chained it for safekeeping before taking the elevator to her floor. 
 
    When she arrived at the suite, Travis and the Junkers were having a beer and talking. 
 
    “Hey, Annie-girl, we didn’t know where you went,” said Travis, “You okay?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “We’re almost ready for dinner. You in?” 
 
    “Sure, let me freshen up and check my messages.” Annie went into her room, closed the door and sat in the comfy chair by the window. 
 
    One from Farrell. 
 
    She listened to it and her heart skipped a beat. Blaine had taken a bullet in the leg. Farrell said he was okay but being this far away from her son when he was in pain was not something she enjoyed. 
 
    Let’s get this wrapped. I have to go home for so many reasons. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS AND ANNIE had dinner at the steakhouse in the hotel with Jack and Greg and they made a loose plan. They all agreed they needed to wrap things up in Vegas and get back to Austin now that Blaine had been shot and Jesse was hospitalized as well. 
 
    “Greg and Annie will sit in on the game while you and I see what’s cooking at Nick Valadero’s house,” said Jack.  “That way we’ll have eyes on both venues.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” said Travis. “Let’s try to hear what Nick has to say before he goes out for the evening.” 
 
    “Yep. After dinner we’ll cruise his neighborhood.” 
 
    At eight, Travis and Jack waited at the valet station for the rental Jeep while Greg and Annie took the elevator to the top floor. “Annie’s upset about Blaine being shot,” said Jack, “that’s obvious, but we need her here to wrap up. She has a better read on the players than we have.” 
 
    “Jesse isn’t doing well either,” said Travis. “I’m surprised she’s staying to finish the job. Don’t know where the hell she was all afternoon. She wasn’t talking about it.”  
 
    “No, she wasn’t, but she has an outstanding work ethic and I wouldn’t be surprised if she was covering her bases. Investigation isn’t her strong suit. She has other talents.” 
 
    Yeah, like killing people. 
 
    Travis parked down the block from Nick’s Spanish-style bungalow and Jack activated the tag on his laptop. He turned up the sound and all they heard for the first while were footsteps, a shower running and household noises. Then a door opened, and someone came in. 
 
    ‘Kristal, what in hell are you doing here? We’re not supposed to be seen together. 
 
    Screw you, Mr. Perfect. I want my half and I’m leaving Vegas.  
 
    You’ll have to wait until tomorrow until the bank opens. I don’t have cash like that lying around the house. It’s in our special account. Where are you going? Not that I care. 
 
    Anywhere but here. I’m a suspect and the cops are breathing down my neck. 
 
    It’s your own fault for getting involved with Ogilvie. You got greedy. As soon as the marks won over two fifty, we took the money and put them to sleep. It was working like a charm until you decided to show your hand. I told you not to have dinner with Annie Powell, didn’t I? 
 
    She didn’t suspect anything. I played it cool. 
 
    Meet me at the Starbucks down the block from the bank tomorrow at eleven and I’ll bring you your share. Fifty-fifty. Right down the middle. 
 
    I’ll be there and don’t try to short me. I’ve kept track of every cent. 
 
    Why would you think I would rip you off? We’ve been partners forever. I’m just pissed that this sweet deal has to end.’ 
 
    “She’s leaving,” said Jack. They watched her come out of Nick’s house and jump into her car. 
 
    “We need to find out where Nick’s bank is before tomorrow morning,” said Travis. “Can you get that information?” 
 
    “Sure can. I’ll work on it when we get back to the suite.” 
 
    Travis put the Jeep into gear and his cell rang. “Hey, girl, are you and Greg in the game?” 
 
    “Yep, Greg’s doing well, and Nick hasn’t shown up yet. Did he leave his house?” 
 
    “Not yet. But Kristal just left, and we got good info.” 
 
    “Did you get the goods on her?”  
 
    “Yep. Excellent surveillance on her and Nick tonight. We should nail them tomorrow.” 
 
    “Good. I want to go home and get back to normal.” 
 
    Annie went back to the table and had one more beer. She and Greg played for another hour and neither Nick nor Kristal showed up. 
 
    Greg folded his cards and gave her a questioning look. Annie nodded and said, “Bedtime for me, Rudy. Time for my chips to sleep.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    BLAINE WOKE to the clatter of breakfast trays and wondered where in hell he was. A sharp jab of pain jolting from his leg to his brain reminded him and he groaned.  
 
    “You’re right, Mr. Blackmore, it’s time for your pain meds. I’ll get you fixed up before your breakfast gets here.” 
 
    His private nurse was an older woman named Bonnie. Her short brown hair showed hints of gray and she peered at him over silver wire rims. He didn’t need a nurse of his own, but Annie thought he did and hired Bonnie remotely over the phone the day before. It did no good to protest. He’d learned that when he was fifteen—the day Annie took him home and gave him a new life. 
 
    “Thanks, Bonnie, any clues on when I can get out of here?” 
 
    “Your doctor will give you a clue when he gets here. I don’t think you’ll be going too far today.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    What about my dinner with Arlo Maznik? I have to call him. 
 
     Bonnie changed the IV and re-taped the needle in Blaine’s hand. “I’m happy to be your nurse, Mr. Blackmore. I’ve read about you from time to time in the Statesman and I’ve seen you on TV.” 
 
    Blaine winced at the mention of the media. Some of his worst moments. “I’m not much for publicity, Bonnie. I like to work behind the scenes.” 
 
    “Well, I for one am glad you are behind the scenes keeping us safe. We’ve got a lot of loose cannons running around Austin.” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “One less, as of yesterday.” 
 
    “I heard you got the guy that escaped from the State Hospital and that was how you got shot.” 
 
    “My brother was watching over me or it could have been worse.” 
 
    “Farrell is such a sweetheart. He brought me a coffee from Starbucks and told me all the details.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. Everybody knew Farrell. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE FINISHED her second cup of coffee and was dressed and gone before Travis and the Junkers got out of bed. The night before, she’d listened to the conversation between Nick and Kristal and she could hear the rip-off coming a mile away. 
 
    This was her part of the job—her specialty—and she wasn’t going to blow it.  She’d had enough bad men in her life to know when they were going to rip her off or double cross her just by the tone of their voices. Nick Valadero was a con man, but he couldn’t con Annie Powell. 
 
    She undid the lock and freed the chain from her new ride in its parking spot. She shoved the chain in one of the saddlebags, and her purse and change of clothes in the other. 
 
    The engine started on the first try and the loud Harley rumble echoed through the fourth floor of the ramp. Annie squeezed the gas and followed the arrows to the exit and out into the brilliant Nevada sunshine. 
 
    South on I-95 she sailed, happier than she’d been in weeks, maybe even months. Nick would head south with all that cash. From Vegas, Yuma was the quickest way out of the country. Annie rode steadily until she reached the rest area just inside the California line. She’d wait there for the red Corvette. 
 
      
 
    THE BANK OF AMERICA at the corner of Charleston and First was open for business when Travis and Jack arrived at ten thirty. They checked the interior and Nick wasn’t in the bank. Jack found a seat in the waiting area inside and Travis took up a position to the right of the front entrance, so he wouldn’t miss Mr. Valadero. 
 
    They waited. Customers came and went and none of them were Nick or Kristal. At eleven thirty, Travis sat down beside Jack. “What do you think is going on?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “They’re both cons. Do you think they’re conning each other?” 
 
    “Let’s find out.” Travis rounded up the bank manager, showed his creds and pointed to a chair for Jack in the glassed-in office. 
 
    Clifton Briggs was type ‘A’. Nervous and chattering and not concentrating on what Travis wanted to know. Overweight, he’d outgrown his suit jacket and it didn’t meet or button up any longer. His round face was flushed, and his accelerated breathing indicated an approaching infarction. 
 
    I want to punch him in the head and slow him down. 
 
    Cooler heads prevailed, and Jack took over. “Mr. Briggs, this is what we need to know. Just tell us if Mr. Valadero accessed his account this morning. That’s it. No numbers. No invasion of privacy or anything like that. Was he here or not?” 
 
    Briggs nodded. “Yes, yes, I can check that for you.” Briggs typed on his keyboard, changed screens a few times and nodded. “He accessed his savings account at nine forty-five. The withdrawal was too large for the ATM and he went to one of the tellers.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” said Jack. “Would you mind if we spoke to that particular teller for a minute?” 
 
    “Umm… I guess it would be all right. It was Barb Kalman. I’ll show you where she is.” 
 
    Briggs led the way out of his office and down the long row of tellers. He stopped in front of a buxom blonde wearing an electric blue sweater. “Barb, these are police officers and they want to speak to you for a moment.” 
 
    Barb smiled. “Okay shoot.” Then she giggled. “That’s not what you want to say in a bank.” 
 
    Travis flashed a smile and leaned closer to her wicket. “Do you remember Mr. Valadero coming in this morning?” 
 
    “Nick?” her face lit up. “Yes, he was here shortly after we opened, and he always waits until I’m free. Such a sweetheart.” 
 
    “Was he alone?” asked Travis. 
 
    Barb nodded. “Uh huh. He was alone.” 
 
    “Thanks, Barb. You’ve been a big help.” 
 
    Jack shook hands with Mr. Briggs and thanked him before they left. Back in the Jeep, Travis said, “Nick comes early and cleans out his account. Kristal doesn’t show.” 
 
    “We better check on Kristal,” said Jack. “And find out why she didn’t show. Last night she sounded like she wanted her money and she wanted it badly. I’m getting a bad feeling.” 
 
    “The tag number for the Vette is in my phone,” said Travis, “wouldn’t hurt to get it on the air right away.” 
 
    “We’ve got their confessions, but our surveillance wasn’t exactly legal,” said Jack, “Might be a problem with that if it goes to trial.” 
 
    “Nick sounds like a careful dude,” said Travis. “If he’s got something set up in another state, kind of an exit plan, we might never get him.” 
 
    “Do you think Kristal knew about the time change at the bank and was with him?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Not what I was thinking, but it could have happened like that.”  
 
    Another twenty minutes and Travis pulled into Kristal’s drive in Henderson and parked behind her car. “I’ll take the back. You knock real nice on the front door.” 
 
    Jack smiled and followed the slate path through the garden while Travis opened the gate to the backyard. He slipped on a pair of latex gloves and tried the sliding patio door. Not locked. He stepped into the kitchen and called out, “Kristal, this is the police. Are you okay?” 
 
    Getting no response, he walked through the house to the front door and let Jack in. 
 
    “Anything?” 
 
    “No answer, but I haven’t searched the house,” said Travis. “Let’s do it. Bedroom first.” 
 
    Kristal was in bed, covered by a white duvet and appeared to be sleeping.  
 
    Noticing Travis had gloves on, Jack touched two fingers to her neck. “Cold,” he said. “She’s dead.” 
 
    Travis nodded and called Lieutenant Zystra. “Kristal Ducharme is dead in her bed, sir. You might want to send the coroner.” 
 
    “You boys are full of good news. Secure the scene. I’ve got her address somewhere here but give it to me again.” 
 
    Travis told him where they were, then called Annie. “Hey, Annie-girl, I guess we left you sleeping. We went to the bank and Nick had already been there.” 
 
    “Uh huh. What about Kristal?” 
 
    “We’re at Kristal’s house waiting for Zystra. She’s dead in her bed.” 
 
    “Like her victims?” 
 
    “Just like that. Medical Examiner isn’t here yet.” 
 
    “Was it Nick?” 
 
    “That’s what Jack and I are thinking. He killed Kristal the same way he killed all the other marks, then cleaned out his bank account this morning.” 
 
    “He’ll try to cross at Yuma,” said Annie.” 
 
    “You think so?”  
 
    “Just a hunch.” 
 
    “I guess we’ve lost him then.” Sirens sounded, and Travis ended the call. He greeted LV homicide squad at the door and showed them where Kristal was. Lieutenant Zystra arrived in an unmarked and didn’t look happy to be there.  
 
    “You boys heading for home soon?” 
 
    Travis nodded. “Soon as we can, Lieutenant, we’re clearing out.” 
 
    The lieutenant bit his lip and kept on walking. 
 
    “Let’s get out of their way,” said Jack. “We’ll go talk to the neighbors.”  
 
    “Yeah, let’s.” Travis held the door open for the crime scene techs carrying their kits. 
 
    At the end of the drive, Travis took the neighbor to the right and Jack went left. Travis knocked, and a young woman answered the door with a toddler by her leg. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, slim and dressed in denim shorts and a slime green tank top. “Morning, ma’am, I’m with the police and was wondering if you noticed anything out of the ordinary early this morning or during the night?”  
 
    “Like what, officer?” 
 
    “Like a car on your street that didn’t belong, or any kind of questionable activity?” 
 
    She smiled. “What exactly is questionable activity? Like sex on the lawn or something like that?” 
 
    Travis stifled a laugh. “No, ma’am. Like noise of a struggle or raised voices, something along that line.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m a sound sleeper. Sorry.” 
 
    “No problem. Do you know your neighbor, Kristal Ducharme?” 
 
    “Sure, I know Kristal, but not well. She’s a lot older than me and she works nights and sleeps in the daytime. We don’t socialize or anything.” 
 
    “Do you know her friend Nick Valadero?” 
 
    “The guy with the red Corvette?” 
 
    “That’s him.” 
 
    “I’ve seen Nick a few times. Good looking guy and a lot younger than Kristal. She lucked out there, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Did you see his car this morning?” 
 
    “Don’t think so. Since breakfast I’ve been out back with my daughter. She has a little swimming pool, but I can’t leave her alone.” 
 
    Travis sized up the child and agreed. Hardly more than a baby. 
 
    “Why are you asking me these questions? Did something happen to Kristal?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’m afraid Kristal is dead.” 
 
    “And you’re asking me about Nick? Do you think he did it?” 
 
    “No idea, ma’am. The crime scene unit just arrived. We’ll have to wait and see.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, is there a killer loose in the neighborhood?” 
 
    Travis shook his head. “I don’t believe so, ma’am. I believe it’s an isolated incident and y’all are perfectly safe, far as I know.” 
 
    “Why do you have a Texas accent if you’re from LVPD? Can I ask you that?” She took a step back from the door. 
 
    “Special Investigator, ma’am. I work out of the Texas Rangers’ headquarters in Austin.” 
 
    “Cool. A Texas Ranger. Always wanted to meet one of you guys.” 
 
    Travis grinned and stuck out his hand. “Travis Bristol, at your service, ma’am.” 
 
    She smiled. “Hope you catch Nick, if he did it, Ranger Bristol.” 
 
    Travis met Jack back at the Jeep. “Any luck?” 
 
    “They didn’t see or hear anything. You?” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    “The BOLO is out on the Vette. Nothing more we can do.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE CHECKED the time on her phone and figured Nick should be coming her way soon. She’d already used the facilities, gassed up and checked her Beretta. Her Remington would be the better choice, shooting from a moving vehicle, but she’d have to make do with what she had. No room in the saddlebags for a rifle. She had a special rifle sling on her Softail, but it was at home in the garage. 
 
    Traffic was moderate this morning, lots of trucks heading south to the interstate, but no delays for construction or anything. A flash of bright red put Annie on alert. She squeezed the gas and it was game on.  
 
    She cruised along at a steady ten miles over the limit, staying two vehicles behind the Corvette with no fear that he’d recognize her. She’d only met him once face to face, and he couldn’t see her face with her helmet on. 
 
    Civilization faded away the farther south they went and the landscape on both sides of the highway was pure Mojave. Vast runs of nothingness.  
 
    Traffic dwindled, Nick noticed, and he let the Vette out a little more. He pulled away from the pack as they crossed the Arizona line.  
 
    Annie squeezed the gas and caught up. For several miles she stayed right on his bumper, gauging his speed and waiting for an opening.  
 
    Her chance came. Wide open stretch of highway and no traffic. The I-40 interchange had taken care of any stragglers. She sped up, pulled up alongside Nick as if she was about to pass him and got ready. She kept her right hand steady on the gas to stay even with Nick, reached into the left-hand pocket of her leather jacket for her Beretta and when Nick turned his head to look at her, she pulled the trigger. 
 
    The Vette shot across the highway in front of her, almost making contact with her front tire, but missing it by a fraction of an inch. The car roared across the shoulder, plowed into the sand and stalled.  
 
    Annie hopped off her bike, ran across to the car and checked to make sure Nick Valadero was dead. 
 
    Yep. Half his head is missing. 
 
    She grabbed the bank envelope off the passenger seat, ran back, picked up her ride and stuffed the cash in her saddlebag. Annie hopped on, revved up the engine and let the Harley out. Heading south, Annie gave ‘er, keeping a steady speed and passing the odd car and a couple of pickups going north.  
 
    When she reached the junction of I-10, she flicked on her blinker and headed east. An hour later, outside of Phoenix she stopped for gas and sent a text. 
 
    ‘Done.’ 
 
    ‘You’re my girl.’ 
 
    Annie smiled.  
 
    Hours later as she passed through Las Cruses she tossed the untraceable Beretta into the Rio Bravo. She crossed the Texas line and gave a yahoo. She was on her way home. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE WAITED until after lunch to call Arlo Maznik and cancel dinner at the Capital Grille.  
 
    “I’m sorry I won’t be able to make it, Mr. Maznik. I was shot yesterday and I’m in Saint Mike’s for a couple of days. Can’t tell you how much I was looking forward to talking to you.” 
 
    “Shot? Oh, yes, Jesse explained about you working with the police.” 
 
    “Just a leg wound.” 
 
    “Shot is shot. Don’t minimize it. What’s your room number? I’ll come over and talk to you there.” 
 
    “You don’t mind?” 
 
    “Not at all. I won’t be back in Austin for another month and I was looking forward to meeting you.” 
 
    “Fantastic.” 
 
    Blaine ended the call and his first visitor arrived. Misty. “Hey, somebody came to see me. I was getting lonely.” 
 
    Misty leaned down and kissed him on the mouth. “I baked you some of those muffins that you and Farrell like.” She placed a Tupperware container on the nightstand and sat down in the only chair. “Why did you get shot? Weren’t you being careful?” 
 
    “Not careful enough, I guess.” 
 
    “I’m thankful it wasn’t any worse.” She moved from the chair to the side of the bed and lowered the railing, so she could sit. Once she was on the side of the bed, she pressed Blaine back into his pillows with her body on top of his and gave him a long hot kiss. 
 
    Blaine grinned when she released him and let him breathe. “I can tell you’re missing me a little.” 
 
    “A little? You have no idea how scared I was.” 
 
    “I’m okay. Farrell takes care of me.” 
 
    “I made Farrell a dozen of his own muffins as a thank you.” 
 
    “He’ll be happy.” 
 
    “He was happy. He already ate them.”  
 
    Blaine chuckled. 
 
     “You look a little better today. How does the leg feel?” 
 
    “Not bad. I have lots of stuff for pain.” 
 
    Misty sank into the guest chair beside the bed and let out a sigh. “I started cleaning out closets and packing this morning. What a job. Sixty days isn’t long to get ready.” 
 
    Shit, she’s going to nag me again about moving into my house. 
 
    The Chief and Farrell came through the door and Misty had no time to pressure him. She gave up her chair and stood to say goodbye. “Better go, it looks like you might have to work.” 
 
    Saved by the Chief. I’m going to have to make a decision on the house soon. Shit. 
 
    “I’ll call you later,” Blaine said as Misty left the room. 
 
    The Chief sat down in the vacated chair. “I have to take your statement of what happened yesterday, for the record, son, although Farrell already gave me details. You doing better today?” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “I’m fine. Ready to get out of here.” 
 
    After the statement was recorded, Farrell said, “When the techs searched the house they found another corpse in the same closet as before. This one had been in there a couple of days and was covered in blow flies and maggots.” 
 
    Blaine screwed up his face. “Nice. Did you have to paint that picture for me?” 
 
    Farrell chuckled. “Want coffee?” 
 
    “Not from the vending machine,” said Blaine. “Get the Chief a cup of the good stuff on the way back to DPS.” 
 
    They left, and he felt exhausted for no reason. Bonnie delivered a new round of meds and Blaine closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep.  
 
    He woke to the sound of sobbing close to him. At first, he thought it was a dream. He opened his eyes and tried to focus. Carm was slouched in the chair next to the bed sobbing with a handful of tissues over her face. “Carm, why are you crying?” 
 
    Seeing he was awake, she wiped her eyes, then leaned over and hugged him and let go a barrage of Spanish.  
 
    Lily stood behind her and smiled. “Hey, boss. Did you do this on purpose, so you wouldn’t have to work?” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “You know it.” 
 
    “I’m lonely,” said Lily. “The whole team is away and the only one I’m getting a glimpse of is Farrell. Any idea when Travis will be coming back from Vegas?”   
 
    “Not a clue,” said Blaine, “he’s running that investigation on his own, as per the big boss in the sky. Why don’t you call him? I’d like to have that info myself. I want my team back together.” 
 
    “I’ll call him,” said Lily. “I’ll let you know what he says.” 
 
    “Do me a favor, Lil, bring my laptop tomorrow? I need it—desperately.” 
 
    Lily smiled. “It’s in my car. I thought you might ask for it, but I didn’t know if it was a good idea, or what your doctor might think of you working in a hospital bed.” 
 
    “Damn good idea no matter what he says, and good thinking on your part.” He grinned. 
 
    She patted Carm on the shoulder. “I’ll go get it.” 
 
    Carm talked non-stop in Spanish about how she planned to take care of him at home and what she was going to cook to get him back on his feet—literally.  
 
    Lily returned a few minutes later with the laptop and his leather briefcase. She made space and put both items on his tiny tray table. 
 
    After they left, he led the meds do their job and he slept. 
 
      
 
    AFTER A LONG drug induced sleep, Blaine woke to the smell of food close to him. He opened his eyes as Bonnie removed his laptop and briefcase from the tray table and placed his supper tray in front of him.  
 
    “You didn’t eat much of your lunch and I didn’t really blame you, but this looks better. Try to eat. You don’t want to be weak as a kitten when you try to walk on your crutches tomorrow.” 
 
    Blaine let out a breath. “Is that tomorrow?” 
 
    “So, it says on your chart.” She smiled. “Maybe I should have saved it for a surprise.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “Good to know ahead of time what I’m in for. Gives me a chance to work up to it.” 
 
    He picked at his dinner, though it wasn’t too bad. He just wasn’t hungry. The reports on the Fisher case were hanging over him and filling his head. He had to get them written up and get them to the Chief.  
 
    What a fuckin fiasco. I don’t know how I’m gonna make it sound like anything other than a crazy fuck-up. 
 
    He was sorting out Zach Fisher’s romp to freedom in his head when a dark-haired man walked into the room. He smiled and held out his hand as he approached the bed. 
 
    “Arlo Maznik, I’m so happy to meet you after all this time, Blaine. Last time I saw you, you were playing a video game on your computer in Abilene.” 
 
    Blaine’s eyes widened. “I was? You knew me when I lived in Abilene?” 
 
    “Uh huh. You probably don’t remember me, but I used to come over and hang with your Dad, and we’d talk about work and sports and have a beer or two.” 
 
    Blaine tried to sit up and struggled against the IV tubing. “The thing is, Mr. Maznik, after the accident, my memory was wiped clean. I have no memory of my life before that. I woke up in Odessa—a homeless kid living on the street.” 
 
    Arlo Maznik stared at Blaine in disbelief. “That’s so shocking, and if I’d known I would have helped you. After the police searched for your body, you were presumed dead. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “Hey, everything worked out in the end. Annie Powell took me home and adopted me. I couldn’t be happier.” 
 
    “Annie Powell of Powell Corp?” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “My name is Blackmore-Powell now, but since I opened my own agency I go by Blackmore again.” 
 
    “It was like a miracle to me when Jesse Quantrall and I got talking at the oilmen’s meeting. Only a coincidence that I was there. I was waiting for the end of the meeting to speak with one of my customers about something else entirely—nothing to do with oil.” 
 
    “How do you know Jesse? I forget what he told me.” 
 
    “I sold him his Range Rover not too long ago.” 
 
    “Right, that was it. Jesse said you used to work with my father. Where was that?” 
 
    “In Abilene years ago, we both worked at Texas Tech. He taught computer science and I coached football. I wasn’t on his IQ level at all, but we got along well and had some great times together. He brought you to a lot of the games. I lost a good friend when your father died.” 
 
    “I was never able to grieve for my parents because I don’t remember ever knowing them,” said Blaine. “I feel bad about that part of it.” 
 
    “Not your fault. From what I’ve heard about the accident, if it was an accident, you’re lucky to be alive.” 
 
    Blaine inhaled a breath and digested the remark. “What do you mean, ‘if it was an accident?” 
 
    “I’ve always wondered if it was something else. I made it my business to get a copy of the traffic accident report and from the way it was written up, I couldn’t make sense of it.” 
 
    “From a few things Ricardo said and the way he was so protective of you and your mother, it made me wonder. He let it slip one time after we’d had a few beers that he and your mother moved from DC to Texas a few months before you were born. Then he asked me to forget he’d told me that. I never mentioned it to anyone, but I always wondered why it was a secret.” 
 
    “That is interesting. Why would it matter where he lived before?” 
 
    “I don’t know, son. All the time I knew your family in Abilene, you were a normal, happy family. Nothing out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “I appreciate you coming to the hospital,” said Blaine, “and as soon as I get out of here, I’m coming to Dallas to buy you dinner. We need to have another talk. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Arlo smiled. “A pleasure to meet you, Blaine, and to see what a success you’ve become. Ricardo would be bursting with pride if he could see you now.” 
 
    Blaine shook Arlo’s hand and watched him leave the room, then he reached for his laptop. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    TRAVIS, JACK and Greg showed up at the morgue at ten a.m. sharp for Kristal’s autopsy. Their flight to Austin from McCarran wasn’t until two-thirty and they had already packed up their belongings and checked out of the hotel. Everything was in the rental Jeep ready to go—including everything Annie had left behind in the suite.  
 
    There would be a blue moon in the sky before Travis ever figured out what was going on in Annie’s head. He’d tried her cell numerous times and it went to message. 
 
    Detective Padgett met them in the parking lot, attending on behalf of the homicide squad and when they all went downstairs, Padgett stood with them a little distance from where the pathologist was doing the cutting. 
 
    Nothing turned up, just like all the other victims and the annoyance showed on the doctor’s face. He picked up a copy of Kristal’s tox screen and scowled. “Nothing showed up in her blood stream, but there are a few substances that can be lethal then dissipate shortly after death,” said the doctor. “I’ll have to look into it further when I have the time and when I don’t have a parade of bodies waiting for me.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc,” said Padgett. “Appreciate the extra effort.” 
 
    “But for now, I’ll have to call it COD unknown. Her heart was strong and no evidence of disease in her body.” 
 
    Padgett nodded and held the door open for Travis and the Junkers. He walked them outside. “Nice to meet you guys. A fuck up of a case, but we still have the BOLO out on Nick Valadero’s Vette. We’ll get him sooner or later.” 
 
    Travis gave Padgett a wave as they drove off. 
 
    “Message here from the boss,” said Jack. “Case is closed.” 
 
    “Might be closed in his eyes,” said Travis, “but not a satisfactory ending in my book.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “He’s says we’re done. So… we’re done.” 
 
    “Let’s go home,” said Greg from the back seat. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE ARRIVED home at Coulter-Ross ranch and the first thing she did was strip down and take a long shower. She’d been on her bike and on the road for hours and hours. She should have stopped and taken a motel room for a few hours, but she didn’t. She pushed it straight through. Now, she badly needed sleep, but needed to see people she loved even more.  
 
    After giving Teddy, one of her Apache cowboys, a big hug she asked him if he would fly to Sante Fe and bring Jackson home. He and Jackson had always been especially close, and even though Teddy wasn’t a big fan of flying, he agreed. Annie got busy and booked him a flight and that was the first job off her list. 
 
    Because Jesse was on the critical list and far worse off and in more danger than Blaine, it was a no-brainer. She had to see Jesse first, then drive up to Austin and see how bad Blaine’s gunshot wound was. 
 
    She drove her favorite old pickup, a dark blue Ram with a Viper engine, down to La Grange to the hospital. While she searched for a parking spot she saw two of the electric blue Quantrall ranch trucks parked side by side. 
 
    Bob was the only Quantrall in the waiting room when she arrived. Next to Jesse in age, Bob had managed the safe-house for Annie since its inception, and she knew him better than most. His usual calm and happy demeanor had been replaced by pale and jittery. Annie leaned down and hugged him and she could feel the tension in his body. “Where is everybody?” 
 
    “Paul and Tyler had to go home for chores. I think they left me a truck. Brian is in with Jesse.” 
 
    “I need to see Jesse.” 
 
    “Brian might give you a minute, Annie. At times, Jesse is so weak he can’t talk.” 
 
    Tears for her ex-husband rolled down Annie’s cheeks and she wiped them away. “Can you show me where he is?” 
 
    Bob took her arm and walked her down the corridor to the unit. “You’ll have to get by the nurse at the door.” 
 
    Brian saw her through the glass and came to her rescue. “Finally, you’re here, Annie. He’s been asking for you. Five minutes. No more.” 
 
    Annie walked with Brian past the other two patients and dropped into the chair beside Jesse’s bed. She picked up his limp hand and held it to her lips. 
 
    Jesse’s eyelids fluttered, and he opened his eyes. “Ace, my baby.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, sweetheart. We’ll take care of her.” 
 
    Jesse went back to sleep and Annie just sat, happy to be near him and hold his hand. Brian returned much too soon and told her she had to leave. “No more visitors. I’m sedating him.” 
 
    Annie stood up to go. “Anything I can do to help with Charity?” 
 
    “Call Ty. He’ll tell you if he needs help, but I think between him, Wendy and Molly, he’s got it covered.” 
 
    Brian took her elbow and escorted her out of the unit. “It’s mostly my fault that Jesse is in the shape that he’s in, Brian. You and I know it’s true and I have to do something to make up for the hurt I’ve caused.” 
 
    Brian stopped and stared at her with disgust written all over his face. “You’ve almost succeeded in destroying my brother, Annie. The best thing you can do is leave our family the hell alone.” 
 
    Annie ran sobbing from the cardiac unit and didn’t stop running until she reached her truck. 
 
    All the way to Austin to see Blaine she replayed Brian’s words in her head. Brian was terrified Jesse wasn’t going to make it. She’d seen the fear in his eyes. And he was angry. Scared and angry and placing the blame where it belonged, squarely on her shoulders.  
 
    Should she steer clear of the Quantralls like Brian wanted? Or should she try to help with the baby? 
 
      
 
    BLAINE STARED at the screen of his laptop and didn’t notice Annie come into the room until she was standing beside the bed. “Mom, I’m so glad to see you. I thought you were never coming home.” 
 
    Annie leaned down and hugged him. “My trip did take longer than I thought, honey, but I’m back now.”  
 
    Blaine took a good look at her and frowned. “You look like you’ve been crying. Did you go see Jesse?” 
 
    “Uh huh. I did.” She flopped down into the guest chair and buried her head in her hands. 
 
    “Is he worse?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so, but bad enough and it’s all my fault.” 
 
    It was your fault, Mom, but I hate to see you so sad. 
 
    Annie changed the subject. “Has Misty been here to see you?” 
 
    Blaine pointed at the container. “She baked muffins for me, so I wouldn’t starve on hospital food.” 
 
    Annie smiled. “That was sweet and thoughtful.” 
 
    “She baked a load for Farrell too. He’s a fan of her baking.” 
 
    “What’s going on with Farrell and Mary? He never says a word about her.” 
 
    “When I get out of here, we’ll bring the girls to the ranch for a day and go riding and then stay for dinner.” 
 
    Annie’s face lit up. “I’d love that.” 
 
    “Umm… something came up, Mom, and I want you to be aware before I dig into it.” 
 
    “What, honey? Your face is telling me you’re worried about whatever it is.” 
 
    “Apprehensive would be a better word.” He told her about Jesse meeting Arlo Maznik and the connection to his father. 
 
    “That’s wonderful. You’ve always had so many questions about what happened to your family and no one to help you. Questions that had no answers. Maybe now you can find out what you need to know.” 
 
    “Maybe, or maybe there will just be more questions. I’m not sure whether to dredge things up or leave it alone.” 
 
    “You have good instincts, sweetheart. I’m sure you’ll make the correct decision.” 
 
    I hope so. 
 
      
 
    THE FLIGHT FROM VEGAS landed at Austin-Bergstrom at ten after seven. Travis had parked his truck in the long-term lot when he left for Vegas, not knowing how long he’d be gone. As he walked in that direction with Jack and Greg he said, “I want to see Blacky here in Austin before I take you guys home. Are y’all okay with that?” 
 
    “Sure, we are,” said Jack. “I want to make sure he’s okay too. The man will be asking. That’s a given.” 
 
    “We’ll drop in and see him,” Travis checked his watch, “for what’s left of visiting hours, then hit the steakhouse in Smithville on the way back to the estate. How does that sound?” 
 
    “Food sounds great,” said Greg. “Since this morning, the only thing I ate was a tiny bag of pretzels on the plane.” 
 
    “I miss Carm’s cooking,” said Jack. “That woman is a goddess in the kitchen.” 
 
    Visiting hours were almost over by the time Travis and the Junkers made it to Saint Mike’s and found Blaine’s room. 
 
    Blaine was propped up in bed, staring at his laptop when they arrived. He looked up and grinned.  
 
    “Hey,” said Travis, “I leave for a couple of days and you’re all shot to hell when I get back. What’s up with that?” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “I’m on crutches tomorrow and then I’m out of here, I hope. Can’t take another day of it, and besides, I want to get down to La Grange and see Jesse.” 
 
    “Heard he wasn’t doing too well,” said Jack. “We’ll catch up with him tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tell me about the case in Vegas. Almost killed me, not being there in person to see what was happening. I think I might be a bit of a micro-manager.” Blaine chuckled. 
 
    “We don’t usually have two things going on at once,” said Greg. “We heard you caught the runaway from the State Hospital.”   
 
    “Farrell got him in the end. Right after he shot me. He was hiding in the kitchen shooting randomly with a throw-away gun, and one caught me in the leg. The guy wasn’t a marksman or anything close. He never used a gun on any of his other victims, and I guess we weren’t thinking gun. He may have found it or taken it from one of the drug gangers he killed.” 
 
    “Another case closed,” said Travis. “Maybe we’ll have a week off to get everybody healthy again before we get something new thrown our way.” 
 
    “Did Annie get home?” asked Jack with a questioning look. 
 
    “Uh huh. She came to see me this afternoon.” 
 
    “Did she fly?” asked Travis. 
 
    Blaine smirked. “Why the questions? Did you guys lose her in Vegas?” 
 
    “Something like that,” said Travis. “I’m glad she’s home. I’ll call and tell her we packed up her stuff and brought it with us. I’ll deliver it to the ranch tomorrow or give it to Farrell.” 
 
    Blaine’s eyes narrowed as he tried to figure it out. “What you’re saying is… she left her clothes and stuff in her suite, went somewhere and never went back to the hotel?” 
 
    Travis shrugged. “I had the rental Jeep. I guess she could have rented something else.” 
 
    “Without telling y’all?” Blaine wasn’t buying it, Travis could tell. “Okay, let’s figure this out. Whatever she had to do, she couldn’t take her clothes. Weird. She’s travelling light.” He nodded when he had it. 
 
    “What?” asked Travis. 
 
    “She was on a bike,” said Blaine, “but why?” 
 
    Jesus Christ, I didn’t know where she was, but I do now. Mother Mary don’t let Blacky figure it out. 
 
    “She’s been feeling bad about Jesse,” said Travis. “She needed to clear her head.” 
 
    Jack confirmed. “She was a little down in Vegas.” 
 
    “That’s probably it,” said Blaine, “but why didn’t she just tell you where she was off to?” 
 
    She couldn’t. Her work is classified. 
 
    Travis shrugged as the announcement came over the intercom. “Visiting hours are over, guys. Let’s go eat steak.” 
 
    “Shit, I want a steak,” said Blaine. “Can’t remember what I had for dinner, but it sure as hell wasn’t steak.” 
 
    They said their goodbyes, and on the way to Smithville, Jack said. “I’ll check the State Trooper reports when we get home. A red Corvette might have been involved in a highway mishap.” 
 
    “Yeah, a fuckin mishap,” mumbled Travis. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    JACKSON DIDN’T SEEM to be tired from his flight home. He was up bright and early eating breakfast with the cowboys and telling them tales of his adventures in Sante Fe with Papa Pete, the grandfather he adored. 
 
    “Papa Pete showed me the house where they say Billy the Kid lived with his Mom when he was a kid about the same age as me.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll be a good shooter like him when you get bigger,” said Bull.  
 
    “Guaranteed,” said Jackson, a word he had picked up from his father and used a lot. “Mommy is the best and she’ll teach me, just like she taught Blaine and Farrell.” 
 
    He seemed so happy, Annie couldn’t bear to tell him about Lance Ogilvie, his biological grandfather whom he’d only known such a short time. She decided to put it off until later. Instead, she said, “We have to visit Blaine in the hospital today, sugar, and see if he can come home. He was catching a bad man and he got shot in the leg.” 
 
    Jackson scowled and when he did, he looked so much like Race, it took Annie’s breath away. “Where was Farrell? He’s supposed to have my brother’s back.” 
 
    “Farrell was there, and he took care of the bad man, and helped stop the bleeding in Blaine’s leg.” 
 
    “Good thing,” said Jackson, “I might have been mad at him.” 
 
    Annie smiled. “I missed you, honey. I’m glad you’re home.” 
 
      
 
    HAVING SLEPT POORLY trying to decide the best course of action—should she do what Brian wanted and distance herself and her family from the Quantralls, or should she do what Jesse had asked her to do and help Tyler with Charity? 
 
    “Are we almost there, Mommy?” asked Jackson. “Is Charity big enough to play now? Like with toys and stuff?” 
 
    “She is a lot bigger, sweetheart. She can sit up by herself, and she has a lot of toys.” 
 
    Annie parked next to Jesse’s Range Rover and walked across the compound with Jackson straight to the barn. “Tyler works in his office most of the day, so let’s see if he’s there or in the training arena.” 
 
    “Does Charity play in the barn like I do?” 
 
    “Not yet, but I’m sure she will when she gets a bit older.” 
 
    Annie stuck her head in the office first and Ty was sitting on a stool at his desk deep in thought. She slipped her arms around his waist from behind and kissed his neck. “Hey, baby, how are you doing?” 
 
    Ty tried to smile. “Not bad. A little tired, but better than yesterday. Brian told us at breakfast Jesse is getting stronger. He tells us that every day, so I don’t know if it’s true, or if he’s trying to cheer us up.” 
 
    “I saw Jesse yesterday for a couple of minutes and he was worried about the baby. He asked me to help you.” 
 
    “She’s in her crib sleeping, and Molly is listening for her.” 
 
    “I want to see her toys, Tyler,” said Jackson. 
 
    “Can I take her for the afternoon, so you can get some work done?” 
 
    “Jesse doesn’t like her away from the house unless he’s with her.” 
 
    “That’s a little over-protective, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Probably, but that’s the way he is—we both are. We can manage, Annie. No need to bother.” 
 
    Annie fought back the tears burning behind her gray eyes. “I’d like to help if you’d let me. As Brian pointed out to me at the hospital, it’s my fault Jesse had another heart attack.” 
 
    “Nobody is blaming you—other than Brian. He’s been ranting at us too, for letting Jesse do too much at the barn. Jesse’s heart is weak. He went through some bad shit. It happened.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have happened if…” she looked at Jackson and stopped talking. 
 
    Tyler’s cell rang, and he glanced at the screen. “Excuse me for a minute, Annie. I’ve got to take care of this.” He stepped out of the office and stood in the wide aisle between the stalls. “Hi Alexa, no, I didn’t give him your message. He’s in the hospital and can’t have visitors. Could you please stop calling? Uh huh. That’s why I’m telling you. He’s not home and he’s not interested. Please stop calling.” 
 
    Tyler was making a face as he returned to the office. 
 
    “Who was that?” asked Annie, “Some chick hot for my husband?” 
 
    Ty raised an eyebrow at the husband word. “Jesse met her at Boots and she won’t stop calling.” 
 
    “Where does she live?” 
 
    “No clue. I told her to piss off.” 
 
    “Can I see the baby?” asked Jackson. 
 
    Tyler smiled down at him. “Sure, let’s go see if she’s up from her nap. Why don’t you guys stay for lunch and eat with me. I’m home alone.” 
 
    Annie smiled. “We can do that. Blaine hasn’t called yet to tell me if he can leave the hospital.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE’S NURSE had him out of bed and dressed right after breakfast, so he could begin practicing on his crutches. “Show your doctor that you’re not going to fall flat on your face, and he’ll probably let you go.” 
 
    He got the crutches into position and gave it a go once around the room. “It’s not so bad when I can use one leg for balance. I’ll be okay.” 
 
    After a longer practice round down the corridor to the nurse’s station and back, he sat in the guest chair and waited for the doctor. His cell rang. Misty. 
 
    “Are you getting out today? I’ll come and pick you up. I want you to stay here while you’re recovering.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mist, but Farrell and Carm are coming to get me. I need to be at home, so I can work. Don’t be upset, okay? It’s not that I don’t want to stay with you.” 
 
    “But when you go to that new mysterious place where you have to live, it’s out of town and I don’t see you.” 
 
    That was your choice. 
 
    “It’s not mysterious, just more secure. Give me a couple of days and I’ll take you to Tulley’s for dinner. A big plate of crab cakes will cheer you up.” 
 
    The doctor came in with his nurse and he ended the call. Misty was sniffling when he pressed end. Damn it. She made him feel so fuckin guilty. 
 
    The doctor examined his leg and the nurse rebandaged it. “Coming along well, young fella. Don’t go back to work too soon. You don’t want an infection.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful, Doctor. Thanks.” 
 
    Blaine called Farrell and told him he could go.  
 
    His foster brother arrived with Carm a half hour later. “Hey, bro, let’s get you out of here.” 
 
    Blaine was more than ready to leave. He picked up the crutches, Carm, smiling non-stop like she was in a toothpaste ad, carried his duffel and Farrell toted the laptop and the briefcase. 
 
    In Spanish, Carm said, “I made enchiladas for you before I left. Jack is watching the oven for me.” 
 
    “Can Jack cook?” asked Farrell. 
 
    Blaine shrugged and leaned on the Silverado while Farrell got everything stowed away. “This is gonna be a high step for you, little bro. Use your good leg.” 
 
    Blaine snorted. “I can’t do it if I’m laughing.” 
 
    With Blaine settled in the shotgun seat, and a super happy Carmelita in the back, Farrell headed south to the estate. They were past Austin City limits when Blaine’s cell rang. “Hey, Mom, I’m out of the hospital and on my way home.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so happy you’re coming to the ranch. I would have picked you up.” 
 
    “Umm… I’m not coming to the ranch. I’m going home. I have tons of work I have to catch up on and it’s all in my office at the estate. Why don’t you drive over later?” 
 
    “Okay. When you said home, I naturally thought you meant the ranch. That is your home.” She sounded sad and defeated. “See you later.” 
 
    “Shit, Misty is pissed I’m not coming to her place, and now Annie is pissed I’m not coming to the ranch to recuperate.” 
 
    “Figured she would be,” said Farrell. “She was talking about it a lot. She hasn’t been happy since you moved out over the Race fiasco.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “I hated to hurt her, but I couldn’t deal with Race. Better for me to leave than fight with her day after day. That’s what I was doing, and it was no good for either one of us.” 
 
      
 
    AFTER HE ATE one too many enchiladas and could barely move, Blaine limped down the long, carpeted corridor to the study he now called his office. A beautifully appointed room with a lot of natural light—floor to ceiling windows that overlooked the manicured lawns of the estate. The room also featured a library wall and a cozy fireplace. For him, it was the most peaceful room in the massive house. 
 
    He put thoughts of angry women—Misty and Mom—out of his head and made a list of who he needed to contact to begin the investigation into his family. 
 
    Who were the Blackmores? 
 
    If my father was Latino, why was his name Blackmore? That sounds very… Caucasian. Just another question to add to the ever-increasing list.  
 
    If my parents were in witness protection like Arlo imagined they were—and it might be just that—Arlo Maznik’s imagination, the US Marshals Service would have been the agency protecting them. I have to start somewhere. 
 
    He Googled US Marshals Service and a site popped up on his screen. Headquarters in Louisiana. Might as well go for it. He dialed the contact number on the screen and got an automated response.  
 
    This could take the best part of July. 
 
    After three cups of strong coffee and an hour of people hedging around his questions, he knew he’d never pry any information out of those tight-lipped… civil servants.  
 
    Try another tack, and this one might get him into more trouble than it was worth. Did he want to invoke the wrath of Kong? He called the man.  
 
    “Blaine, how is the wounded leg?” 
 
    “Not bad, sir. I’m walking on crutches.” 
 
    “And you’re out of hospital? Good news.” 
 
    “I wondered if you could help me with something?” 
 
    “Is it important? I’m rushed this afternoon.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you quickly.” Blaine told him about Arlo Maznik and asked for a contact in the Marshalls Services.” 
 
    The man listened. “Uh huh. I do know someone who could help you, but we don’t have time for it right now. Put it on the back burner for the moment, but don’t be discouraged. I will help you when the time is right. I promise.” 
 
    “Why isn’t there time right now?” 
 
    “You have to leave on the summer tour with one of the candidates.” 
 
    “What candidates?” 
 
    “Aren’t you watching the race for Governor, son? I thought you’d be keen with you so close to Richardson all those years.” 
 
    “A new Governor doesn’t interest me all that much.” 
 
    Nobody will ever be as good as Prescott Richardson. 
 
    “Take an interest. Your future should interest you. Rent a unit and get your team ready to go. You’ll be in charge of the prime candidate’s security.” 
 
    “What will his security team think of me butting in?” 
 
    “I don’t give a flying fuck what they think. I don’t want my candidate dead before the election.” 
 
    He’s worked up about something. 
 
    “Who’s our man, sir?” 
 
    “Virginia Rodriguez.” 
 
      
 
    “LILY, I NEED YOU.” Blaine shifted behind his desk and grappled for the crutches as he hollered into the intercom. 
 
    Lily blasted through the door moments later from her office next door, wearing a worried look. “I thought you fell.” 
 
    “Worse than that, Lil. A helluva lot worse.” 
 
    “What could be worse than falling when you’re already injured, boss?” 
 
    “We have a new fuckin job, and I’m not ready. I’m fuckin not ready. Can’t he see that?” 
 
    “He seems to have eyes and ears everywhere,” said Lily, “He must know you just got out of the hospital today.” 
 
    “Round up the boys and tell Carm to make a lot of something for dinner. We have to have a meeting. We have a shitload to do and no time to do it.” 
 
    “What kind of a shitload, boss?” 
 
    “Get me a couple of Coronas, talk to Carm about dinner and run back with your yellow pad.” 
 
    “Yep.” She was gone in a flash and back a few minutes later.  
 
    “I called Travis and Farrell and they’ll be here in half an hour. Somehow they had the mistaken idea that they had the day off.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too. I mistakenly told Farrell he was done when he dropped me off. Too bad for them. If I have to work, so do they.” 
 
    Lily giggled as she sat in front of the desk with her Sharpie poised above her yellow legal pad ready to write. 
 
    “Okay, go,” said Blaine.  
 
    Lily looked up wondering what she should write. 
 
    “I’m talking to my brain. Okay, this is what we’re looking at. We’re going on tour with the candidates running for Governor—specifically Virginia somebody.” 
 
    Lily’s eyes widened. “That sounds exciting.” 
 
    “It won’t be. Boring as hell with all those fucking speeches and meeting people, crowd control and all that fucking media goddam shit.” 
 
    “You don’t sound enthused, boss.” 
 
    “I am goddam not enthused, Lil. I’m a media hater and I’m fuckin shot. What good am I if some asshole decides to take a pot shot at whoever the hell I’m protecting.” 
 
    “Have there been threats?” 
 
    “Do you think I get to know that? Jesus Christ, no. That would be too much fuckin information wouldn’t it?” Blaine could feel his blood beginning to boil. 
 
    “Have a drink of your beer, boss. We need to relax slightly and see what needs to be done.” 
 
    Blaine threw the crutches and they clattered together onto the carpet. He cursed, hopped twice and collapsed into the chair behind his desk. He picked up one of the Coronas and chugged half before letting out a huge breath. He dropped his head on his chest and began talking. “Okay, number one. Rent a thing we can sleep in.” 
 
    “Like one of those big RV’s?” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “Like the one we had in Vegas for the Race fiasco.” 
 
    Lily wrote on her pad. “Sleeping how many people?” 
 
    “Four of us. You, me, Travis and Farrell. You’ll be a problem because you’ll need your own bed. Scratch that. I think I’ll take Mary with me and you girls can share. Call her boss and fix it. She can report on the tour from the tour.” 
 
    Lily smiled. “She’ll love that. I’ll get one that sleeps six. Usually even numbers.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “I think so. I’ve never slept in one. How long will we be gone?” 
 
    “As long as it takes to cover the whole fuckin state of Texas. Contact the candidate’s PR person or whoever is in charge of the campaign and get a copy of the scheduled stops and the projected route. That way, whenever we come close to home, we can shower, change our underwear and repack.” 
 
    Lily did more giggling. “Maybe we can shower once or twice on the road too.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Blaine, “but I’m not feeling it. The media will crush the life out of us.” 
 
    Lily smiled and kept her head down. “When are we leaving?” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS AND FARRELL arrived a half hour after they were summoned by Lily. Farrell was gung ho for dinner—his next source of food always his number one concern. He hadn’t heard a word about the trip or Blaine’s idea about taking Mary Polito, Farrell’s current girlfriend, as a correspondent for the Austin paper.  
 
    Farrell got beers for everyone out of the invisible fridge and handed them around. “Something must be up if we’re having a dinner meeting on our day off.”  He hugged Carm as he passed the stove and she giggled. 
 
    Travis sat down next to Lily at the table and she smiled at him.  
 
    I warned him not to screw up the team. Fuckin chick magnet. 
 
    Haven’t seen him put any moves on her, but I’m not always around when the two of them are together. 
 
    Christ, I hope he doesn’t do a number on Lily like he did on Annie. I might have to fire his ass—again. 
 
    “When are you gonna tell us why we’re here on our day off, boss?” prodded Farrell. “You can’t work yet, so it can’t be for work.” 
 
    Lexi barked and ran to the door and Jack ushered Mary into the kitchen. 
 
    Farrell turned his head and looked stunned to see her. More stunned than usual. “Mary, I didn’t know you were coming to the meeting.” 
 
    “Surprise to me too, Farrell.” She set her briefcase on the sideboard and took the chair next to Farrell. “Can’t wait to hear what the meeting’s about.” 
 
    Carm nodded her head that dinner was ready, and Lil got up to help her. In no time flat, she had whipped up fried chicken, potato salad, coleslaw and corn bread hot out of the oven. The boys dug in and were relatively quiet and content until dinner was over. 
 
    After the girls cleared the dishes, Blaine was ready to start. He’d already clued in Jack and the Junkers and they were to maintain things on the home front with tasks of their own to complete. They weren’t going on the tour unless something cropped up and then they would provide backup wherever. 
 
    “Okay, listen up. We have a new assignment.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    CARM SERVED breakfast tacos and hot coffee at seven a.m. Blaine had already had two cups and wasn’t feeling it. The pain from his leg pounded into his brain and told him to obey doctor’s orders and stay home and rest. The man had told him otherwise. 
 
    Farrell and Travis arrived packed and ready to travel, and Farrell was on such a high, he danced Carm all around the kitchen making her squeal. He ate his share of tacos then begged Carm to pack up the leftovers to take on the road. 
 
    A loose plan had come together. In Austin they would pick up Lily and Mary and the rented motor home. Travis would drive Blaine’s truck, equipped with the police radio and strobes, so they would always have a vehicle if something came up. Blaine hated being caught short almost as much as he hated the media. Nothing had ever come close.  
 
    In pain and in a miserable mood, he’d have to content himself with riding shotgun and swallowing Advil. “Ready?” he asked, trying for a hint of enthusiasm and missing the mark by a country mile. “Let’s load up.” 
 
    Carm stood near the sink looking tearful and Blaine beckoned her over closer for a hug. “Take care of Lexi for me, my Corazon.  We’ll be back whenever we’re close enough, okay?” 
 
    She nodded but didn’t look happy about staying home. 
 
      
 
    FARRELL TOOK the lead at the RV rental lot while Blaine stayed in the truck. He provided the Agency’s credit card for the deposit and Farrell picked up the keys. Mary hopped out of the truck with her suitcase because it had been decided—by Farrell—that Mary would ride in the big coach with him. 
 
    Travis drove through Austin and picked up Lily before they hit the interstate. He stowed her luggage as she hopped in the back seat. “Hey, guys, I’m so excited for this. Can’t believe we’re going on the campaign trail. I always wondered what it was like.” 
 
    “I’m glad you have enthusiasm, Lil,” said Blaine. “I’m not feeling it.” 
 
    “Are you in pain, boss? You’re face says you are.” 
 
    “Yeah, I am. And I’m wondering how in hell I’m going to manage to run a job.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Blacky,” said Travis. “Shout out the orders like you’re good at, and me and the team will come through for you.” 
 
    “I count on you guys sometimes way too much. I have to pull my own weight, and I guess that’s what I’m stressing about.” 
 
    Travis flicked on his blinker and they took the ramp for I-10. “San Antone, here we come. First stop on the campaign trail.” 
 
    Blaine groaned. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE STEPPED out of the shower and her cell was jangling on her nightstand. She checked the screen and inhaled when she saw the number. He always had that effect on her. 
 
    “Morning, sir. What’s up?” 
 
    He explained in not more than a whisper about the new job. “You will remain at home until you’re needed. Go about your day-to-day and don’t worry. I’ll give you notice, sweetheart.”  
 
    “Okay, thanks. I don’t worry. I practice every day and whenever you need me, I’m ready.” 
 
    “You’re my girl.” 
 
      
 
    AT ELEVEN, ANNIE entered the cardiac unit to sit with Jesse. He opened his eyes and tried to smile when she touched his hand but didn’t speak. 
 
    Annie told him about Charity and Jackson playing with her toys the day before and how much fun they had together. Jesse tried to smile.  
 
    “Home, Ace.” His voice came out dry and croaky. 
 
    Maybe he won’t smoke when he gets out of here. 
 
    “I know you want to go home, sweetheart.” She leaned closer, gently put her arms around him and rested her head on his chest. When she looked up, Tyler was standing at the foot of the bed with tears in his eyes. 
 
    Ty took a step closer, so Jesse could see him. “How you doing today, bro? You look better.” 
 
    Jesse nodded his head slightly at his brother and at that point, Brian hustled across the unit wearing his usual scowl. “Too many visitors. Annie, you have to leave.” 
 
    She sat up and stroked Jesse’s hair. “Okay, I’ll be in the waiting area, Ty.” She leaned down once more and kissed Jesse on the mouth. “I love you, cowboy.” 
 
    After his allotted time with Jesse, Tyler joined Annie in the cardiac waiting area. “Sorry Brian was so rude to you, Annie. He’s being a jerk.” 
 
    “I can see his point. He thinks I’m a constant danger to Jesse and he wants me to stay away.” 
 
    “Maybe, but he could be a bit nicer about it.” 
 
    “Do you think I could stay at Quantrall when Jesse comes home from the hospital?” 
 
    Tyler’s eyes widened. “I’m not sure. Why don’t I talk to Paulie about it?” 
 
    “Paul?” 
 
    “It’s our house—Jesse’s, mine and Paulie’s.” 
 
    “Brian seems to rule the roost,” said Annie, “and it’s not even his house?” 
 
    “That’s about it,” said Tyler, “and Jesse has pointed that out to Brian on several occasions. Daddy left the house to us because we run the ranch. Bobby and Brian have other careers. Guess Daddy thought they would move on, but they never have. Maybe they never will.”  
 
    “Think about it. I want to be there to support him and care for him when he comes home.” She hugged Tyler and left. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS PULLED INTO the vast parking area behind the Gonzalez Convention Center in downtown San Antonio with Farrell following behind in the huge RV unit. 
 
    “We’re here,” said Lily, “Stop one on the tour.” 
 
    “What’s her name again?” asked Blaine. He lowered his window and lit up a smoke. 
 
    Lily read from an information sheet she had printed out. “Doctor Virginia Rodriguez, forty-seven years old. She was married to Samuel Tiffin, a manufacturer in the agricultural sector, but he died two years ago, and she is now a widow. Born in Laredo, she lives in Austin with her two Chocolate Labs.”   
 
    “Only forty-seven?” asked Travis. “I thought she’d be older for some reason. Is there a picture? How we gonna find her?” 
 
    “We’re investigators, remember?” Blaine barked at him across the console. “We go inside the building and we fuckin find her.” 
 
    “I have the number here for her campaign manager,” said Lily. “I could call and see where we should meet her. That might be the easiest way.” 
 
    “Do that, Lil,” said Blaine. “Save me limping all over hell’s half acre looking for her.” 
 
    Lily called and announced their presence. “This is Lily Duke from the Blackmore Agency. We’ve just arrived in San Antonio and Mr. Blackmore would like to set up a meeting with Doctor Rodriguez to discuss her security. Uh huh, that may be true, but I’m sure Doctor Rodriguez has been informed. All right, we’ll speak to him first. Where can we find him?” 
 
    “They’re all the same,” said Blaine, “You can’t get within a mile of them to protect them, yet they wouldn’t see a threat if it was pointing a Glock at their fuckin eyeball.” 
 
    Travis grinned and kept his mouth shut. 
 
    “We have to speak to her head of security first and he’s in the Hyatt restaurant having lunch,” said Lily. 
 
    “Okay,” said Blaine. “Let’s go have lunch.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE LEANED ON HIS crutches at the hostess station while they waited for a table for five in the restaurant. The hostess returned, counted out the menus and led them to a corner booth big enough to seat them all. 
 
    “Can you spot them, Trav?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Yeah, that table over by the window. See that big chunky guy with the two others. That’s probably them.” 
 
    “Okay go over and tell them when they’re done eating we want a meeting.” 
 
    “Yep.” Travis strode across the restaurant, weaving between tables and stood talking to the men in question. 
 
    “They don’t look happy,” said Lily. 
 
    “Why would they be?” asked Blaine. “The assholes are being blindsided. We’re here to take over their fuckin jobs and they didn’t see it coming.” 
 
    “Will they be our backup if we need them, boss?” asked Farrell. 
 
    “Can’t see where they would want to help us out, do you?” 
 
    “Guess not. Maybe they’ll shoot us their own selves.” 
 
    Mary smiled at Farrell. A girl in love, and she hung on his every word—however crazy that seemed. 
 
    “Mary, was your boss receptive to my idea?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “He’s become receptive to anything you might come up with, Blaine. Since our circulation has taken a big upturn, he’s one of your biggest fans.” 
 
    “Not guaranteeing what kind of stories you’ll be able to submit, but I was thinking more along the lines of a journal type submission that the citizens could follow day by day.” 
 
    “Absolutely, like a little serial.” Mary smiled and said, “My boss said to go do it. It would be something the voters would love and something to make them buy a paper every day.” 
 
    Travis returned from his mission wearing a smirk. “He basically told us to jack off.” 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “Whatever. Let’s eat then worry about who hates us.” 
 
    “I’m for that, boss.” Farrell already had his nose in the menu. “What are you having, Miss Mary?”  
 
      
 
    WHEN THE SECURITY dudes finished eating, the biggest guy sauntered by the table and said, “Suite ten sixty. Fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “Sure thing.” 
 
    Lily put her salad fork down. “They aren’t very polite.” 
 
    “Fuck them,” said Blaine. “They’re amateurs.” He took two of his pain killers and downed the rest of his coffee. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    They took the elevator to the tenth floor and knocked on room sixty. The big guy jerked the door open and Blaine had a good look at him. About two twenty, five ten, mostly muscle, but some of his bulk didn’t look too solid. Travis could take him if he needed to. “Gene Wyman. I know who y’all are, but I don’t have to fuckin like it.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” said Blaine, “and to tell you the truth, we’re not that happy about it ourselves. Now let’s sit down and work something out.” 
 
    Wyman pointed to the table in the corner. “You can sit, but I ain’t working nothing out. I’m head of this security team until the woman tells me different and she ain’t said a thing to me yet.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Blaine. “Where is she. We need to talk.” 
 
    “She’s at the salon, getting her hair done for tonight.” 
 
    “How long is that gonna take?” asked Farrell. 
 
    “You’d do better to ask one of these lovely ladies,” said Wyman, “I haven’t got a clue.” 
 
    Blaine grabbed the crutches and stood up. “Thanks for your time. I’ll speak to Doctor Rodriguez and get back to you.” 
 
    In the elevator on the way down, Blaine said to Lily: “You and Mary go to the salon or spa or whatever, find her and get a time. I can’t be running around trying to find her.” 
 
    Blaine was sound asleep in the RV when the girls came back. “Four o’clock,” said Lily in a whisper. “You can sleep for another half hour.” 
 
      
 
    DOCTOR VIRGINIA RODRIGUEZ, wearing her best smile, opened the door to her suite at precisely four o’clock. “Please come in, Mr. Blackmore-Powell, so lovely to meet you at last.” She pointed to the seating area by the window. “Please make yourself comfortable and Willa will get you drinks.” 
 
    Blaine leaned his crutches against the back of the sofa and sat down. “Thank you for making time for us. I know y’all are preparing for a rally tonight. I want to introduce my team. “This is Travis Bristol, surveillance and recon, Farrell Donovan, dog handler and sharp shooter, Lily Duke is my personal assistant and Mary Polito is my press secretary.” 
 
    “You appear to be well-equipped, sir.” She smiled, and Blaine couldn’t help but notice how beautiful she was. Her olive skin tone, similar to his own, accentuated by the expensively cut ebony hair and perfect makeup.  
 
    Willa served the drinks and Dr. Rodriguez plunked down on one of the bar stools, placing her slightly above the others. “I did receive a phone call from… a friend, but I’m not totally clear on why you and your team have been sent to me.” 
 
    Blaine set his Corona on the coffee table. “We’re here to provide security for the campaign.” 
 
    “But I already have security. Gene informed me that you approached him.” 
 
    “I’m sure he did. Travis tried to speak to him and he wasn’t receptive. I don’t blame him. Our very presence on your tour indicates to Mr. Wyman that his team isn’t good enough.” 
 
    She took a long, hard look at Travis before she spoke.  
 
    “And is it?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “I see. And the decision to intervene was made by…?” 
 
    “Not by me, ma’am.” 
 
    “Well then, this is interesting, isn’t it?” She checked her watch and from across the room Blaine saw the diamonds sparkle. Cartier. “At six o’clock, we are hosting a dinner for five hundred people downstairs. I’ll have a table set up for your team.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am. We’ll be in the room at five.” Blaine winced as he got to his feet and tried to get the crutch under his arm.  
 
    “Should you be working?” Dr. Rodriguez asked. “When were you shot?” 
 
    “Two days ago.” 
 
    “She shook her head. That was the State hospital escape, was it not?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” said Blaine. “It was.” 
 
    “I read about it.” She smiled at Mary, a petite brunette with short cropped hair. “Now I recognize your name, sweetheart. “I always follow your stories in The Statesman.” 
 
    Mary beamed. “Thank you, ma’am. I hope I can do justice to your campaign.” 
 
    “I already have a press secretary.” 
 
    “I work exclusively for Blaine,” said Mary. “Every word I write is from his point of view.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” said Rodriguez, “Now that we’re all getting to know each other, it would be so much easier if we were on a first-name basis. I hate formality and I’d prefer first names if you don’t find it offensive.” 
 
    “Fine with me,” said Blaine. “They boys call me Blacky.” 
 
    “I’m Ginny. Happy to have you all aboard.”  
 
    Blaine pointed a finger at each one. “Lily, Mary, Farrell and Travis.”  
 
    “You have a military look about you, Travis.” 
 
    “Major Travis Bristol, US Marine Corp, ma’am.” 
 
    “Ginny.” 
 
    Travis colored slightly and nodded his head. “Miss Ginny.” 
 
      
 
    DOWNSTAIRS IN THE LOBBY, Blaine beckoned Lily closer. “Lil, go over to registration and get us a suite. We have to clean up. This is gonna be fancy. Bring me the keys and then get Farrell to take y’all to one of those rental stores. Get us the right clothes and when y’all come back, bring in all the luggage.” 
 
    “Yep, I’m on it, boss. I panicked a little when she said five hundred people. I thought black tie.” 
 
    “I brought a basic black dress,” said Mary. “It might be okay for tonight.” 
 
    “Get whatever for tonight and y’all can shop tomorrow,” said Blaine. “We have to look like we belong.” 
 
    At five, dressed in rented tuxedos, Travis and Farrell checked out the huge ballroom. Fifty tables, ten to a table. Gene Wyman and his men were already there and glared at the Blackmore crew rechecking their work.  
 
    Blaine sat at their designated table and watched, hoping nothing out of the ordinary turned up.  
 
    “Looks clean,” said Travis when he returned. “Should sweep her suite, boss. Wonder if Gene the Machine already did it?” 
 
    “If he’s worth a nickel, he should have.” Blaine pointed, “Go ask him, Farrell.” 
 
    “Why me, boss?” 
 
    “You can take him, Farrell. Don’t let him bully you.” 
 
    “I ain’t fighting in a tuxedo. Specially a rented one. Lily had to put up a deposit.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. 
 
      
 
    THE EVENING went off without a hitch. The ten-course meal was well-prepared and elegantly served, Farrell managed to eat his crème caramel as well as Mary’s, Doctor Rodriguez presented her views and her vision for the great State of Texas to cheers and a standing ovation, and Blaine mellowed noticeably when one of the servers left a carafe of coffee on the table for him. 
 
    The crowd wrote checks in support of the candidate, then left when it was politically correct to do so, and the hotel staff rushed in to clear up, so they could go home too.  
 
    Doctor Rodriguez held an impromptu gathering for the press in the corner of the room and Blaine sent Travis and Farrell over to be watchful. Mary went along to take notes for her column, and Blaine and Lily remained at the table. 
 
    Blaine glanced at Lily’s tiny evening bag. “I guess you don’t have your notepad with you.” 
 
    Lily giggled. “Nope, but if you want something done, I’ll try to remember. Tell me.” 
 
    Blaine emptied his cup and Lily reached for the carafe and refilled it for him. “I need to know if her staff has been fully vetted. It would also be useful to know if they’d been printed when they joined her team.” 
 
    “I’ll find that out in the morning. I’m sure the campaign manager will have a list of staff and all their personal details.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “I didn’t mention it, but you and Mary both look gorgeous tonight.” 
 
    “Thanks, boss. It’s fun to get dressed up sometimes and hang with the rich and famous.” 
 
    “Since y’all are so dressed up, we should hit the bars for a drink or two before we pack it in for the day.” 
 
    “That would be fun. There are bars all along the Riverwalk if we exit on that side of the hotel.” 
 
    When the mini-press conference was over, Blaine reached for his crutches and got to his feet. “Let’s get the boys and go out for a beer.”  
 
    Gene Wyman glared as Blaine crossed the room towards Doctor Rodriguez, and Blaine wondered if the husky security guard had a thing for the doctor. They were about the same age, but eons apart in a hundred different ways. Oh well, sometimes opposites attract.  
 
    Look at Misty and me. Fuck. Don’t want to think about it. 
 
    The media dispersed, and Doctor Rodriguez smiled. “All done for today. I think it went well.” 
 
    “You were well-received,” said Blaine. “Lots of votes in San Antone for y’all.” 
 
    She smiled. “Thank you. Are y’all heading upstairs?” 
 
    Blaine shook his head. “I’m thinking we’ll hit a few of the bars on the Riverwalk and have a couple of beers first.” 
 
    “Sounds relaxing. Can I come?” 
 
    Surprised at her response, Blaine tried not to show it. “We’d be happy to have you join us. Lily, lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    THE RIVERWALK, a popular place in the evenings, was crowded with tourists and locals alike. The trees along both sides of the waterway were strung with tiny white lights, their reflection twinkling back from the surface of the San Antonio River and creating a magical atmosphere. 
 
    As they strolled along—slowly, waiting for Blaine on his crutches—an Irish Pub with a vacant table on their outdoor patio seemed a likely spot. Blaine pointed. “Let’s start here.” He’d already limped along far enough to tire himself out. 
 
    Travis grabbed the table and filched a couple of extra chairs that weren’t being used at nearby tables. He held a chair out for the candidate and she flashed him a smile. 
 
    Oh, oh. The chick magnet is in high gear. 
 
    A waiter arrived at their table moments after they sat down and took their order. An Irish band could be heard playing inside the establishment, although the rowdy patrons were drowning out the vocals.  
 
    “This is fun,” said Ginny. “I never get to go out.” 
 
    “Gotta have some down time,” drawled Farrell, ex-ganger turned philosopher, “or y’all will get yourself an ulcer.” 
 
    “What the hell would you know about an ulcer, bro? All you have is down time.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Blacky. You give me plenty of stress.” He rubbed his stomach. “I can feel an ulcer in my gut right now.” 
 
    Ginny laughed out loud. 
 
    The waiter brought their tray of drinks and as he was serving them, Blaine caught a glimpse of Gene Wyman skulking along the sidewalk alone. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    NEXT STOP: LAREDO. The Rodriguez entourage left San Antonio at nine sharp. Blaine slumped down in the shotgun seat and was thankful Travis was behind the wheel of his diesel. He’d had better days. Between the number of Coronas he’d consumed the night before, and too much activity on his wounded leg, his head was about to explode with two varieties of pain. He’d tossed back more than the recommended dose of pain pills at breakfast and they hadn’t started to work their magic. He put his shades on and closed his eyes as Travis turned onto the interstate.  
 
    “Fun time last night, eh, boss? Miss Ginny doesn’t act high class or nothing—tons of fun.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was fun. I haven’t been out in a long while. Nice change.” 
 
    “Maybe this whole tour won’t be so bad after all,” said Travis. “Might turn out all right.” 
 
    Blaine turned his head and stared at Travis across the console, trying to get a read on him. “You ain’t getting any ideas about the candidate, are you, Trav?” 
 
    “Hell no. Not that she isn’t gorgeous, fun and only a few years older than me—I’ll hit fuckin forty on my next birthday—going down that road would turn into some kind of politically incorrect disaster.” 
 
    He’s been thinking about it. Hard. 
 
    Blaine nodded. “Long as you see it that way.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE ARRIVED alone at Fayette Memorial at the start of visiting hours, her heart heavy with sadness for Jesse and full of regret for what had happened with Race. The guilt she felt was more than she could bear. 
 
    Lost in her depressing thoughts, she barely noticed the nurse at the desk waving her over as she rushed towards the cardiac unit.  
 
    “Mrs. Powell, can I speak to you a moment?” 
 
    Annie turned and stopped at the desk. “What is it?” 
 
    The nurse hesitated then blurted it out. “Doctor Quantrall doesn’t want you visiting his brother. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Tears burned behind Annie’s eyes and she nodded.  
 
    I deserved this, but I still want to kill Brian. 
 
    With tears trickling down her cheeks, she retraced her steps, took the elevator down and met Tyler crossing the lobby. He grinned when he saw her, didn’t notice the tears and opened his arms for a hug. “Leaving already?” He whispered the question into her long black hair. 
 
    Choking back a sob, she said, “Brian banned me from seeing Jesse. It’s no more than I deserve.” 
 
    “Aw, come on, baby, maybe you deserve it in some ways, but is Brian thinking about what Jesse would want?” 
 
    “Brian is thinking medically. I’m sure he thinks Jesse doesn’t know what’s best for him. We all know what a terrible patient Jesse has been in the past.” 
 
    “Yeah, Jesse isn’t good at following Brian’s orders, that’s for damn sure,” said Tyler. “I’m sure as soon as Jesse is stronger, Brian will let you see him.” 
 
    Annie shrugged. “I have to see him. He’s my husband.” 
 
    “You’re saying the husband word again, Annie. Are you forgetting that he divorced you?” 
 
    Tears spilled from the gray eyes. “How could I?” 
 
    Tyler pointed to the seating area in the lobby. “Wait for me over there and we’ll go for a coffee.” 
 
    Annie nodded. 
 
      
 
    JESSE OPENED his eyes when his brother touched his arm. He tried to smile but wasn’t sure if he succeeded or not. “Hey, Ty. How’s our baby?” 
 
    “She’s great.” Ty smiled at the mention of Charity. “Brian said I could bring her every day when you get your own room.” 
 
    “Good. I need to see her. Where’s Ace?” 
 
    “She’s waiting downstairs. Umm…” 
 
    Jesse raised his hand an inch off the blanket. “Tell Brian…”  
 
    The monitor began to whine and startled Ty. He booked it towards the nurses’ station and met a nurse coming his way. “I need to see Doctor Quantrall. Could you page him for me please?” 
 
    “Let me check my patient first.” She rushed past Tyler into Jesse’s room. “Doctor Quantrall just came out of surgery. Give him a minute to clean up.” 
 
    Tyler’s throat was so tight he was sure he was going to vomit. “My brother.” Jesse was paler than he’d ever been, and Tyler was almost certain he was dead. He watched the nurse check the monitors and take Jesse’s pulse.  
 
    “What happened?” she stared at Ty as if he had caused the problem, and he had. 
 
    “He wanted to know why Annie wasn’t here,” said Ty to the nurse. “I… I didn’t have to tell him… he…” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Brian rushed into the room, his white lab coat flapping around his legs. He checked the monitors, then stared down at Jesse. “Tell me, Jesse.” 
 
    “Ace.” 
 
    Brian turned angry eyes on Tyler and barked, “Go get her.” 
 
    Tyler stepped into the hall and texted. Three minutes later, Annie stepped out of the elevator and Ty was waiting for her. “You can see Jesse. He got upset and the monitor went nuts and Brian had to change his mind.” 
 
    “Brian’s a bully,” Annie whispered as she practically ran to the unit. She brushed past Brian without a word, leaned down and kissed Jesse. “I’m here, cowboy. Everything’s okay.” 
 
    Brian glared at Annie and then shifted his cold brown eyes back to the monitor as he watched Jesse’s heart rate settle down.  
 
    Annie sank into the chair next to Jesse, laid her head on his chest and he raised his hand to touch her hair. 
 
    Brian kept his eyes glued to the monitor then nodded. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS PARKED BLAINE’S truck behind the Embassy Hotel in Laredo shortly before noon. Farrell followed them into the parking lot and chose a spot in the back row for the oversize RV. 
 
    “Do we have the agenda for Laredo?” asked Travis. “I’d like to check out the dining room earlier this time and then put men on all the doors once it’s secure.” 
 
    “Lil has it,” said Blaine. 
 
    Lily scrambled around in the back seat and found it buried in a ream of printed campaign material in her briefcase. “The dinner and the speech will be at the Convention Center.” 
 
    “Far from here?” asked Travis. 
 
    “Nope. You could walk.” 
 
    “Why are we assigned to this detail, boss? Doesn’t seem to be anything happening that Mean Gene the Machine and his men couldn’t handle.” 
 
    “Must be a reason,” said Blaine. “The man hasn’t been wrong yet.” 
 
    Travis nodded. “That’s true… and if that is true, we better not relax.” 
 
    “Complacency can be a killer,” mumbled Blaine. 
 
    “Shit, boss, you’re turning into Farrell.” 
 
    Blaine gave Travis a hand signal. “Get out of here, Trav.” 
 
    Travis left laughing, something he rarely did, and Blaine regarded the levity as ominous. If Travis got fucked up over the candidate, he would fuck up everything in his path. It was the Travis way. 
 
    “What do you need, boss,” asked Lily from the back seat. “I can tell when you’re deep in thought.” 
 
    “Get me a room here and set up my laptop—I fuckin hate it that I can’t walk and can’t carry my own weight, and physically can’t carry my own shit. Jesus Christ, I’m a miserable son of a bitch when I’m shot.” 
 
    Lily giggled. “Lay it down, boss. Whatever you need, I’ve got it covered—in spades.” 
 
    “Okay, I have a list in my pain-addled brain. Here it is. “I’m going to scan more closely through the staff that supposedly has been cleared and see if anybody stands out. I also want all the campaign stops marked on a map—not just a list—so I can see if we’re hitting any isolated areas. Get Ginny’s press person to give you a list of the opposition. I need to know where the other candidates are every day.” 
 
    “Yep.” Lily was taking notes on her legal pad. “What else?” 
 
    “Order us lunch and have it brought up to my room for a meeting.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re getting a room, boss. You need a lot more rest with your leg elevated, than you’re getting. It was way too soon for you to take a new assignment and go on the road.” 
 
    “Tell that to the man.” 
 
    “I’d rather not.” 
 
      
 
    LILY STOOD AT the reservation desk waiting her turn to book a room Blaine could use for some quiet time. There was one couple ahead of her finishing up and she would be next. While she waited, she glanced down the list of things Blaine needed done. He never asked for anything he could do himself in a fraction of the time. A great boss and she owed him a lot for the opportunities he had laid at her feet. He might be miserable on the surface because he was hurt and in a lot of pain, but underneath he was a sweet kid. He carried a huge load of responsibility at twenty-three. 
 
    “Delivery for Doctor Rodriguez.” A Fed-Ex man in uniform strode up to the desk and placed a square box at the end of the long counter. “Can somebody tell me her room number or see that she gets it?” 
 
    The clerk looked up and was about to say something when Lily butted in front of the couple checking in. “Don’t tell him her room number. I’ll get someone to take it to her.” 
 
    “Are you on her staff, Miss?” 
 
    Lily nodded, but she was already calling the candidate. “This is Lily Duke, Doctor, down in the lobby. Were you expecting a parcel? One just came from Fed-Ex.” 
 
    “No. I can’t think what it would be, Lily.” 
 
    “I’m having it checked, before you open it. Don’t come down.” 
 
    “Oh, my God. Okay. I’ll wait to hear from you.” 
 
    Lily pressed Travis’s cell number. “Parcel delivered for Ginny and I checked, she’s not expecting anything.” 
 
    “I’ll call the bomb squad. Where’s the parcel?” 
 
    “On the reservation counter.” 
 
    “On my way. Clear the lobby and don’t let anyone touch it.” 
 
    Lily turned her back to the reservation counter and shouted, “Would everyone please leave the lobby for a few minutes.” She pointed at the glass doors. “Wait outside in the parking lot.” 
 
    A man in a suit rushed out of the office behind the reservation desk and glared at her. “What are you doing, young lady?” 
 
    Lily pointed at the parcel. “The police have been called. Everyone should wait outside until that parcel has been checked.” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened. “Is it a bomb?” 
 
    “That’s what we need to find out.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE WAS DOZING in the truck while he waited for Lily to secure a room for him. No use limping around until he knew where he was limping to. His cell rang. Lily 
 
    “No rooms? I expected as much.” 
 
    “Not there yet, boss.” She talked fast, explaining about the parcel. 
 
    “I’ll call the bomb squad to X-ray it.” 
 
    “Travis called. They’re on their way.” 
 
    “So am I. Give me a minute, but call Farrell now, and get him in the hotel and up to her room—make sure he’s armed.” 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “And tell Ginny to stay in her room with the door locked. The only one she lets in is Farrell.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    It took Blaine a good five minutes to walk from the parking lot to the main hotel entrance with the fucking crutches. He was approaching the door when he heard the sirens and saw the bomb squad truck squeal under the porte cochere.  
 
    The bomb squad officers were out of their vehicle and inside the hotel in seconds and Blaine was right behind them. They hollered out orders and evacuated all stragglers and looky-loos before they touched the parcel. 
 
      
 
    FARRELL CHECKED the fridge in the RV while Mary edited her story of the candidate’s victorious appearance in San Antonio. 
 
    “We need more Cokes and snacks,” he said to himself. Mary was typing and wasn’t listening. His cell rang, and he grabbed it off his belt. Lily talking fast. 
 
    “Upstairs now. Stay with Ginny. Keep her in her room and don’t let anyone in. Make sure you’re armed. A parcel has been delivered for her and the bomb squad is here.” 
 
    “Hellfires, I’m on my way.” Farrell grabbed his shotgun from their armory and ran from the RV leaving the fridge door wide open. 
 
    “What, Farrell?” Mary didn’t get an answer. She closed the fridge door, grabbed her notepad, locked the RV and ran after Farrell. 
 
    Not waiting for an elevator, Farrell took the stairs two at a time and was panting for breath by the time he reached the fourth floor. He pounded on four-fourteen and hollered. “Farrell, Ginny. Let me in.” 
 
    Doctor Rodriguez was shaking and staring wide-eyed at the big shotgun in Farrell’s hand as he rushed in and secured the door behind him. 
 
    Sensing how scared she was, Farrell lowered his voice and touched her shoulder. “It’s gonna be okay. As soon as I clear the suite, I want you in the bathroom with the door locked for five minutes.” 
 
    She nodded but didn’t move. 
 
    Farrell led with the Winchester and did a quick run-through. “All good. Go now.” 
 
    Ginny ran to the ensuite in her bedroom and locked herself in while Farrell stepped onto the balcony and looked up. He saw it—a fuckin rope and a leather glove holding on to it. Into his earwig he hollered, “Trav, get the roof. Intruder coming down. I’m on her balcony and I’ve got him covered from here.”  
 
    “On my way up. Where is she?” 
 
    “Bathroom.” 
 
    “Good. If he comes over the wall, shoot him, but for chrissake don’t shoot him in the head. We need to brace him.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE STOOD within three feet of the front entrance when a member of the bomb squad, clad in protective gear, came through the door. The box blew apart with a loud pop and the officer tossed it away from himself.  
 
    Not a bomb. A diversion.  
 
    Blaine struggled with the crutches getting past the knot of officers at the door.  
 
    “You can’t go in there,” one of them shouted. 
 
    “Texas Ranger,” he called back, “going in.” 
 
    The sergeant of the squad blocked him. “ID.” He held out a gloved hand. 
 
    Blaine nodded his head at his pocket as he tried to remain upright. 
 
    The Sarge nodded. “Sorry, Ranger Blackmore. Heard about you, but never seen you in person. Shot by that lunatic, right?” 
 
    Blaine nodded and headed inside.  
 
    Fucking waste of time.  
 
    Then in his earwig, he heard Farrell talking to Travis about the guy on the roof. “Get me to the fourth floor he hollered at the uniform watching the elevators.” 
 
    Blaine arrived at the candidate’s room as Lily was sliding the emergency key into the slot.  
 
    Thank God, Lil thought of the extra key. 
 
    “Let’s see what we’ve got, Lil.” As soon as Blaine stepped inside and saw Farrell on the balcony, he hollered, “Ginny should be in the bathroom. Go stay with her.” 
 
    Lily ran down the hallway towards the bedroom and Blaine dropped one crutch to the carpet and drew his Beretta. He limped to the sliding glass doors and checked Farrell’s position. 
 
    Yep, the guy rappelling can’t see Farrell behind the potted trees. “Don’t kill him, bro. We need him.” 
 
    “Roger, boss.” 
 
    Where the hell is Gene? 
 
      
 
    ADRENELINE PUMPING wildly through his veins, Travis ran up the narrow maintenance staircase leading from the top floor of the hotel to the roof. He pushed the door open, blasted through leading with his SW in time to see a guy go over the low wall surrounding the flat roof. A second guy was leaning over the wall watching the first one. A spike hammered on an angle into the concrete wall on the roof side secured the rope. 
 
    “Hold it right there,” Travis hollered. “Hands on your head.” 
 
    Second guy straightened up, spun around and pulled a gun out of his waistband. He squeezed off a hurried shot without aiming and it missed Travis by three feet. Travis dove, tackled the guy around the middle and knocked him down with a thud. He smashed the guy in the face with his SW and he went limp. Travis rolled the man onto his belly and cuffed his hands behind his back. 
 
    “Got the second guy in custody, boss. He’s out cold.” 
 
    “Good job, Trav. Bag any evidence up there.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL STEADIED his breathing just the way Annie had taught him. Nothing makes a shot go wild quicker than adrenaline—that’s what his Mom told him—and she was the best shot since Annie Oakley. 
 
    It was a long way down from the roof and the guy seemed to be taking forever. How long had it been? Three or four minutes?  
 
    He must be close. Farrell could hear him breathing now. Exerting a lot of energy as he repelled. Farrell peeked between the palm fronds and saw his legs.  
 
    A little bit farther and he’d be down. 
 
    Now. 
 
    Farrell cocked his SW and pointed it at the guy’s head. Not a big guy and light on his feet. Well-suited for his profession. “Hands on your head, buddy. Nice of you to drop in.” 
 
    Letting go of the rope, the guy lunged at Farrell with a blade in his hand. Farrell side-stepped him, knocked over a table and nearly fell as the guy crashed against the glass doors and dropped the knife—the balcony was long and narrow and filled with outdoor furniture and plants. Too cluttered for a knife fight.  
 
    The guy recovered and pulled a gun from his waistband. He lined up his shot while Farrell was off balance but before he could pull the trigger, he flipped backwards over the railing propelled by a nine-millimeter in his forehead. 
 
    “Thanks, bro.” Farrell looked at Blaine standing in the doorway, crutch under one arm and Beretta in the other. 
 
    “Wanted him alive too, but one will have to do. We need some answers.” 
 
    Farrell nodded. “Like who’s giving them orders. That’s the guy we need.” 
 
    Blaine tilted his head towards the bedroom. “Go get the girls. I think we all need a drink.” 
 
      
 
    DOCTOR RODRIGUEZ seemed surprisingly calm when she and Lily came out of the ensuite and joined the others at the bar in the corner of the lavish suite.   
 
    “Are you all right?” Blaine asked. “Sorry you had to be locked in there for so long.” 
 
    “Lily kept me company. The safest place in the suite.” Ginny took stock of who was in the room. “Where’s Travis?” 
 
    “He took the man he arrested on the roof to the police station to interrogate him.” 
 
    “Was there more than one man?” asked the candidate. 
 
    “Two that we saw. There may have been others in a vehicle somewhere. The police are searching.” 
 
    “You said one went to the police station, but there were two?” 
 
    Blaine nodded, and his hand touched his Beretta. “I killed one of them. Couldn’t be helped.” 
 
    “Help yourselves to the bar.” Doctor Rodriguez sat in one of the wing chairs. “Lily, would you mind? I’m a little shaky now that it’s over.” 
 
    It’s only beginning. 
 
    Lily smiled and stepped behind the full bar. “Sure, no problem. What would you like, Doctor? I know what the rest of them drink.” 
 
    “I believe I’ll have something strong. Maybe vodka over ice.” 
 
    “Straight up?” asked Lily. 
 
    “Yes please.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS SHOVED his handcuffed prisoner into the back of Blacky’s truck and got behind the wheel. As he pulled out of the hotel parking lot into the street, he thought he heard a shot. 
 
    Goddammit, I told Farrell not to kill the other one. 
 
    At police headquarters, he showed his creds, explained the situation to the Deputy Chief who was on duty, and the booking sergeant took over. The guy hadn’t spoken a single word, not even his name, but his prints were in the system and his sheet spewed out of the printer. 
 
    John David Wilson, a tall, tanned youth of twenty-four was from Houston and had done eighteen months in Huntsville for attempted armed robbery. Participating in today’s attempt on Doctor Rodriguez had blown the lid off his two-year probation—he was heading back to Huntsville. 
 
    Travis used one of the interrogation rooms to ask his questions. He tried friendly, tough, threatening, and sympathetic, but his efforts were futile. The guy was mute for the first half hour, staring blankly across the table, a hint of a smirk on his face. Then he spoke. “I want my phone call. I want my lawyer.” 
 
    He was returned to his cell until his legal representative appeared, and Travis left him in the hands of Laredo PD. 
 
    Blacky was the team interrogator anyway with Jesse out of action. He should be the one to give Wilson a shot on the next round. 
 
    With no lead coming from Wilson, Travis returned and found the hotel turned into a media circus. Vans and SUVs bearing call letters and antennas were parked along the road and many had invaded the guest parking lot. Film crews crowded the yellow-taped perimeter pushing and shoving while talking heads with perfect hair shouted questions at police personnel. 
 
    Travis parked and skirted the area, keeping his distance. Let the locals do their job. Blacky would have copies of all their reports as soon as they were filed. 
 
    Eyeballing the location of the yellow tape in the parking lot as he passed, directly under Ginny’s balcony, Travis figured Farrell had nailed another one in the head. 
 
    I told him to keep that guy alive. 
 
    Upstairs, Travis joined the rest of the team in Doctor Rodriguez’ suite. Gene and his men were noticeably absent, apparently checking out the venue for tonight’s fund raiser. But a couple of faces he recognized were having a beer at the bar—Jack and Greg had arrived from Austin. 
 
    The man must think we need reinforcements. Shit. 
 
    Ginny smiled at him from the table where she sat with Lily, Mary and her campaign manager, Willa Freeman. Travis had only met Freeman once but had observed her running the show behind the scenes. A gray-haired woman with a strong will and an iron hand, she bullied the campaign workers into submission. Travis didn’t like her much. 
 
    He rounded the table, leaned down and asked, “Are you okay, Ginny?” 
 
    “Better now, thank you, Travis.” 
 
    Blaine tapped his Corona on the marble bar surface and called an impromptu meeting to order as soon as Travis had a Lone Star in his hand. “Travis, Farrell and Jack will clear the venue at the Convention Center. Use Gene’s men if you need more bodies. Lily and Greg will remain with Doctor Rodriguez while she rests and gets ready…” 
 
    “And what are you gonna do, boss?” 
 
    “I knew you were gonna ask me that, Farrell. “I’m going to my own room to do research. We need a read on what asshole is trying to scare our candidate into backing down.” 
 
    “Amen,” said Farrell and Travis punched him so hard he fell off his bar stool.  
 
    Ginny laughed for the first time all day. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE SPENT the next two hours searching the top three hopefuls running against Doctor Virginia Rodriguez. 
 
    According to the most recent polls, Russell Parr was her closest competitor. Born in Odessa but now residing in Austin, he was a successful businessman and investment broker. His wife of twenty-seven years was an attorney, and they had two kids in U of Texas. 
 
    Not far behind in the race was Foster J. Farndon. Oil millionaire from way back when. Widower, three kids and seven grandchildren. He was the oldest candidate. Lived in an affluent area of Dallas. 
 
     Lastly, Luis Jimenez, real estate developer. Owned several hotels and a huge chunk of downtown Houston. Married with four kids, the youngest boy in university and the others well placed in one of Dad’s several corporations. 
 
    On the surface, nothing stuck out. No red flags. 
 
    He dug deeper. 
 
    Concentrating completely on his research, Blaine didn’t realize his cell was ringing. He grabbed it on the fourth ring and glanced at the screen. Misty. 
 
    I should have called her. 
 
    “Hey, sweetheart. Sorry I didn’t call this morning. Something came up.” 
 
    “I know what came up, and don’t try to make it sound like nothing. It’s on the news.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, is it?” 
 
    “Dead guy in the parking lot at your hotel?” Misty sounded a little hysterical. “That means either you or Farrell were in a life-threatening situation and one of you shot him.” 
 
    She has a good read on us. 
 
    “He was a threat to Doctor Rodriguez.” 
 
    “Uh huh. It makes my heart pound when y’all are on the news. One of the disadvantages of having a cop boyfriend.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess it is.” 
 
    “When are you coming home?” 
 
    “I’ve only been gone two days. Let me check the route map later and I’ll call you later.” 
 
    “Mary went with y’all and I wanted to come too. It would have been fun.” 
 
    Fuck fun. You can’t come with me when I’m working. 
 
    After doing his best to placate Misty he was annoyed and off track. “I might as well check on Jesse.” He called Annie and asked his question. 
 
    “He might be stable enough to go into his own room tomorrow. Ty and I are hoping for that, then we can take the baby to visit him. That’s what Jesse wants in the worst way.” 
 
    “He must be missing her.” 
 
    “It’s worse than missing her. When he can’t see her—like physically see her—he stresses and that makes his heart rate and other things go wonky.” 
 
    “Shit, Brian must be worried.” 
 
    “Brian has been brutal, but that’s a whole nuther story.” 
 
    “I get you, Mom, and don’t let Brian bully you. He can be a dick if people aren’t obeying his orders.” 
 
    “You got that right.” 
 
    With the phone calls out of the way, he dove back into his research and came up with two possibilities. Two vetted workers on Ginny’s staff had criminal records under aliases, and one of them—a woman named Amelia Armstrong—was a first cousin to Russell Parr. Coincidence?  
 
    I don’t believe in coincidences. 
 
    Did Mr. Parr have a mole in the Rodriguez organization?  
 
      
 
    THE LAREDO CONVENTION CENTRE was surrounded by media vans when Travis arrived with the crew.  
 
    “Jesus in a handcart,” said Farrell, “They’ve all moved over here to pounce on her when she comes for the dinner.” 
 
    “We’ll need uniforms to get her to the door safely,” said Jack. “I’ll let the boss know.” 
 
    Inside everything appeared to be in order. Tables were set and the stage was decorated with a huge Lone Star Flag as the backdrop. The Rodriguez staff members buzzed around like bees checking the lighting, the mics and dozens of other last minute details.  
 
    Gene’s men along with the building’s own security staff had checked out the kitchen workers and the extra servers hired for the event. 
 
    Travis was circling the huge dining room with a wand in his hand when his cell rang. Blacky. 
 
    “Sort out a campaign worker named Amelia Armstrong and escort her to the front door. I’m sending Lily to pick her up.” 
 
    “She the one?” 
 
    “She’s related to Parr, one of the other candidates, and she has a jacket.”  
 
    “Could be passing information or worse. Good digging, boss.” 
 
    Travis strode over to a knot of workers near the stage and inquired. “Is Amelia Armstrong around?” 
 
    A couple of the women glanced around, and one said, “I haven’t seen her today.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” He headed for the entrance and met Lily on her way in. “Can’t find her. They don’t think she showed up today.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to Willa and see what she knows,” said Lily. “If Amelia is involved, she might have run after this morning.” 
 
    “Wish I knew what she looked like,” said Travis. “Don’t know these people yet, but if she is gone, we can issue a warrant for her as a person of interest in this morning’s attempt. She needs to answer some questions.” 
 
    “Willa may know where she went.” Lily glanced around at all the activity. “Does the room seem safe?” 
 
    “Yep, and Gene has done a thorough job checking out every person who works for the convention center. As long as Ginny isn’t too shook up from this morning, we should be okay.” 
 
    “Don’t know if I would be as calm as she is,” said Lily. 
 
      
 
    THE BLACKMORE CREW dressed in formal wear they hated, tried to blend in with weapons tucked uncomfortably beneath snug jackets and endure their second fundraising dinner in a row. The guests out-dazzled each other, dressed to impress but impressing who?  
 
    The food was not quite as tasty as the night before—the rubbery quality of the chicken a little off-putting. More broccoli. Was the green stuff the political veggie of choice? Farrell did his part to finish off any unwanted desserts and the girls expressed gratitude. 
 
    After dinner, Doctor Rodriguez stood center stage, dazzlingly beautiful in a stunning long, emerald gown that glowed against her copper skin. She delivered her speech without hesitation, and without a hint of nervousness. No tell-tale signs of what had happened earlier in the day. 
 
    At the end of the evening with commitments fulfilled, sleep was the option of choice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    JESSE SMILED at Charity as Tyler sat her on the side of the bed in his private room. An orderly and his private nurse had moved him shortly after breakfast and after Brian had delivered the good news. Now that Jesse had his own space and wouldn’t be disturbing other patients, Ty could bring the baby to see him every day. 
 
    “Hey, baby girl, are you missing Daddy?” 
 
    Charity reached out and shoved her stuffed elephant in Jesse’s face. She wriggled in an attempt to get off the bed and Tyler held tighter. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a ‘yes.” Jesse smiled at his child. 
 
    Annie stood behind Tyler saying nothing. Happy in the fact that Jesse had recovered sufficiently to move from the cardiac unit into a normal room. A good sign and one she was thankful for. 
 
    “Heard from Blacky?” Jesse asked her. 
 
    “Uh huh. They’re in Laredo. Should be back soon.” Brian had warned her not to stress Jesse with any details of work or anything else he could brood about, and she was doing her best to comply—even though what Brian wanted didn’t cut much ice with her—she would do anything she could to protect Jesse. He was her husband.  
 
    A piece of paper doesn’t change anything. Jesse is my husband and my responsibility. 
 
    Jesse eyed his daughter as Tyler lifted her off the bed and sat in the chair with her on his knee. “Is that a new outfit? I don’t remember buying it.” 
 
    “Annie bought it for her,” said Ty. “We went shopping for diapers and milk and stuff and bought a few extras.” 
 
    Jesse smiled. “It’s easy to buy extras in the baby department.” 
 
    Brian strode through the door and went straight to the monitor. He checked the readings, turned his head and smiled at Jesse. “Like your new room?” 
 
    “Love it. My daughter can come visit me.” 
 
    He patted Tyler on the shoulder, deliberately ignored Annie and left. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE ARRANGED a breakfast meeting in the candidate’s suite. Present were the Blackmore crew, Gene Wyman—Ginny’s security chief—and Willa Freeman—campaign manager.  
 
    After eggs, waffles and bacon had been consumed with gusto, and the dishes cleared, Blaine refilled his coffee cup and started. “Following the events of yesterday, I dug deeper into staff backgrounds and came up with a connection some of us have already discussed. Miss Amelia Armstrong, one of the campaign supporters and volunteer workers from the get-go is a cousin of Mr. Russell Parr. She has a criminal record that should have come to light when she was vetted, but for some reason it didn’t.” 
 
    A moment of awkward silence ensued waiting for Willa to offer an explanation, but none was forthcoming. 
 
    “What was she arrested for?” asked Ginny. 
 
    “Writing bad checks and embezzlement. She stole money from her employer.” 
 
    Ginny nodded and said nothing more. 
 
    “If it was a long time ago,” said Willa, “she could have put that behind her and tried to do better.” 
 
    Did she know about the girl’s police record? 
 
    “Possibly,” said Blaine, “but it shows she could prove to be untrustworthy. She was dishonest more than once in the past and she was arrested. That and the fact that she’s related to Russell Parr makes me wonder why she’s working in this campaign and not busting her butt for her cousin?” 
 
    Farrell buttered the last biscuit and didn’t look up as he reached for the jam. “She a mole, boss?”   
 
    Blaine shrugged. “When I asked Travis to find her at the convention center yesterday, she was already gone. Lily did some checking, and found out Ms. Armstrong checked out of the hotel without a word to Miss Freeman minutes before the diversion package was delivered by Fed-Ex.” 
 
    “I didn’t know she was leaving,” said Willa. 
 
    Blaine took a long hard look at the campaign manager. He could usually tell if someone was lying. 
 
    “Looks like she wanted to be clear before the police arrived,” said Travis, “but we have no proof she did anything.” 
 
    “But there’s nothing stopping us from taking a closer look at Mr. Parr’s campaign, is there, Jack?” 
 
    “No, boss. Nothing at all.” 
 
    “Okay then, let’s pack up, check out and head for our next stop. Today, try to be aware of anything unusual and pay special attention to people you don’t recognize.” 
 
    Ginny got to her feet. “Before we move on, I want to thank everybody for putting their lives on the line and keeping me safe yesterday. Seeing what could happen, and how it was professionally handled by Blaine and his men, actually quelled some of my fear.” 
 
    Blaine nodded and reached for his crutch. “No problem. Let’s go. Next stop, Sonora.” 
 
      
 
    AFTER A STOP for lunch at a barbeque spot just off the highway, the entourage arrived in Sonora just before three. Doctor Rodriguez and her staff checked into the Best Western, while Travis drove Blaine’s Ram and followed Farrell into the parking lot behind the hotel.  
 
    “After we have a beer,” said Blaine, “we’ll check out the golf course and see what we’re dealing with there.” 
 
    Farrell held the door of the RV open for Blaine, Travis, Lily and Jack. “Don’t let any hot air in. It’s cool in here.” 
 
    “Must be a hundred in the fuckin shade,” said Travis. “Whose idea was it to haul ass all over Texas in the heat?” 
 
    “Not mine,” said Blaine. He sat down at the table and leaned the crutch against the door. “Farrell, you’re the host. Get us a few cold ones.” 
 
    “Ladies first,” said Farrell, nodding at Lily and Mary.  
 
    “I’ll have a Coke,” said Mary. 
 
    “Same for me,” said Lily. “I’m not a day drinker.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “I became a day drinker when I became Jesse’s partner. He converted me.” 
 
    “Me too,” Travis said with a grin. “Some of my best memories are thinking and drinking in Jesse’s trailer.”  
 
    “Sonora ain’t a big place,” said Farrell. “Why are we stopping here?” 
 
    “Halfway to our next stop, I guess,” said Blaine. “Makes no sense logistically. Whoever planned the route was on crack.” 
 
    “That would be Willa,” said Farrell. “I think that old bag of misery used to be a drill sergeant.” 
 
    Mary smiled at Farrell, then turned to Blaine. “Would you look over my story from yesterday and give it a quick edit, when you get time? I don’t want to send anything to the paper that shouldn’t be made public.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll do it before we go to the venue.” Blaine tipped up his beer and finished it. “Farrell, I think we have time for another round.” To Lily: “Where is Russell Parr and his group today?” 
 
    “He’s in Abilene, boss.” 
 
    Blaine glanced in Jack’s direction and he nodded. “Greg is on him, boss.” 
 
    “Good. Maybe we’ll get some intel.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE DROPPED her purse on the granite counter in the kitchen and opened the Sub-Zero to grab a beer. Staying for hours on end at the hospital with Jesse was exhausting, but something she owed him and ultimately owed herself if they were to have a future together. 
 
    I’m not giving up on Jesse. I’ve ruined his life, and I have to fix it. 
 
    She hadn’t broached the subject of moving into Quantrall during his recovery period, but she was working up to it. With the first sip of Lone Star sliding down her parched throat, she dug her ringing cell out of her purse and checked the screen. Uh huh. 
 
    “Yes, sir. What can I help you with?” 
 
    “A pro has been hired. You’re up.” 
 
    “Details?” 
 
    “Gray pickup. Arkansas tag.” A few more words of instruction, and before she could ask for a name or a location, he ended the call. 
 
    How the hell will I find him? 
 
    “Shit.” Annie ran to her room and changed into her leathers. She rolled up a change of clothes and made the roll small enough to fit into her saddle bag. A quick trip to the ensuite for essential toiletries and she was almost ready. 
 
    She hoofed it to the kitchen. “Rosie, have Sarah sleep over with Jackson until I get back, would you, sweetheart?” 
 
    Rosalie glanced up from the pies she was making. “How long will you be gone, Mrs. C?” 
 
    “I’m hoping, just overnight. Back tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay, sure. No problem.” 
 
    In the great room, Annie selected her Remington, broke it down and collected the Armasight, and what she thought would be more than enough ammo.  
 
    I only need one shot. 
 
    She packed the ordnance into a leather travel case and headed for the garage. She raised the overhead door closest to the house—one of six—since she had expanded the garage to accommodate the bikes of all the boys living in the safe-house on the property.  
 
    The engine of her Softail rumbled to life and she let the big bike throb beneath her as she slipped on her helmet and her leather gloves. Adrenaline began pumping through her veins as it always did when she was on a job. 
 
    Let’s do it. 
 
    Annie hit the highway at the end of her long lane and squeezed the gas. Sonora was more than three hours away. Could she get there before dark to have a look around?” 
 
    Sure, I can. 
 
      
 
    THE VENUE FOR Doctor Rodriguez’ speech was much smaller than the last two. The Oak Run Golf Club, a couple miles out of the town of Sonora, was adequate for weddings or smaller gatherings, but only seated two hundred in the dining room. All tickets had been sold. A sellout. 
 
    The fact that only a single road led from the highway to the Oak Run property worked in their favor. Each vehicle could be scrutinized before entering the parking lot. 
 
    Travis dogged Gene the Machine as he did his thing and couldn’t fault the man in any way. He might not like him, but Gene Wyman and his men were thorough and good at their jobs. 
 
    Willa Freeman and her team readied the stage and decorated the room, at the same time the golf course staff buzzed around setting the tables and placing vases of fresh cut bluebonnets in the center of each. 
 
    Travis nodded and felt confident that everything had been done that could be done. No threats of any kind here. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE SPED ACROSS THE I-10, cruising along at just over the limit. She’d been on the road an hour and would soon need gas.  
 
    Hope I’m back in time for visiting hours tomorrow morning. Jesse counts on me being there and I can’t let him down. Never again. 
 
    She pulled off the interstate into a Citgo, jumped off her bike and shoved her credit card into the pump. Two rows over a long-haired biker stared at her as he fueled up his Harley. She looked away, finished up and went inside to use the facilities. When she emerged from the ladies’ room into the back hall of the convenience store he was leaning against the wall. 
 
    Better looking than I thought at first glance. Looks a lot like Sam Bolivar. Same dark complexion and brown eyes. Younger. 
 
    “Want to use the ladies’ room?”  
 
    “I want to use the lady,” he growled. 
 
    She tried to brush past him. “Work on your pick-up line. Sorry, you’re out of luck.” 
 
    He grabbed her arm and pulled her towards him. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    With her left hand, Annie pulled her Beretta out of the waistband at the back of her jeans and rammed it into his package. “Take your hands off me or I’ll pull the trigger.” 
 
    He raised his hands in the air and laughed. “Okay, okay. You got me. Man, I love the feisty ones. What a fuckin turn on.” 
 
    She nodded to his cut. “Why are you in Texas?”  
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “You know my colors?” 
 
    “Familiar. My dead husband wore the same.” She pointed at his broad chest. “No ‘V’ in front of the ‘P.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, and who would that lucky bastard be?” 
 
    “You figure it out.” She walked from the back hallway into the store, picked up a bottle of water and a Coke and set them on the counter in front of the clerk. From a stand on the counter she bought a burner phone. As she pulled a couple of bills from her wallet and gave them to the cashier, she felt his hot breath on her neck.  
 
    “Don’t go yet. I want to get to know you better.” 
 
    Annie shoved the phone into her pocket, picked up her change and her drinks and headed for the door. “Sorry, I’m on a tight schedule.” 
 
    He held the door for her. “Bullshit. Looks to me like you’re just out riding your bike.” 
 
    She tucked the drinks into her saddlebag and threw her leg over her ride. “Looks can be deceiving.” 
 
    “I’ll ride along with you. I’m heading west.” 
 
    “You would be.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “The Rule belongs in Vegas.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “What do you know about The Rule, baby?” 
 
    “Everything.” She started her bike, squeezed the gas and took off. 
 
    A half hour later, the highway turned north, and the setting sun shone too brightly in her eyes as she approached the Kerrville intersection. The biker was still on her tail. When she didn’t see him in the rearview, she could hear the Harley rumble way back. 
 
    He’s gonna be trouble. I can’t let him get in my way. 
 
    A sign for a rest area came into view. Annie didn’t slow and didn’t signal, but when she’d almost passed the turning lane, she cut the bars sharply and veered to the right. 
 
    A glance to her left and she saw him race by.  
 
    A State Trooper’s SUV was parked at the end of a row of vehicles in front of the building that held the facilities. She slipped into the spot next to it, turned off her bike and put the kickstand down. She dug her phone out of her pocket and called Blaine. 
 
      
 
    IT WAS CRAMPED in the RV, with all of them getting dressed for dinner at the same time. Blaine should have got a room for himself, but it didn’t seem fair. The rest of the team was sleeping in cramped quarters and making the best of it. Life wasn’t fair, but he tried to be. 
 
    Lily and Mary were dressed in their finery and enjoying a vodka cooler at the table while they waited for the men.  Travis was in the shower and Farrell was in the bedroom trying to tie his tie. Blaine could hear him cursing the air blue from down the short hallway. 
 
    “I’d better help him.” Mary set her cooler down and went to rescue Farrell. 
 
    Travis scooted to the bedroom wrapped in a towel and pointed at Blaine. “Your turn, boss.”  
 
    Blaine reached for his crutch and his cell rang. Mom. 
 
    “Hey, Annie, how’s everything at the ranch? How’s Jesse doing?” 
 
    “Better, sweetheart. He’s in a private room and he’s much happier. Tyler and I brought the baby to see him.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll visit him as soon as I get back.” 
 
    “Where are you now?” 
 
    “Sonora, parked behind the Best Western. The dinner tonight is at the golf course. A lot smaller than the last venue.” 
 
    “She’s covering as much territory as she can,” said Annie. “Any more problems?” 
 
    “Nothing has come up and I’m hopeful.” 
 
    “How’s your leg, baby?” 
 
    “Umm… okay.” 
 
    “You should be at home. You don’t have to tell me about the pain, I can feel it. I love you.” 
 
    “Love you, Mom.” 
 
    She seems to be in a rush. 
 
      
 
    THE TROOPER adjusted his hat as he strode down the steps from the brick building to the sidewalk. He eyed the big custom bike pulling into the parking lot and didn’t give it more than a cursory glance as he headed for his SUV.  
 
    It had taken the biker a while to catch a turnaround and double back. The fact that he’d taken the time and made the effort didn’t bode well in Annie’s mind.  
 
    He’s not giving up and I’ve got to shake him. Work to do. 
 
    When the Trooper backed out of his spot, biker guy pulled in beside Annie. He turned off the engine and kicked the stand down. “You tried to ditch me.” 
 
    “Guess I didn’t.” She slipped her gloves on and did up the snaps on her jacket even though it was a thousand fuckin degrees. It would be cool once she got going again. At that moment she noticed the banjo airbrushed on his tank. 
 
    His brother’s bike. 
 
    “Don’t take off yet, I want to talk to you.” 
 
    Annie tossed her leg over her turquoise ride. “Always get what you want?” 
 
    He took a stance and she could read the violence coursing through his muscular body. “You don’t want to see me angry,” he snarled. 
 
    “I don’t want to see you at all.” 
 
    “Come on,” his voice softened. “You’re the most gorgeous female biker I’ve ever had the pleasure to meet. I’m Linc Bolivar. At least tell me your name?” 
 
    You look a lot like Sam.   
 
    “Annie… Annie Ogilvie.” 
 
    He straddled his bike with his mouth hanging open. “Jesus, you could have told me.” 
 
    “I did tell you.” She pushed her bike backwards, turned the bars, then started the engine and took off. 
 
      
 
    THE VENUE was smaller and more intimate. The servers in the dining room were efficient and friendly as they brought each course and cleared away the dishes from the previous one. 
 
    Fewer members of the press showed up, but they seemed more polite and a little less aggressive here in Sonora than they had in Laredo or San Antonio. Mary mingled with her peers and took notes as the evening progressed.  
 
    Doctor Rodriquez wore a gold dress that hugged her curves and contrasted against her coppery skin and her shiny black hair, glowing like polished ebony under the lights. What little makeup she wore was perfectly applied. A beautiful woman, and Blaine could tell that Travis was in awe of everything she did and said. 
 
    Jesus, Trav. Don’t. 
 
    The Mayor of Sonoma introduced her with words of praise for her tireless charity work, her philanthropy, and he highlighted a few of her outstanding accomplishments that indicated she would be the perfect choice for Governor of Texas. Ginny stepped into the spotlight, smiling and thanking him for his kindness.   
 
    Blaine did a three-sixty around the room and verified that there was security at every exit. Travis had disappeared backstage to double check the candidate’s safety and didn’t return.  
 
    Lily set her coffee cup in the saucer. “Travis seems to like Doctor Rodriguez a lot.” 
 
    “Does that upset you, Lil?” asked Blaine. “I thought you might have had a thing for him at one time.” 
 
    “Maybe I did… for a minute, but he’s all over the place—brooding over Mrs. Powell, sometimes flirting with me and buying me lunch, and now mooning over a woman who is eight years older than him with a lifestyle he professes to hate? I have to think—what the hell, Travis? Do you know what you want?” 
 
    “He’s been a mess since he screwed up with Annie,” said Blaine. “His head ain’t on straight.” 
 
    “Better to steer clear of that,” said Lily. “Save myself a lot of grief.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “I don’t want to see you sad, Lil.” 
 
    “You seem sad sometimes too, boss. Is it going well with Misty, or is that too personal a question?” 
 
    “Sometimes it goes well, but mostly I fall short of her expectations a lot of the time. Not enough hours in the day to make people happy.” 
 
    “It’s hard to find the right person,” said Lily. “For some, it never happens.” 
 
    The speech ended amid loud cheering and the crowd rose to its collective feet.  
 
    “Another one done, Lil. Three down and I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “You need to get a room of your own, take your meds and sleep.” 
 
      
 
    WHEN ANNIE HIT SONOMA, it was almost dark. Later than she wanted it to be, but she still had time. She started with the first hotel she came to and circled the parking lot. No gray pickup. On to the next. How many hotels could a small town like Sonoma support?  
 
    What time is it? Are they at the golf club now? 
 
    The low rumble behind her grew louder and she could feel Bolivar still on her tail.  
 
    How am I gonna do my job with him watching me? 
 
    Blaine is at the Best Western. Would the hitman pick the same hotel as the candidate? Not likely, but she checked anyway. She cruised through the parking area, saw the big RV sitting at the back fence all in darkness. No sign of a gray pickup. 
 
    If tonight is the night, he might be setting up at the golf club on or an access road nearby. I’d better go there first.  
 
    She stopped near the trees at the back of the lot, away from the security lighting, and undid her saddle bag. She assembled the Remington, screwed the scope down tight and slipped the gun into a sling she had custom made for it. Barely visible to other vehicles. 
 
    Almost ready to go and there he was again, cruising slowly through the rows of parked vehicles looking for her. Why didn’t he give up? He turned her way and saw her. She sat on her bike like a deer caught in his single headlight.  
 
    She waved him over.  
 
    He pulled up next to her and shut the engine down, so he could hear what she was saying. “What the hell are you doing back here in the trees?” 
 
    “None of your fucking business. That’s what. If you don’t let me do my job, I’m gonna have to kill you. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    He snorted. “Girl, you are the best.” 
 
    While he was busy laughing, she slid the rifle out of the sling and swung the stock at his head as hard as she could. The butt of the gun caught him in the temple and he toppled off his bike. The big black Harley tipped sideways and rested on top of him. Silence at last. 
 
    Annie zoomed out of the Best Western parking lot and headed back for the golf course sign she’d seen on the way into town. She turned and followed the two-lane strip of asphalt for maybe a quarter mile. The road led to the golf course and nowhere else—private property. The parking lot had overflowed, and vehicles were parked on both sides of the narrow road. She cruised slowly along her eyes searching for a gray pickup. 
 
    None in the laneway. She circled through the parking lot, up and down each row. 
 
    There it is. Arkansas plate. 
 
    She memorized the number. Would he be inside? No, if he was a pro, like he was reported to be, he’d have picked a spot with a perfect vantage point. He’d take the candidate out between the building and the limo or whatever conveyance was transporting her, then jump in his truck, blend in with the crowd and become invisible.  
 
    She noticed one security guard at the front entrance as she checked for obstructions. A decorative overhang maybe two feet wide across the front of the building. Nothing else. The clubhouse was plain—utilitarian. 
 
    Annie parked her bike, took the gun out of the sling and circled the one-storey structure, staying close to the tree line. The land was flat. He’d have no vantage point but the roof, and how would he get down fast enough once he’d fired his shot? Bad choice. 
 
    I wouldn’t use the roof. What else was there? 
 
    From the far side of the building, she saw it, light-colored tin glowing in the moonlight. A storage tank for watering the greens. Close enough if he was a good shot. 
 
    Full dark now, and if he was focused on the front of the building, he wouldn’t be looking her way. Annie ran across the green directly behind the clubhouse—was it the eighteenth? Didn’t matter. The tank was past the next fairway. As she ran, she heard a roar from inside and figured the speech had just ended. 
 
    Have to hurry. They’ll be coming out soon. She approached the tank from the side and there he was, sitting at the top of the ladder, his gun aimed at the entrance. In perfect position and ready to rock as soon as he had a target. She tightened the scope on her Remington, positioned his left temple in the crosshairs and squeezed the trigger.  
 
    Pop. 
 
    Barely audible with the suppressor on. The croaking of the frogs in the water hazard behind her was louder by far. 
 
    The gun flew down first, followed seconds later by the shooter.  
 
    Plop. Thud. 
 
    He landed right at her feet in the dewy grass. She knelt down, picked up her brass with the help of a penlight, then searched his pockets and found what she was looking for. Burner phone, but not the one she wanted him to have. She switched phones, shoved his into her pocket and ran for her bike. 
 
    Down the road and back on the interstate in less than three minutes. At the first rest area, heading east, Annie stopped and sent a text. “Done.” 
 
    “That’s my girl.” 
 
     She smashed the shooter’s cell under her Harley boot, took the sim card with her and threw the rest in the trash. 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    BLAINE’S CELL woke him from a deep sleep. He’d taken his pain meds after everything wrapped up at the golf course and gone straight to bed. He opened his eyes wide enough to see the number on the phone. 
 
    Jesus, not so early. Guess it’s later in the east. 
 
    Blaine pressed the button and the man was already talking. “A couple of loose ends to tie up, then you’re finished. Hand campaign security back to Wyman.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. What are the loose ends?” Not fast enough—dead air on the other end of the line. 
 
    He struggled out of bed, trying not to involve his leg in any of the movement, grabbed his smokes from the tiny nightstand and limped outside. Not yet dawn, but he could feel the heat coming. He sat on the metal step attached to the big bus and lit up a Marlborough.  
 
    Why are we finished? What’s different?  
 
    Five minutes later, Farrell appeared at the door of the RV in his boxers, reached down and handed him his cell. “Your phone was ringing, bro. Woke me up. Think the screen said Sheriff’s Office.” 
 
    Blaine pressed the number and got the Sheriff’s office in Sonoma on the first ring. 
 
    “Ranger Blackmore, a body was found this morning on the Oak Run Golf Course by the groundskeeper. He was in early to check on the sprinklers and made the discovery. You may want to take a look.” 
 
    “How did you know to call me?” 
 
    “A directive. Can you meet me there in twenty minutes?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    What the fuck is going on? 
 
    Blaine tried to stand and let out a groan when his bandaged leg touched the pavement. Farrell reached down to give him a hand up the step. “Jesus, bro, don’t step on your fuckin leg.” 
 
    “We need to get our asses to the golf course. There’s a corpse over there with our name on it.” 
 
    “Why’s the sheriff calling us?” 
 
    “That’s what I asked him,” Farrell pulled him up the step. “and he gave me some bullshit answer. Get dressed and leave the rest of them asleep,” said Blaine. “You and I will go.” 
 
      
 
    THE YELLOW TAPE extended from the legs of the storage tank to a couple of four-foot pieces of rusty rebar that had been jammed into the flawless grass ten or twelve feet away. A rough-looking rectangle surrounding the sniper and his rifle, but the message was clear to any early-morning foursomes passing by on the hunt for their balls.  
 
    The Sheriff lifted the tape for Blaine to duck under with his crutches—he had opted for both of them thinking the terrain might be rougher than he could manage with one.  
 
    Farrell followed, took one look at the head of the corpse and looked away. Crime scenes weren’t his strong point.  
 
    “Do y’all remember me, Ranger Blackmore? We met a while ago when you picked up a prisoner from my lockup.” 
 
    Blaine shook his hand. “I remember, Sheriff Oxford. Nice to see you again.” 
 
    “Ranger Quantrall not with y’all today?” 
 
    “No, he’s in the hospital. He had another heart attack and won’t be working for a while.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that. Nicer man you couldn’t meet.” 
 
    Blaine nodded, feeling worse than ever for his partner. He took a step closer to the ME who was kneeling on the grass and about to zip up the body. “COD looks obvious.” 
 
    “One shot to the head. Nice and neat,” said the doctor. “From the angle, I’d say the shooter was standing right about there on the grass shooting up.” He pointed to the right of the tower. 
 
    “We’ll check for brass and footprints over there,” said one of the crime scene techs. Two young guys with metal kits at their feet stood near the tape waiting to get started. 
 
    “ID on the body?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Nope, just this burner phone.” The doctor held up the evidence bag and handed it to one of the techs.  
 
    “I’d like a list of the numbers on the phone as soon as you can get it to me.” Blaine handed the tech one of his cards.  
 
    “That mean y’all are gonna take this murder off my hands, Ranger?” The sheriff had a hopeful look in his eyes. 
 
    “Send the body, the physical evidence, and a copy of all your preliminary reports to Chief Calhoun at DPS and copy me as well. We’ll let you off the hook on this one.” 
 
    “I thank y’all for that. This murder has a connection to the attempt on Doctor Rodriguez in Laredo, I’m guessing,” said the sheriff. “And that’s why y’all are interested.” 
 
    “You could be correct, sir.” He shook Oxford’s hand. “I’m betting you are.” 
 
    Farrell drove Blaine’s truck back to the hotel. “What do you make of it, bro? Same guy trying again to eliminate her?” 
 
    “We could guess that, but we’ll have to prove it.” 
 
    “The guy from the roof in Laredo ain’t saying a word, so the only clue we’ve got is Russell Parr’s cousin working for Ginny’s campaign. And she didn’t even do anything illegal—lately.” Farrell chuckled. “Sounds weak when you say it out loud.”  
 
    “When we get an ID on this shooter, we might get somewhere.” 
 
    “If he’s a pro, his prints might not show up,” said Farrell, “Those guys are careful. Where do we go next on the campaign trail?” 
 
    “We don’t. We’re handing security back to Gene Wyman and heading for home.” 
 
    “Why would we do that?” asked Farrell. “We just got another murder dumped on us.” 
 
    “We were told to tie up the loose ends and go home.” 
 
    “Somebody knows something we don’t.” 
 
    “That’s my guess. Drop me at the front entrance. I’ll go talk to Doctor Rodriguez.” 
 
      
 
    GINNY RODRIGUEZ was eating breakfast alone in her suite when Blaine interrupted her. She welcomed him in and offered him a cup of coffee. 
 
    “Thanks so much for the coffee. I haven’t had time for any yet this morning, and I’m a caffeine junkie.” 
 
    She sat down opposite him at the table wearing a pink satin robe. “Busy morning? Something happening that I should know about?” 
 
    “Yes, and yes.” He gave her all the details he had on the man found at the golf course.  
 
    “If he was perched on the water tank does that indicate he was a sniper, waiting for me to come out of the building? That’s what I’m reading into it. Correct me if I’m wrong.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re wrong, and I believe as soon as I connect him to the person who hired him, all of this will be over.” 
 
    “But it’s not over yet?” 
 
    “It’s over for me,” said Blaine. “here in Sonora. But I’ll be finishing up at headquarters. I’ve been recalled. So someone believes you are safe, or will be by the end of the day. I’ll speak to Mr. Wyman before I leave.” 
 
    “This is a travel day for us. Very little exposure.” 
 
    Blaine stood up and secured his single crutch. “Good luck on the rest of your campaign. From what I’ve seen from your supporters, it should be a cakewalk.” 
 
    She smiled. “Loved having you around, Blaine. I’ve read a lot about your work in violent crime with past Governor’s—especially Scott Richardson—and if I make it to the Governor’s mansion in Austin, you can expect to hear from me.” 
 
    Blaine smiled back at her. “It will be my pleasure, Ginny.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE LIMPED back to the RV hoping to find a pot of coffee on the stove. He was half way around the hotel, moving at a snail’s pace across the parking lot, when a big biker jogged across the asphalt and straddled his bike. Blaine nodded as he limped past and the biker said something he didn’t hear. He stopped, turned and took a couple steps closer. 
 
    “You with the guys in the RV?” he asked. 
 
    “Yep. Can I help you with something?” 
 
    “Don’t think anybody can help me. The question sounds crazy even to me and I’m the one asking it.” 
 
    “What’s the question?” asked Blaine. “Try me.” 
 
    “Last night, did any of you guys see a gorgeous black-haired biker on a turquoise Harley?” 
 
    “Annie was here?” He blurted it out before he could stop himself.  
 
    Shit, I shouldn’t have said that to a stranger. 
 
    “Jesus, man. You fuckin know her?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “All I wanted was… well I wanted too much and came on too strong. I would have settled for a drink.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “She cold-cocked me with her rifle. I had such a fuckin headache when I woke up with my ride on top of me,” his hand went to the swelling on the side of his head, “I booked a room and slept all night.” 
 
    “Interesting story.” Blaine balanced on his crutch and lit up a Marlborough. 
 
    “So, you gonna help me out or not?” 
 
    “Help you with what?” 
 
    “Give me her number, or like that?” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “After she hit you?” 
 
    The big biker chuckled, and he reminded Blaine of somebody. He couldn’t think who. 
 
    “Yeah, I know I’m an idiot, but I liked her. A lot.” 
 
    Blaine eyed the guy’s cut. “You best forget about her and get back to Vegas.” 
 
    “Fuck, can everybody in Texas recognize my club?” 
 
    “Some of us can.” 
 
    “You with a club, buddy?” 
 
    “A more powerful club than The Rule.” 
 
    The biker’s eyes narrowed, and his lip curled. “Yeah, like who would that be?” 
 
    “Texas Rangers.” Blaine reached for his creds. 
 
    “Fuck, I’m out of here.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS STOOD at the stove with his eyes on a sizzling frying pan of bacon and eggs when Blaine finally made it to the RV. Breakfast was cooking and it smelled good. Blaine was close to starving, and besides thinking about his growling stomach, he was still thinking about his weird conversation with the biker.  
 
    Why was Annie in Sonora last night and what did it mean?   
 
    He sat down at the table, pushed the crutches towards Farrell and eyed the carafe of coffee. “Could somebody pour me a coffee? I’m dying here.” 
 
    “Sure, boss,” said Travis, “food coming your way too. Some of us have already eaten. Just you and Farrell haven’t. Where did y’all go so early?” 
 
    Farrell filled Travis and Jack in on the sniper story and ended by saying, “We’re done here. We’re going home.” 
 
    Travis shook his head. “We can’t do that. What if we abandon Ginny and there’s more trouble?” 
 
    “Her security detail is competent,” said Blaine, “and we have our orders. We’re to clear up the unfinished details and we can do that better at DPS. I’ve already spoken to Doctor Rodriguez and she knows we’re leaving.” 
 
    Travis set plates of fried eggs and bacon in front of Farrell and Blaine. He walked two steps back to the counter and popped down four slices of bread. “I ain’t going, boss. Tell you right now, I’m staying with her until I’m convinced the danger has passed.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “Do what you have to do, Trav. Go fill Wyman in on what’s happening, then talk to Doctor Rodriguez. If you change your mind, do it within the hour.” 
 
    The toast popped up and Travis ignored it. He turned and jogged towards the bedroom he was sharing with Jack. “I’ll get my stuff.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE SLEPT a little later than usual after her long ride home from Sonora. She had a quick shower and dressed for the hospital. Her cell was ringing somewhere close by, but she couldn’t remember where she’d left it. She dumped her purse on the bed and there it was.  
 
    “Hey, sweetheart, coming home soon?” 
 
    “Why would you think I was coming home, Mom?” 
 
    “Why are you sounding so testy? It was just a question because I miss you.” 
 
    “You could have dropped in for a visit last night. I heard you were in Sonora.” 
 
    “What?” She rubbed a hand over her heart.  
 
    “A guy from The Rule talked to me this morning and he described you and your bike perfectly. What were you doing in the parking lot of my hotel?” 
 
    Annie inhaled a breath and made a decision.  
 
    I’m not lying to my son any longer. 
 
    “Looking for the sniper’s truck.” 
 
    “Fuck, Mom. Why are you doing this behind my back? I knew it was you in Round Rock. You could have told me.” 
 
    “I was told not to.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, I don’t want you doing shit like this. You could get hurt and then I would fuckin die—I can’t take it.” 
 
    “That’s why he didn’t want you to know. Oh, baby, don’t be so sad. I’ll stop if you want me to. It’s a good time for me to quit anyways. I want to take care of Jesse when he comes home from the hospital.” 
 
    “Is he coming to the ranch?” 
 
    “I doubt it. I’ll stay at Quantrall if he lets me.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll ask you, after… you know?” 
 
    “He wants me with him in the hospital every day, so I’m hoping.” 
 
    “I hope so too, Mom. Honest, I do.” 
 
    “Don’t let on to anybody that you know about the wet work, sugar. You’re not supposed to know.” 
 
    “Because I would’ve vetoed it from day one. That’s why.” 
 
    “That might be the reason.” 
 
    “Trust me. That’s the reason.” 
 
    “The case should wrap now. You can make an arrest.” 
 
    “I need evidence.” 
 
    “Some will turn up.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE WAS PROPPED up a little in his hospital bed when Annie arrived, and that pasty-gray death look had all but vanished. He brightened when she came through the door and gave her a smile.  “Hey, Ace, did you bring me something to read?” 
 
    Annie dumped a bag of magazines—Guns and Ammo, several horse periodicals and a few paperbacks—mostly true crime—on the bed beside him. “You should find a couple of things there you like.” 
 
    “Thanks, sweetheart. I’m getting bored, but I think that means I’m getting better.” 
 
    “You’ll be out of here soon. A couple more days before the warden lets you go home.” 
 
    “Brian has been testy, and I’m sorry about that, but he’s being extra careful. He said it was a close call.” 
 
    She plopped down in the chair next to the bed, her wild mane of hair half covering her face. “I know it was close, and I don’t want him taking chances with your recovery. Has he talked about hiring a nurse when you go home?” 
 
    “He mentioned it more than once, but I’m not keen on that idea. I can manage. Ty will help me with Charity.” 
 
    “What if I brought Jackson and stayed with you and the baby for a couple of weeks?” 
 
    Jesse said nothing as he processed the idea and Annie took it as a bad sign. He would have said yes right away if it was something he wanted. “I… I’m not sure.” 
 
    She fought back the tears and tried not to let him see how disappointed she was. “It’s okay. I just thought I’d offer.” 
 
    “A lovely offer, Ace, and I appreciate it. I do. Let me think about it, okay?” 
 
      
 
    JACK SLID BEHIND the wheel of Blaine’s diesel to drive back to Austin. Travis had opted out of the trip home, and possibly opted out of his job as well. Blaine was pissed and hadn’t decided what the call should be. The big marine was struggling with a lot of personal issues and battling scars he’d incurred on the job. Blaine couldn’t overlook how much physical suffering Travis had endured in the so-called line of duty. Was the day-to-day battle against the pain screwing with his head? Travis was always the first one to put his life on the line for his partners. 
 
    I’ll give him a day or two. 
 
    Jack took the ramp for the interstate with Farrell piloting the big RV behind. Lily was riding with Farrell and Mary today, maybe slightly down in the doldrums about Travis staying with the candidate. 
 
    Who knew what women were thinking? 
 
    “This wasn’t a good one for you, boss,” said Jack. “You should have been at home on the sofa with the remote these past few days.” 
 
    “Guess it was a test, Jack. See what I’m made of.” 
 
    “I think you passed, but I’m glad we’re done with that political grind. I’ve had more fun at the dentist.” 
 
    Blaine laughed at Jack. “What do you guys do for fun? Haven’t seen you living it up much since you came on the job in Austin.” 
 
    “Don’t date much. Hard to have a relationship when we move around so much. Now that we’re kind of settled in with you as your permanent backup, opportunities might open up.” 
 
    “You guys train at the farm?” 
 
    Jack nodded and didn’t elaborate. “What about you?” 
 
    “Nothing formal. I learned to survive on the streets of Odessa running with a gang when my parents died, then when Annie rescued me, she taught me everything I needed to know about firearms.” 
 
    “I heard you were inquiring about your father?” 
 
    Blaine raised an eyebrow. “Oh, yeah? I was—I am. I’m looking at it from a different angle now, and I want to dig into it, but haven’t had the time yet.” 
 
    “After we wrap this one up, take some down time. For your leg and for personal stuff.” 
 
    “Personal,” Blaine mumbled, “Misty is pissed at me.” 
 
    Jack laughed. “Pretty girl. She’ll get over it.” 
 
    “Maybe I can fix it right now.” Blaine pulled out his cell and called. “Hey, sweetheart, I’m on my way home. How about Tulley’s at seven?” 
 
    “Oh, today? I’m so excited. I’ll take a long bubble bath and wear something sexy. Can’t wait to see you.” 
 
    Jack looked across the console to hear the results. “Well?” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “She sounds happy.” 
 
      
 
    THE CLOUD of depression Jesse was so familiar with in the past, descended from a stormy place on high and settled on his shoulders after Annie left his hospital room. He wrestled with the question in his mind and couldn’t let himself rest until he’d made a decision. He loved Annie with all his heart, but could he take a chance on her again? His life was on the line and he needed every moment of his life to raise his daughter. 
 
    Brian opened the door and quietly entered the room. He checked his watch when he saw his brother was awake. “You should be sleeping. Aren’t the meds working?” 
 
    Jesse shrugged. 
 
    Brian sat in the guest chair beside the bed after glancing at the monitor. Something he never did. “Your readings are way off, Jesse. I’m aware that you think my desire to keep Annie away from you is based on some personal issue I have with her, but I assure you, it isn’t. You are my patient and I’ll always say and do what’s best for you and let the chips fall.” 
 
    “Ace offered to move to Quantrall for a couple of weeks when I go home and take care of me.” 
 
    Brian said nothing, waiting for Jesse to finish his thought. 
 
    “I’m getting stronger but you and I both know I’m not out of the woods. However long I have, six months or six years, I want to be there for my daughter. There is only one choice for me and I have to choose Charity. She’s my responsibility. What’s upsetting me,” he tilted his head towards the monitor, “is how to tell Annie, no.” 
 
    Brian nodded. “According to what the mean red machine is telling me, you can’t go down that road yourself. Either I will tell her, as gently as I can, or Ty can do it.” 
 
    Jesse turned his head, so Brian wouldn’t see the tears. “Ty better do it.” 
 
      
 
    ROSALIE LEFT for the day and Annie finished clearing up the kitchen after dinner. She was lonely without a man in her life. Declan wasn’t coming back any time soon with his mother needing him, and Jesse was afraid to give her another chance. She’d read it in his face when she’d offered to move to Quantrall. Her life was empty, and she had no one to thank but herself. 
 
    Her cell signaled a text and she picked it up from the granite island. Tyler. 
 
    “Want to go to Boots for a beer?” 
 
    “No thanks. I know what you have to tell me, and I don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    “Maybe we could have a beer anyway. Might make you feel better.” 
 
    “No thanks.” 
 
    She put Jackson to bed and read him two stories. He went straight to sleep, always tired from playing outdoors all day. The house was almost silent as she undressed and slipped on her nightshirt. She crawled into bed, propped pillows up behind her and turned on the flat screen on the bedroom wall.  
 
    Two minutes into a rerun of Criminal Minds her cell rang. 
 
    “No, Ty, I’m not going out,” she mumbled as she checked the screen. 
 
    Unknown caller. 
 
    “This is Linc. Have I got the right Annie?” 
 
    Damn it. He has my number. 
 
    “You sure don’t.” She pressed end. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    BLAINE WOKE in his room at the estate and it didn’t feel any more like home than it had since he moved there. This wasn’t his house and he needed to go home for a lot of reasons. 
 
    His dinner with Misty the night before had gone well up to a point. She loved Tulley’s and seemed happy he was home. She didn’t bring up moving into his old Victorian and for that he was grateful. He planned to spend the night with her, but his leg was kicking up more pain than usual and he couldn’t do it. She made no secret of her disappointment, but there was no help for it.   
 
    I have to have it checked out at the hospital. 
 
    Carm hugged him in the kitchen before he sat down at the table. He’d come in late from Misty’s the night before, but when Carm heard him, she’d gotten out of bed, hugged him tightly in the hallway and cried.  
 
    He propped his crutches against the wall and eased down into a chair. Carm never took her black eyes off him. He pointed to the chair on the other side of the table and she nodded. Before she sat down, Carm turned the heat down on the stove and brought him a mug of coffee. She always brewed the Panamanian blend he couldn’t live without. The cream was already on the table along with his place setting. 
 
    In Spanish, Blaine began. “I want to go home. This place is nice, but it doesn’t feel right. What do you think?” 
 
    She smiled and nodded. “Si, it’s time to go home.” 
 
      
 
    CHIEF CALHOUN grinned when Blaine and Farrell showed up with large containers of Starbuck’s coffee. “Hey, I’ve missed my boys, and I missed good coffee too. Can’t say that I haven’t. Good to see you boys home safe and sound.” He nodded towards Blaine’s leg. “Almost sound.” 
 
    “I’ve got to get it checked today. I have an appointment in an hour. I’m overdue on that front.” 
 
    The Chief sifted through a few things on his desk. “Okay, we won’t waste time. Let’s see what we’ve got from Sonora.” 
 
    “Did they find a vehicle?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Yep. Parked behind the clubhouse overnight and the manager said it didn’t belong to any of the employees. The Arkansas tag on the truck is all we’ve got to go on for ID. No prints in the system. The pickup was registered to a Cal Durbin—may or may not be his real name—and there’s a street address in Texarkana.” 
 
    “If he borrowed the truck, that might not even be him,” said Farrell. “Need to check it out.” 
 
    “The interesting part comes from the lab. The shooter had a burner phone in his pocket with only one phone number in it. A number belonging to Mr. Russell Parr, one of the other candidates.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” said Blaine. “We can bring Parr in for questioning now.” He leaned forward and tapped on the Chief’s desk with his finger as his thoughts came together. “Let’s transport the guy that Laredo PD is holding and play him and Parr off against each other. We might shake something loose.”   
 
    “Uh huh,” said Calhoun. “The guy Travis snagged on the roof of the hotel?” 
 
    “That’s the one,” said Blaine. “Too bad I blew the other one away, but I fuckin hated to let him shoot Farrell.” 
 
    The Chief smiled. 
 
    “That roof guy went mute,” said Farrell. “He ain’t said a single word, but if he finds out Parr is in custody, maybe he’ll want to roll and cut a deal.” 
 
    “Where’s Travis?” asked the Chief. 
 
    Blaine let out a breath. “A bit of a hitch there, Chief. He got slightly overly attached to Doctor Rodriguez and he refused to leave her without added protection. He stayed with her on the tour.” 
 
    “What?” The Chief screwed up his face in disbelief. “She’s eons older than him, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Don’t know what the fuck an eon is, but eight years older,” said Farrell, “but she don’t look it. She’s one of those older women who’s still a ten.” 
 
    “What’s his status with you, Blacky?” 
 
    “I was pissed at first and wanted to fire his ass, but he’s too good to lose. I’m giving him a couple of days to think it through—he’s been pretty messed up lately—then I’ll call and give him an ultimatum. Get his ass back here or find employment elsewhere.” 
 
    “He might realize he’s thinking with his dick,” said the Chief. “Is she that hot? He can’t blow his career off like that.” 
 
    “Pretty hot, Chief,” said Farrell wearing a wide grin. “Maybe his new career is in the Governor’s mansion. The Governor’s stud.” 
 
    “Shit,” said the Chief, “I fuckin hope not. He’s too good a cop for us to lose him.” 
 
    Blaine checked his watch. “Okay, while I’m at the hospital, Farrell can take a squad and a deputy and bring Parr in. Make him comfortable in an interrogation room until I get back. And… let’s have our closest office get on up to Texarkana and toss the shooter’s address. See what they get. And… have Laredo transport our roof guy to us along with anything they have on the dead guy, the rappelling dude I capped.” 
 
    The Chief nodded as he made a few notes. “Yep, we’ll bring all the pieces together and we’ll get enough to make it stick.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE LEFT THE hospital with a freshly bandaged leg and a new load of pain meds—stronger ones—and a warning to take it easy on the leg. Healing wasn’t as far along as it should have been, and the doctor was concerned. He wanted Blaine off the leg for a week and extracted a promise of less activity. 
 
    He swore his present case was almost wrapped and then he’d take two weeks off to rest and to move back home and try to get his head together. 
 
    Jack parked at the front of DPS to let him out. “Hate having you drive me all over, Jack. Waste of your time.” 
 
    “Hey, I get paid no matter what I’m doing, and I love driving this big monster.” 
 
    Blaine pulled out his cell. “Have to make one call before I go in.” He pressed Mary’s contact number. “Can you meet me in the lobby at headquarters in an hour?” 
 
    Russell Parr was in holding room three. The ‘occupied’ sign showed in the corridor. Before confronting Parr, Blaine stuck his head in the Chief’s office and let him know he was back. 
 
    “How was the leg?” 
 
    “I need to take some time off to get it healed.” 
 
    “Anybody would,” said the Chief. “You’re not fuckin Superman.” 
 
    Blaine grinned, closed the Chief’s door and limped with the help of his crutches to room three. He opened the door, caught one of the crutches on the threshold and cursed. Parr didn’t even look up. 
 
    “Why am I here?” he mumbled at his hands. 
 
    The candidate in the number two polling spot was tall, broad-shouldered and heavyset. His fleshy face showed signs of age, but not many laugh lines. His hair was thinning and receding, dark brown mixed with gray. The dark blue suit, summer weight, was expensive and custom tailored to fit a body past it’s prime. The second-place candidate looked like hell. 
 
    “Mr. Parr, I’m Blaine Blackmore.” 
 
    Parr raised an eyebrow when he finally looked up. “I thought you’d be bigger.” 
 
    Fuck off. 
 
    Blaine sat down and opened his briefcase. “I need to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    “My wife is sending an attorney from her firm, so we’ll have to wait for him to show up before we start.” 
 
    “No problem.” Blaine stood, “Can I get you a drink?” 
 
    “Coffee. Regular.” 
 
    On the way to the lunch room, Blaine tapped twice and opened the Chief’s door. “His wife is sending an attorney.” 
 
    “I’ll join y’all when all parties are ready to go.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll let you know.” 
 
    A half hour passed before Russell Parr’s wife arrived with her colleague, a trial lawyer named James Walsh-Somers. Heavy hitter in the court system with a high win average. Big reputation, but not a big man. Five feet eight, slim build with blond hair a little longer than the norm. Average looking with gold rimmed glasses perched on a prominent nose. The largest thing about him was his huge briefcase. 
 
    He introduced himself politely and asked for a minute alone with his client before the questioning began.  
 
    Blaine complied and went to fetch Chief Calhoun. “Ready to go, Chief.” 
 
    “This should be interesting.” The Chief followed Blaine back to the room and asked one of his deputies to bring two extra chairs. 
 
    When they were all settled, Blaine set up the recorder with the case information and began. “Do you know why you’re here, Mr. Parr?” 
 
    “I haven’t the slightest idea.” 
 
    “But you felt you needed an attorney, nonetheless?” 
 
    “Having an attorney with you at the police station is never a bad idea,” he said with a bit of a smirk. 
 
    Blaine nodded. “True enough.” He stared directly at Parr and Parr looked away. “While you were on the campaign circuit up in Abilene, did you hear that Doctor Rodriguez was the victim of a botched attempt on her life in her hotel in Laredo?” 
 
    “How could I not hear about it? It was on every TV station in Texas.” 
 
    “I guess you also heard that one of the men you hired was killed in the attempt?” 
 
    Attorney Walsh-Somers held up a cautioning hand. “My client won’t answer that question Mr. Blackmore.” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “Didn’t think he would.” 
 
    “Would anyone like coffee?” asked the Chief. 
 
    Head shakes all around. No takers for the horrible brew at DPS. 
 
    “Let’s move on to the next stop in Doctor Rodriguez’ campaign,” said Blaine. “Sonora.” 
 
    “Did something happen in Sonora?” asked Parr. “The poor woman is cursed with bad luck, but that has nothing to do with me.” 
 
    Parr’s attorney asked, “Before we continue, could we have a reason why my client has been brought to Ranger Headquarters, please? A legitimate reason.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Blaine. “A sniper was sent to Sonora to eliminate Doctor Rodriguez. Luckily, the sniper was himself eliminated before he could complete the job I’m sure he was paid handily for. A cell phone was found in his pocket and the only number in the phone belongs to Mr. Parr.” 
 
    Parr sat silently and stared at his hands. 
 
    “There could be any number of explanations for Mr. Parr’s number being in the man’s phone,” said the attorney. 
 
    “Give me one,” said Blaine. “One reason Mr. Parr is communicating with a professional killer.” 
 
    “It must be a mistake,” said Parr, his voice a bit shaky. 
 
    “Nope. No mistake,” said Blaine. “Verified by the lab.” 
 
    “You’ll never get to trial if that’s all you have, gentlemen. The DA will laugh at you. My client is leaving.” 
 
    The Chief got to his feet. “I think we’ll give Mr. Parr overnight accommodation. Book him, Ranger Blackmore.” 
 
    “What are you charging him with?” asked Walsh-Somers. 
 
    “Attempted murder, two counts,” said the Chief. 
 
    The lawyer turned to Parr. “Don’t worry, I’ll have you out of here tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Parr’s face was ashen as Blaine handcuffed him and led him to booking. 
 
      
 
    FARRELL SAT WITH MARY in the lobby waiting for Blaine.  
 
    “Did you fill her in, bro?” Blaine balanced on his crutches in front of the two of them. 
 
    Mary nodded. “Blaine, you better tell me exactly what you want in the paper. I don’t want to get it wrong.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE BUSIED HERSELF with her horses, trying not to think about the mess she had made of her life because of Race Ogilvie. Jesse had divorced her and despite her begging him to take her back, he was sticking with his decision. She couldn’t blame him. The stress of their relationship had almost killed him. Brian was right. She had to stay away from Jesse. 
 
    She was mucking out her third stall of the morning when her cell rang in her pocket. She took her work gloves off, pulled out her phone and checked the screen.  
 
    Him again. 
 
    “Hey, Linc.” 
 
    “You remembered my name. That’s a start.” 
 
    “Nope. No start. I’m not in the market to start anything.” 
 
    “Can we talk on the phone? Friendly conversation?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Question. Who was that kid that knew you in Sonora?” 
 
    “My son.” 
 
    “He was too old to be your son.” 
 
    “I adopted him when he was sixteen.” 
 
    “Is he your only kid?” 
 
    “Why do you want to know?” 
 
    “Friendly conversation. That’s all.” 
 
    “Race and I have a son.” 
 
    “No shit?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “I want to know about Race.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He built the club and was the greatest leader The Rule ever had. I want to know the man and how he thought. I’ll be president soon, and I need to know.” 
 
    “Too soon for me to talk about Race.” 
 
    “I get it. I lost someone close to me too.” 
 
    Your brother.  
 
    “My brother, Sam. He played the banjo, and everybody called him that. Just Banjo.” 
 
    “Sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “Thanks for talking to me. I feel better somehow.” 
 
    I don’t. 
 
    Annie shoved her phone into her pocket and went back to shoveling shit. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    BLAINE GLANCED AROUND the richly appointed study he used for an office at the estate, thinking it might be the last time he worked in this room. He sank into the leather chair behind the desk and turned on his laptop. 
 
    Chief Calhoun had called earlier and the Rangers who searched the sniper’s apartment in Texarkana had seized his computer, copied the files and sent them to Blaine. All he had to do to nail candidate Russell Parr, was connect the dots. 
 
    He was an hour into it when Carm brought a mug of fresh coffee. 
 
    “Are you almost ready?” he asked her in Spanish. He had left her and Jack packing up her favorite pans in the kitchen. 
 
    “Si, I’m packing my clothes. Almost done. Do you want me to pack yours?” 
 
    He nodded, and she left smiling. Happier than she’d been for a long while.  
 
    As soon as we get home, I’ll have a landscaper come and fix her flower beds. 
 
    He sipped his coffee and continued his search. The sniper had several bank accounts, each well stocked with thousands of dollars. One off-shore account had a recent transfer of funds. Seven hundred and fifty thousand. All Blaine had to do was connect the payment to Parr. Almost impossible. He’d have to use some skills he hadn’t called on in a long time. 
 
      
 
    TYLER PARKED Jesse’s Range Rover close to the porch steps so his brother wouldn’t have far to walk.  
 
    “Thanks, for picking me up, Ty. So happy to get home.” 
 
    “I’m happy you’re home too. Save me two trips a day to La Grange and back.” 
 
    Molly greeted Jesse as he passed the kitchen door. “Glad you’re home, Jesse. Charity is in her crib, but I think she’s awake.” 
 
    “Thanks, Molly.” Jesse took his time on the stairs, feeling the weakness in his legs. He rested at the top for a couple of minutes before he stepped into the nursery. Charity was standing up holding onto the side of the crib. 
 
    “You’re standing up, baby. You’re so smart and Daddy loves you so much.” 
 
    “Da,” she gurgled and stretched out her little arm. 
 
    Uncontrollable tears flowed from Jesse’s eyes. He’d do anything he had to do to be with his daughter as long as possible. 
 
    He lifted her out of the crib, something he was warned against doing for a while, and settled in the rocker with Charity on his knee. 
 
    The baby fell asleep and Jesse didn’t want to disturb her. He felt so at peace, he wanted to convey that to Annie in some way. He pulled his cell out of his shirt pocket and pressed her number. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE HACKED AWAY, peeling back layers of Parr’s corporations and consortiums and finally connected the transfer from one of Parr’s well-hidden accounts to the sniper. He called Chief Calhoun. “Got him Chief. I’m sending you the evidence and copying Perry Leighton. We should get an indictment, no problem.” 
 
    “Fantastic, son. You made my day. Make the most of your time off.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chief. I intend to.” 
 
      
 
    BY LATE AFTERNOON, Blaine was parked in his own driveway, with Farrell at the wheel and Carm and Lexi in the back seat. 
 
    “I don’t want to stay at the estate with the junkers by myself,” said Farrell. “I guess I’ll go back home to the ranch.” 
 
    “You can do that and I’m sure Mom would be happy if you did, or you can take one of the rooms upstairs and move in with me.” 
 
    Farrell beamed a smile. “Good offer, bro. Think I’ll take it.” 
 
    “You have to work for it,” said Blaine. “You have to haul all Carm’s stuff from the back of the truck to the kitchen, so she can make you food.” 
 
    “Enchiladas,” hollered Farrell and Carm giggled. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE LIMPED NEXT DOOR with one crutch under his arm to invite Misty to dinner to celebrate being back home.  
 
    “Hey, you knocked and didn’t use your key.” She hugged him at the door and Hoodoo barked. 
 
    “I’ll have to give that key to the new people,” said Blaine. “It’s almost time.” 
 
    “I’ve scouted out a couple of places,” said Misty, “but I haven’t rented one yet.” 
 
    She wants me to ask her to move in. 
 
    “Carm is making dinner, why don’t you come over? We can talk later.” 
 
    “This has been hanging in the air between us for weeks now. You’ve changed your mind about me moving in, haven’t you?” 
 
    I have. I’m only twenty-three and you’re thirty. I’ve got a lot to learn before I take it to the next level.  
 
    “You refused the first couple of times I mentioned it and I think you were right. I don’t think I’m ready for the commitment it would require. Work takes up almost all my time.” 
 
    Misty nodded, and Blaine thought she was close to tears. She closed the door in his face. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading.
I sincerely hope you enjoyed Drawing Dead, book four in the Blackmore Agency Series. If you would like to continue to book five in the series, Under the Gun, I’ve included some pages for you. 
 
      
 
    If you’d like to be kept in the loop on my release dates and  
 
    receive my newsletter, subscribe here: Mailing list   
 
      
 
    If you’d like to know more about my other series’ drop by my  
 
    Facebook page. 
 
      
 
    Reviews on Amazon and Goodreads help other readers find books. I appreciate all reviews and look forward to hearing your thoughts. 
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     CHAPTER ONE 
 
   
 
    July 3rd. 
 
    HIS NAKED reflection stared back at him from the mirror over the vanity and he wasn’t pleased with what he saw. His weight was down, and if he didn’t get back to the gym for regular workouts, any ten-year-old kid who wanted his wallet could take him out. Damn good thing he didn’t have to pass a physical.  
 
    Blaine stepped closer to the mirror, pulled back his long, damp ebony hair and turned his head slightly to examine the vertical scar close to his left ear. He ran his index finger over the puckered skin like he’d done a thousand times before and to what end?  
 
    Why can’t I remember where this came from? Must have bled like a motherfucker when it happened. The way it’s healed tells me I didn’t have stitches. Why not? 
 
     He dressed, left Farrell asleep in the next room, and headed to the kitchen for coffee. Each time he entered the newly renovated kitchen a contented feeling surrounded him—almost the warm and fuzzy family feeling he sought and yearned for. Almost.  
 
    He and Carm had picked everything out together—the tiles, faucets, appliances, colors, all of it, and still it was taking a long time for this house to feel like home. Too long. Maybe it never would. 
 
    Maybe my home will always be with Annie. 
 
    A full pot of Panamanian blend sat on the warmer waiting for him. Carm was usually up earlier than him, just her nature. She’d always worked hard—migrant work, factory work—little bits of information about her past he’d gleaned here and there. She spoke so rapidly in Spanish he rarely caught it all, but it didn’t matter what her life was like before, she had become precious to him and he had vowed to make her life better.  
 
    The mother of his dead girlfriend, Fabiana, fate had thrown him and Carm together and she’d become a second mother to him. They were forever bonded by Fabiana’s memory and the pain of her tragic death.  
 
    Annie would always be first in his heart, but there was room for Carmelita too. Lots of room. 
 
    Lexi whined at the back door as Blaine filled his coffee mug. He splashed in a little cream and limped down the hall to let the dog out. The bullet wound in his leg was healing at a snail’s pace. If some asshole tried to take him on the street, he was easy pickins. Didn’t have a prayer. Couldn’t run and his reflexes were shit. 
 
    The second he opened the door for the dog, the July heat hit him in the face like a sucker punch. Today would be unbearable for humans, but Lexi didn’t notice. She bounded off the porch and ran to the back fence to join Carm. A huge Newfoundland dog he’d rescued from the pound, she was smart, loyal and good company. Since his breakup with Misty, Lexi was his constant companion. Blaine had done little else besides mope at home, nurse his leg and watch football with Farrell. 
 
    He eased down onto the top step and watched Carm pull weeds out of the flower bed along the fence. While he waited for his coffee to cool a little, he lit up a smoke and reflected. Grateful for the two weeks off he’d afforded himself, his main priority would be a personal quest. He wanted—no, needed—to find out more about his biological family.  
 
    After his parents had been killed in a car accident, Blaine had awakened under the bleachers in the Odessa fairgrounds with no recollection of how he’d arrived there. It was high time he found out. 
 
    His only link to the past had surfaced recently by pure chance. A man named Arlo Maznik had spoken to Blaine’s partner, Jesse Quantrall, and raised a few probing questions. Arlo had known Blaine’s father, Ricardo Blackmore, and held onto issues surrounding his friend’s death. Issues, that for Arlo Maznik were not resolved. 
 
    Blaine needed another meeting with Maznik and today was the day. He finished his coffee, keeping his eye on Carmelita and gave her a shout out in Spanish as she stuffed more weeds into her yard waste bag. “Take a break, Carm.” 
 
    She grinned and walked towards him, her dark complexion even darker from her hours outdoors. She worked tirelessly, indoors and out and never complained about the heat.   
 
    He patted the step next to him and she sat down pulling off the purple gardening gloves he’d bought her the day before. “You’re working too hard, and I can’t help you with my leg like this.” 
 
    She laughed. “I’m not working hard. Not hard enough.” 
 
    “Let the gardener do it when he comes. That’s what I pay him for.” 
 
    “We don’t need him,” she argued, “and I don’t like him. He’s old and lazy.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “He’s not lazy—more like methodical—and we do need him. I want a lot more trees down that side.” He pointed. “We need more shade.” 
 
    The sound of a large truck destroyed the peacefulness of the morning. Carm stood on tiptoe, pulling herself up to a little more than her five feet trying to see over the lattice privacy screen that blocked the view from next door. “New people,” she said in Spanish. 
 
    “Oh, yeah? Moving in already?” Blaine struggled to his feet. “Hope they’re good neighbors.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL LEANED on the front porch railing, smoking and keeping an eye on the crew moving in next door. Not a commercial mover—the new arrivals had rented a Ryder truck. 
 
    Jesus, Blacky’s gonna fuckin freak when he sees this lot. 
 
    Farrell had moved in with his foster brother the week before. They worked together and spent most of their time together and Blacky had offered, so what the hell. Annie wasn’t happy about it, any more than she was happy that Blacky had his own place now. She wanted all her boys to live at home… forever. 
 
    I miss Annie so much, I feel like puking most of the fuckin time. Is that what it feels like to grow up? Fuck it. 
 
    He butted out his smoke and went back inside. Blacky and Carm were in the kitchen, Blacky sitting at the table with his bandaged leg elevated on a chair, and Carm busy making breakfast. 
 
    “Get a look at the new people?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Yeah, I fuckin saw them all right.” Farrell headed to the stove, squeezed Carm in a bear hug making her squeal, then filled a mug with coffee.  
 
    “What’s that mean?” 
 
    Farrell sat down opposite Blaine and reached for the sugar. “Rental truck with a few sticks of second-hand furniture being unloaded by more than a half dozen gangers. Big bike trailer hooked on behind the truck.” 
 
    Blacky struggled to his feet. “Are you kiddin me? I’m gonna take a look.” 
 
    Farrell shook his head and held up a large calloused hand. “Don’t. Let’s eat breakfast first, then we’ll go over, introduce ourselves and size them up.” 
 
    Blaine blew out a breath. “How in hell are we gonna live here with a bunch of gangers next door?” 
 
    Farrell shrugged and thickly spread strawberry jam on four pieces of toast. “We’ll think of something.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE PERCHED on a stool in her massive kitchen trying to think, a glass of Lone Star on the granite counter top next to her notepad. Tomorrow was her annual Fourth of July picnic and she didn’t have the heart for it this year. Everything was different. Thinking back, she could see some horrendous choices she’d made. Choices that fucked up her marriage to Jesse, her relationship with Blaine, and now Farrell had moved into Austin to Blaine’s house too.  
 
    “Mommy, are you crying?”  
 
    She didn’t even realize that her six-year-old was standing beside her, watching her. What kind of mother was she anyway? She should be shot. 
 
    “Nope, not crying. Trying to make a list of everything I need to do for the picnic tomorrow.” 
 
    “Will it be fun?” 
 
    “Let’s hope so. We haven’t had much fun lately, have we?” 
 
    “My Daddy died,” said Jackson. “That makes me sad and I miss him. I take care of Pye for him while he’s in heaven, but I haven’t had fun since we took Daddy to Vegas in the airplane to get him buried.” 
 
    Annie jumped off her stool, knelt on the floor and took Jackson in her arms. “My poor baby. You miss your daddy so much and I wish he was here for you. You’re just as sad as I am.” 
 
    “I’ll be better tomorrow when Lucy comes home from her Gramma’s house.” 
 
    Annie smiled at him. “You sure will. Then you’ll have fun again. Games and baseball—all the things you and Lucy do together. I love you, sugar pop.” 
 
    Jackson ran off to play and Annie felt ten times worse than she had before. Jacks missed Race so much and he was probably the only one on the planet who did. She grabbed her phone when it signaled. Text message. Linc. 
 
    “Hey, Annie. In Austin tonight. How about dinner?”  
 
    Annie stared at her phone and mumbled to herself. “That is a bad thing waiting to get worse. Don’t do it, girl.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “How about Logan’s?” 
 
    “Time?” 
 
    “Eight?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “You made me very happy.” 
 
    Annie pressed end and cursed under her breath. “You won’t be happy too fuckin long.” 
 
      
 
    AT FOUR, BLAINE and Farrell left for Dallas. The day had been wasted watching the thugs move in next door. Mirror images of themselves before they had been rescued from the gangs they were in by Annie. The crew moving in next to them spelled trouble with a capital ‘T’. Blaine and Farrell had been two of the lucky ones—marked for death, rescued and given a chance to turn their lives around, both of them had pulled it together with Annie’s help and encouragement and were on the other side of the law now. Cops. 
 
    Well, kind of cops. 
 
    “Where are we meeting the dude you need to talk to, Blacky?” 
 
    “The Brazilian Steakhouse. Heard good things about their meat. I think you’ll like it, bro.” 
 
    “Yeah? I like grilled meat.” 
 
    Blaine reached over and programmed the address into the nav system as Farrell drove through the city. Dallas was bigger and busier every time they visited. 
 
    “Long way to go for dinner,” said Farrell as he parked in front and gave Blacky’s keys to the valet. 
 
    “It’s important for me to talk to him.” 
 
    Farrell nodded and held the door while Blaine navigated on his crutches. “I know it is. I’m just bitchin to hear myself because I’m bored if I’m not bustin some jerk’s ass. I live for the work. Hope he has more info for you.” 
 
    Arlo Maznik had already arrived and had a beer on the go when the hostess seated Blaine and Farrell. Blaine reached over and shook his hand.  
 
    “Happy to see you again, Blaine. You’re walking better than the last time I saw you.” 
 
    “Slow healing, but after we wrapped up our last case, I took a couple weeks off to speed things up.” Blaine introduced Farrell then ordered a round of drinks. 
 
    “After our conversation in the hospital,” said Arlo, “I began thinking back over all the time your father and I had spent together to see if anything popped out at me, and there wasn’t much, I’m sorry to say. Ricardo never talked about his past or his family or your mother’s family and there were no pictures or photographs of anyone in the house in Abilene—except the three of you, of course.” He grinned at Blaine. “You were the star of almost all the framed photography.” 
 
    “I wonder where those personal affects would be today, or if they were sent to the dump by someone preparing to sell the house?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t know.” 
 
    “More than seven years ago. Chances are the same people don’t even work at that realtor anymore.” 
 
    “Maybe the lawyer’s office had people clear the house,” said Blaine. “That’s an avenue I can explore.” 
 
    Farrell tipped up his draft and finished it. “All you need is one person who still works at the real estate company or the lawyer’s office, bro—one person who remembers who cleaned out the house.” 
 
    “I guess so. A long shot, but I’m an investigator,” he grinned across the table at Arlo, “I could investigate.” 
 
      
 
    THE ENTIRE TIME Annie dressed for her date with Linc Bolivar, she berated herself for accepting.  
 
    Why am I letting myself in for more trouble and pain? Bikers bring nothing to your life but tragedy. And I should know, I’ve married more than my share. 
 
     The July evening would be hot, but the restaurant would be cool. She slipped a turquoise cotton dress over her head and shoved her feet into a pair of matching boots. A couple of silver bangles, some lip gloss and a shot of Light Blue and she was as ready as she was going to get. Like it or don’t. 
 
    This is a one-time dinner. I’m not getting involved with another biker as long as I live. I can’t. 
 
    Jackson was tucked into bed with Sarah watching over him. “I shouldn’t be late, Sarah, but if you get tired, sleep in the guest room.” 
 
    “Okay, Mrs. C.” 
 
    Sarah and her mother had been with her for years—since she was married to Russ Coulter and they still called her ‘Mrs. C.’  
 
      
 
    LINC BOLIVAR sat at the bar at Logan’s, waiting for her. He cleaned up well and was almost as good looking as his older brother Sam—and Sam was no slouch in the looks department. Linc’s long dark hair hung shiny and loose to his shoulders, just touching his plain black t-shirt. Both his muscular arms were solidly inked shoulder to wrist. From his bar stool, he was watching for her in the mirror behind the bar and grinned when he saw her coming towards him. He turned and stood up. “You’re right on time.” 
 
    “Do I get a point for that?”  
 
    “You have enough points already. You can’t go higher than ten. Let’s get a table.” He took her hand in his and his touch was surprisingly gentle. He glanced at her dress and asked, “You ride your bike?” 
 
    “Drove my truck.” 
 
    The hostess showed them to a table and he shook his head refusing it. He glanced around and pointed, “How about that booth back there?” 
 
    “Sure, okay.” She led the way, seated them and left them with menus. 
 
    He sat across from her, staring. “You are so beautiful you leave me speechless.” 
 
    Without thinking, Annie reached across and touched his hand. “Thank you, Linc. That was a lovely thing to say.” 
 
    “I was surprised when you said you’d come—surprised but happy. Then I got to thinking about it and I thought you might be playing me and not show up.” 
 
    “The thought crossed my mind, but here I am.” 
 
    “Here you are, and I don’t know what to do or say. I’ve never known a woman like you, all gorgeous and put together and yet...” 
 
    “Yet?” 
 
    “Women in your category don’t often give guys like me the time of day.” 
 
    “I’m in a category?” She giggled. 
 
    “You know what I’m talking about, girl. You’re miles above me class-wise, and still you talk to me.” 
 
    “No one is above anyone else. They just think they are.” 
 
    Linc nodded and pondered the thought. “What do you drink?” 
 
    “Lone Star draft—large.” 
 
    He winked and held up two fingers for the server. 
 
    “Why are you in Austin?” asked Annie. 
 
    “Business.” 
 
    “And what kind of business does The Rule have in Austin?”  
 
    “Opportunities. Vince sent me to check things out. We might expand out of Nevada and into Texas.” 
 
    “Vince Cabrelli wears the ‘P’ now?” 
 
    Linc raised a dark eyebrow. “You know Vince?” 
 
    Annie shook her head. “Nope, but I know who he is.” 
 
    “He moved into top spot after my brother was gunned down up in Round Rock.” Linc’s voice took on a tortured tone and Annie stared hard at the menu. 
 
    “Let’s order,” she said. “I’m starving.” 
 
    The server returned with the beer and Linc let Annie order first. “I’ll have the same,” he said, “but double up on the fries and make my meat rare.” 
 
    “You in town alone?” 
 
    Gang members are never alone. VP probably has three with him. 
 
    “No, but I’m here alone with you. I don’t want any of my boys around.” 
 
    Annie nodded and took a long pull on her beer. 
 
    At least he didn’t lie about it. 
 
    His cell signaled a message and he ignored it. “Tell me about your kid—the one that looks like a ganger and says he’s a Texas Ranger.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It bothers me, and I can’t figure why a gorgeous woman like you would adopt a ganger. How old are you anyway?” 
 
    “Not a polite question. How old are you?” 
 
    “Twenty-nine.” 
 
    The server brought the food and Linc was quiet while he polished off sixteen ounces of beef.  
 
    He has better manners than most bikers. Maybe he had a mother. 
 
    The server returned and inquired about desert. Annie declined, ordered coffee and Linc ordered an Irish coffee. 
 
    He leaned forward and said in a whisper, “Since we first met, I’ve been giving it a lot of thought, and I want us to be… like…” 
 
    Annie raised an eyebrow and waited for it. 
 
    We’re not going to be anything more than we are at this moment. Wait for it. 
 
    “Like… solid. We tell each other stuff, you feel what I’m feeling, and we never lie. Like that kind of a deal.” 
 
    “Relationships like that take time and effort,” said Annie, “and they can’t be one-sided. Both people have to give it all they’ve got. In my experience, I’ve never known a biker who had the goods for the long haul.” 
 
    “I do.” His face said he wasn’t kidding. “I know I do.” 
 
    Annie watched him with interest and sipped her newly arrived coffee. “Why do you want a relationship so badly? Aren’t you busy with the club?” 
 
    “Damn right I’m busy, and I’ve never wanted a relationship before—the last thing I’ve ever wanted is some bitch riding behind me. Not until I met you. You’re on my mind every minute and I can barely function.” He shook his head and grinned. “I sound like a fuckin case.” 
 
    “Do yourself a huge favor, Linc Bolivar. Find somebody else.” 
 
      
 
    If you’d like to continue reading, Under The Gun, click here to go to Amazon. 
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