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  With his girlfriend, Misty LeJeune missing in New Orleans, Blaine has difficulty focusing on his new case. A gang rising to power in the city center flexes its muscles and commits rape and murder in broad daylight. Public outcry demands action, but can The Blackmore team stop them?
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To: Mom who was a believer.


 


 


We make up horrors to help us cope with the real ones.


 


―Stephen King
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CHAPTER ONE




March 23rd.


 


Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans.


MYSTERE ABELLA LEJEUNE was the name on her birth certificate, and also on the deed of the house she couldn’t enter.


She’d stood in this exact spot in front of her house so many times peering through the black iron fence she’d lost count. The grass had grown tall and died off, leaving ugly brittle stubble. Weeds thrived in every flower bed and almost reached as high as the window sills. The painted trim around the doors and windows peeled from sheer neglect, and it hadn’t been that long. Not even ten years.


It seemed like a lifetime ago when she’d lived here with her family. Her beautiful mother, tall and graceful, long dark hair, brushed and shimmering. Always smiling. Her father, happy and successful running his own business. He always had time for his family and loved to lavish them with gifts and surprise trips.


What had happened to make Daddy so… so changed?  


Today would be different. Today she’d push the gate open, bravely walk up the cracked sidewalk, put her key in the door and cross the threshold into her own house. Today he wouldn’t be able to stop her.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


UNABLE to leave Austin in good conscience with Governor Campbell in the hospital, Blaine stalled Misty for a week, then it became impossible to delay her trip to New Orleans any longer. He’d come home from the hospital the night before and she was gone.


Even though she told him she was used to the delays and the disappointments, and she’d wait until he was free, the work of the Blackmore Agency always came before what she wanted to do. For the most part, Misty was patient and understanding, but a person was only blessed with so much patience and Misty had run out.


He’d join her as soon as humanly possible, and he’d texted her those exact words this morning. Misty, wandering around alone in New Orleans, was not something Blaine wanted to think about, whether she regarded The Big Easy as her home or not.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE finished coaching Pablo at the shooting range and invited him in for a beer while they cleaned their guns. He was the newest addition to the Blackmore Agency and she liked him. Quiet and reserved, a former army ranger, Pablo had it all going for him. Dark and swarthy good looks with jet black hair and eyes, well-built body bulging with muscles.  Polite and friendly disposition, yet somewhat introverted and controlled at the same time. There was a lot going on under that cool exterior. And sex appeal? Uh huh. Pablo had that all going on—cool and quiet on the outside—hot and steamy on the inside.


“Your non-dominant hand is coming along well,” Annie said as she set the two cans of Lone Star on the table beside the rags and the can of Hoppes. Would you like a glass? I’m getting one for myself.”


Pablo flashed a brilliant smile. “I’m good with the can, thanks.”


“You’re off on a Monday?”


“Lily made up a new schedule, so the boss has men at the agency working on the open cases, and men on call in case things get crazy. That way, we kind of rotate the hours a bit better when things are quiet.”


“Nothing new since Ewing Thompson?”


“No, and the boss didn’t want anything with so many in the hospital. Keeps him busy checking on the Governor.”


“She depends on him far too much,” said Annie, “but that’s only my opinion. She has advisors, staff and a security team for what she sometimes asks Blaine to do.”


Pablo nodded. “I’ve met her, but I don’t know her at all. Not yet.”


Annie tore down her Beretta with lightning speed, cleaned it and put it back together.


When they finished and Pablo was ready to leave, she walked him out to his truck. “This is a different truck.”


“Thompson smashed mine up good when he rammed me into the bus shelter. It’s still in the body shop. This is a rental.”


“The Agency is paying for it, right?”


 Pablo nodded. “Blaine insisted on it. My truck was wrecked on the job.”


“He has insurance for things like that,” said Annie. “I’m glad you weren’t hurt.”


Pablo’s eyes went to the bandage on Annie’s right arm. “You were hurt, and you had no backup. I know that’s why Lane was fired, although nothing else was said.”


“I’m fine and Jesse didn’t need to fire him. The boss was being a little over-protective of his ex-wife.”


“The boss was mad, that was easy to see.” Pablo grinned. “He landed a healthy right in Lane’s face.”


Annie shook her head. “Jesse is a scrapper. Always has been. He’s been in more bar fights than I can count.”


“Are you…?” Pablo shook his head. “No, I can’t ask you that.”


“Ask me what? If I’m seeing anyone?”


“It would be incorrect for me to ask you that and I don’t want to get on anybody’s black list.”


Annie giggled. “You won’t be on my black list. You’d have to do a helluva lot more than ask a question. And the answer is ‘no’, Jesse and I are divorced and I’m not seeing anyone... but he is.”


Pablo raised a dark eyebrow.


“Jesse is seeing his doctor on a personal level.”


“Uh huh. I didn’t know that.”


“Why are you asking, sugar? Do you want to hang out?”


He nodded. “I’m not much on dating, like picking up girls in bars or doing romantic stuff, but I enjoy my time here at the ranch with you. It means a lot to me.”


Annie smiled. “Let’s hang out, then. You have my number in your phone. Text me when you have free time and drive down. Next time you come we’ll saddle up and I’ll show you my ranch.”


Pablo grinned. “I’m so happy.”


Annie waved goodbye as he drove through the gate. She went back into the kitchen and pulled another beer out of the Sub-Zero.


He’s sweet. I’m glad one of us is happy.


 


Medical Building. Downtown Austin.


JESSE sat in the chair in front of Jan Wagner’s desk waiting for the latest word on his weak heart and his all-out effort to rebuild himself into the muscular cowboy he used to be.


“What’s the good word, doc?” Doctor Wagner was an MD, but also a Doctor of Naturopathic Medicine. Jesse’s brother Brian who was also a doctor and a surgeon had objected to Jesse taking this new path to health. Brian was confident he had all the answers and downplayed Jesse’s interest in natural medicine. Despite Brian’s objections, the regimen Doctor Wagner had Jesse following seemed to be working, and he hadn’t had any setbacks.


Jan smiled and looked up from her notes. “A little progress, but not as much as I’d hoped for. We’ve got to go that extra mile, Jesse. I know it will be difficult and I know you’ve tried many times in the past, but I want you to quit smoking.”


“Uh huh.” He stared at her pretty face and knew she wasn’t kidding. He’d tried so many times before and it had always turned out the same. Each time he’d cut down, but he couldn’t give up the habit.


Jan pushed a book across the desk. “You said you tried the patch and the nicotine gum and a few other things, but a lot of my patients have had great success with this book.”


“How can reading a book help you quit smoking?”


“Read the book, Jesse. Please.”


“Okay, for you, I’ll read the book.”


“I need to see you next week.”


“What about before next week? Do you want to have dinner with me?”


“Umm… the way you’re running right now, it might be best if you spent more time relaxing at home. No emotional upsets of any kind would be what I’d prescribe.”


“What about what I want?” Jesse rounded the desk, leaned down and kissed her.


“Please don’t, Jesse. At this point in your recovery, it’s better if we spend time apart. It won’t be good for either one of us if something happens to you.”


Jesse was steamed as he pushed himself too hard escaping from the building and rushing to his truck in the parking lot. Out of breath, he jumped into his Range Rover and gave the steering wheel a healthy thump with his fist. “Talk about no emotional upset. What the hell do you call that, doc? You won’t even kiss me, and we can’t go out for dinner. What the fuck?” He reached into his shirt pocket for his smokes.


Oh, no. You’re not doing this to me.


 


Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans.


MISTY summoned up all the bravado she could muster, turned the key and walked fearlessly into the foyer. She wrinkled up her nose at the dusty, musty smell and vowed to do some cleaning and packing of things she wanted to keep. Her mother had taken any keepsakes she wanted when she moved to Lillydale. Everything that was left belonged to her and it was way past time she dealt with it.


No sign of her father and she let out the breath she was holding. The front parlor was exactly as she remembered it. The dark red velvet drapes were dreary and dusty, and she pushed them back on the east facing window to let the sun shine in.


She turned slowly, taking in the dated furnishings. A few old enough to be considered antiques, but most were just old pieces that no one would want. She’d have a second hand store come and pick up most of it. Maybe not her father’s desk. She might keep it. When she was younger she always loved all the little pigeon holes where he kept the bills. As she stared at the desk, she noticed his wand.


Has that always been sitting there? I don’t think so.


Misty picked up the wand and smiled as she waved it in an easy arc in front of her.


“Don’t touch that, Mystere. Put it down.”


Misty sucked in a breath so quickly she made a little mewling sound. “Daddy?”


A shimmer of light appeared in the corner and she dropped the wand onto the desk.


“Thanks for letting me come in, Daddy. You never have before.”


“I was protecting you.”


“From what?” Feeling weak and a little shaky, she sank into one of the dusty overstuffed chairs.


“You mean from who? Matthias Rush, that’s who. He killed me for my book of shadows and he’ll kill you too.”


“He won’t know I’m here, Daddy. I’m only staying a few days.”


“He’ll know, girl. He comes all the time and searches for the book.”


“Why don’t you stop him?”


“He’s powerful, Mystere. I could stop him if I was alive, but now that I’m dead, I can’t do it. Only you can do it.”


“I haven’t practiced for a long while, Daddy.”


“You must. Promise me you’ll gain control of your ability.”


“I promise.”


The light began to fade, and Misty stood up. “Don’t go, Daddy. I miss you so much.” Tears rushed down her cheeks and into her mouth. She tasted the salt and wiped them away. “I love you, Daddy.”


 


Downtown Austin.


FARRELL left the Agency for another trek downtown. He’d been trying to establish a network below the radar he and Blacky could depend on for information when they couldn’t pry anything loose the regular way. He had about a half dozen snitches on his payroll and worked a couple of nights a week trying to gain the trust of a few more.


Blacky didn’t like him working alone, but his foster brother was at Saint David’s with the Governor and Farrell didn’t feel like sitting on his ass waiting for him to show up to go with him.


One thing that had come out of his frequent visits to the downtown area, he knew his way around the back streets a lot better. The streets were his daytime venue, but at night, alleyways and hidden laneways behind old brick buildings were the place to be. He’d also become a regular customer at dark, sleezy bars most citizens would fear to enter.


“Hey, Farrell,” said the bartender. “You looking for anybody in particular?”


“Nope, just putting in time.”


“I saw Taffy earlier, but nobody else.”


Farrell shrugged. “It’s okay. I’ll have a pitcher of Shiner’s, sit in that back booth and see who turns up.”


The bartender, Mike was his name—a big guy who’d spent years in the service—grinned and said, “You got it. I like having you around.”


 


Saint David’s Hospital. Austin.


BLAINE SAT in the single guest chair in Governor Campbell’s private hospital room. He gazed down at her pale face, devoid of makeup, and realized she had a lot of freckles. Her red hair was loose and spread out all over her pillow and he wouldn’t bet on it, but he was pretty sure she’d lost a lot of weight in the two weeks she’d been in bed.


“I’m going home tomorrow,” she said. “To my own house with my own housekeeper. I won’t be going back to the Governor’s Mansion for a couple more weeks.”


“You don’t want to be there anyway. The media will dog you every fucking minute. Ringing the goddam bell. Do they care how bad you feel? No, they do not.”


Catherine smiled. “It will be better at home. Will you come see me?”


“Sure, although I have to go to New Orleans for a couple of days.”


“Misty needs help with something?”


“She’s owns one of those old mansions in a section of the city where they do the tours. It could use about half a million in repairs.”


“Is it worth it?”


Blaine shrugged. “Who knows. It was her childhood home and now she owns it.”


“Is she working on it now?”


“Could be. I haven’t heard from her today, and that’s unusual.”


 


Southeast Austin.


PABLO finished dinner, helped his mother clear the table, then watched a couple of games while his mother did a jigsaw puzzle on the coffee table. The TV was small, and the reception wasn’t great. Now that he was making decent money, he decided to get her a new flat screen first chance he had to shop for one.


After a hot shower, he sat on his bed in his boxers and tried to think of a text he could send Annie without sounding dumb or too eager. He was anxious to know her better. He had never felt this way about a woman before and didn’t know how to handle it. He had no marker.


He wrote two or three texts, erased them and didn’t send them, then he sucked it up and went for it.


“Working tomorrow. How about dinner?”


“Come here when you’re finished, and we’ll make a plan.”


“Roger that.”


He laid his head on his pillow and smiled at the ceiling.


 


Fairfax Inn. New Orleans.


MISTY CHATTED with old Miss Thibodeau, the lady who owned the inn and had a glass of wine with her before she went up to her room.


She could have slept in her own room in her own house on Saint Gillian, but after what Daddy told her about Matthias Rush breaking in and looking for the book, she thought better of it. He was somebody she did not want to see.


Once she was showered and, in her nightie, she called Blaine. “Hey, Beb, are you in bed?”


“Almost, I was worried when you took off alone.”


“Oh, don’t be worried about me. I’m a big girl. You have enough to worry about in Texas.”


“I feel bad after I promised and then couldn’t go right away. Sorry, Mist, I want to be there with you.”


“It’s okay.”


“It’s not okay and I’ll make it up to you. Are you working on the house?”


“I took a long look today and decided what I’m junking and what I’m keeping. I’ll see what I get done tomorrow.”


“You had no problems with… anyone?”


“I know you don’t believe Daddy lives in the house,” she giggled, “but I had no problems today.”


“Fantastic. I’m so happy you called. I love you. Please stay safe.”


“I love you too. I’ll call you tomorrow.”






 




CHAPTER TWO


March 31st.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE was up at six helping Rosalie make breakfast for the cowboys and feeling happier than she had in a long while.


Is it Pablo? Is he cheering me up? Or am I finally getting over my Jesse depression?


“You in deep thought about something, Mrs. C?” asked Rosalie. (Rosalie was hired years before when Annie was married to Russ Coulter and she still called Annie, ‘Mrs. C.’)


“Do you like Pablo?”


Rosalie grinned. “Course I do. He’s a sweet guy, polite and Hispanic to boot. Why wouldn’t I?”


“He wants to hang out with me,” said Annie, “but he’s a few years younger. I don’t think he’s even thirty yet.”


“So what? Get them while they’re young and train them.”


Annie giggled. “I love you, Rosie.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE sat with his second cup of Panama blend in front of him and let Misty’s cell ring. “Why the hell isn’t she answering her phone?” He glared at Farrell. “It’s seven o’clock in the fuckin morning. Where could she be already?”


“She’s in bed sleeping,” said Farrell. “Ever think of that? She never gets up this early.”


“Course I thought of that. I’ve thought of a thousand things that could be going wrong in New Orleans. Misty isn’t… she’s not too… organized.”


“Organized? Is that the best you can do? Misty lives in another world,” said Farrell. “She’s a walking invitation to fuckin disaster, that’s what she is. Fantastic looker and all smiles, she walks right up and talks to complete strangers. I’ve seen her do it.”


“That made me feel a helluva lot better, bro. Thanks for that.”


“I thought she called last night,” said Farrell.


“Uh huh, she did, but I got to thinking about how vulnerable she is, and I got nervous.” Blaine left another message and put his phone down on the table. “She’s too trusting, that’s for sure and it makes me crazy.” He drained his mug and stood up. “Get anything interesting at the bar last night?”


“Not much. A couple of the buttheads that hang out there were talking about how quiet the city is… like the calm before the storm type of thing.”


“Like a shitstorm coming?” Blaine strode over to the coffee maker and refilled his cup. “I heard a real storm is coming with a lot of rain.”


“April showers,” said Farrell. “It’s almost April.”


“Tomorrow’s your day, bro—April fool’s day.”


Farrell gave Blaine a hand signal.


 


GOVERNOR CAMPBELL was scheduled to be released from the hospital at ten a.m. and she’d asked Blaine to stave off the media for her because he could do it better than most.


With Special Agent Gene Wyman still suffering from a bullet wound, a new head of security had been assigned by the state and Blaine was anxious to meet him. Gene Wyman’s shoes would be next to impossible to fill.


On the way to the truck, Farrell noticed Mary Polito’s car at the gate. He’d broken up with the crime reporter months before and still wasn’t over it. “What’s Mary doing here?”


“She’s covering Cat’s release from the hospital and I got her an interview with the new head of the Governor’s security team.”


Farrell nodded. “Good one. She’ll like that.” Farrell tossed his butt to the ground and stamped it out. “What’s the new guy’s name? You know he’ll be shit compared to Gene.”


Blaine smiled. “Same thing I was thinking. Let’s go see how truly shitty he is.”


Farrell gave Mary a wave and she parked her Mini Cooper in front of the carriage house and jumped in the back seat of Blaine’s truck. “Hey, guys, happy to see you both.”


“You too, Mary. We’ve been on a quiet spell for a few days,” said Blaine. “Doesn’t happen often.”


Farrell said nothing.


 


Saint David’s Hospital. Austin.


THE HOSPITAL parking lot was gridlocked with media vans and SUV’s. Not a single vehicle was moving. Austin PD traffic squad were trying their damndest to get a handle on the mess of it and failing miserably.


“Fuckwads,” said Farrell, peering through his reflector shades, “This is bullshit. They should all be ticketed.”


Blaine turned on the siren and pulled up to the front door with the strobes flashing. “Get Mary inside, then we’ll find the new security dude. Cat can’t come out this way.”


“How wise you are,” said Farrell. He opened the back door and helped Mary down from the side step.


“Thank you, sweetheart,” said Mary.


Once inside and still fuming, Blaine stomped in the lead to the elevators.


Upstairs, Cat was dressed and ready to go when they reached her room on the sixth floor. She smiled at Blaine. “Hey, you made it.”


“Yeah, I did, but you won’t make it through that mess out front. Where’s your new dude?”


“Special Agent Revello?”


Blaine shrugged. “That’s his name?”


Cat winked. “Unless he gave me a phony name. You are the suspicious one.”


“I’m paid to be suspicious.”


“Hi Mary, nice to see you,” said the Governor. “You too, Donovan.”


Farrell stared out the window. “Starting to rain, bro. Gonna be a mess in a few.”


“Let me find the new guy. I don’t want Cat leaving in the limo.”


The Governor raised an auburn brow and said nothing. She knew better than to interfere when Blaine was on a rant.


Blaine turned for the door and a nurse came in with a wheelchair, a tall black man in a navy suit walked beside her. “Agent Revello?” asked Blaine.


“Special Agent Revello, sir. And who might you be?” He focused on Blaine’s torn jeans and long hair.


“Blaine Blackmore. We need to talk about changing the way the Governor is leaving the hospital.”


Revello shook his head. “The plan is in place and will not be changed.”


“It fuckin well will be changed if I say so.” Blaine waved his arms and took a stance. “There’s no goddam way she can get out through the front. She’ll have to go down to the ambulance garage and leave in an ambulance. It’s the best way.”


Cat smiled. “What’s wrong out front, sweetie?”


“Parking lot is fucked by the media. Nobody’s moving.”


“Oh? Maybe it would be better to sneak out through the garage,” said Cat. “Can you arrange that Revello?”


Revello shot death rays at Blaine and said, “Yes, ma’am. I’ll make the change right now.” He stomped into the hall in his tasseled loafers and left the nurse with the wheelchair standing and waiting.


“Good first impression on the new guy, boss,” said Farrell. “He hates you already.”


“Too fuckin bad.” Blaine gave his middle finger to the open doorway. “I’m not that fond of him either.”


Cat smiled and winked at Farrell.


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE sat on one of the stools in the barn office to cool out after a long session in the training arena. Breeding and training the finest Appaloosas in Texas was Quantrall’s bread and butter.


Charity, Jesse’s baby daughter, played with her toys in a spot Tyler had made for her at the far end of the office.


“How’d you do with that feisty one?” asked Ty.


“Not bad,” said Jesse, “I hope she remembers some of what I told her until tomorrow.”


Tyler grinned. “They always remember some.”


Jesse eyed Tyler’s Marlborough’s on the desk and blew out a breath. “Jan is insisting that I quit smoking.”


“Is that what’s on your mind?” asked Tyler. “I knew it was something heavy the way you been moping around since yesterday.”


“She gave me a book to read.”


“A book?”


“It worked for lots of people according to the doc.”


“You don’t sound convinced.”


“Nope. But I said I’d read it and I will.”


Charity lost interest in her toys and stood up in her fenced in area. “Da, up.” She held her arms up.


“I’ll get her,” said Ty with a chuckle. “She’s a chunky one and she’s too heavy for you now.”


“I feel so goddam useless most of the time, Ty. The only time I feel close to normal is when I’m in the training ring.”


“Good,” said Tyler, walking back carrying Charity. “Stay in there. We’re miles behind on the training schedule.” He set Charity on Jesse’s knee.


“Want to go to Boots tonight?”


“Sure do. We haven’t been out for a while.”


“I’ll ask Paulie too.”


 


Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans.


AFTER HER SUCCESS the day before, Misty didn’t hesitate before entering the house. She left the cab at the curb, strutted up the walk like she owned the place—because she did—and shoved her key into the lock.


She walked right in, closing the heavy door behind her and noticed something different. What was that smell? It smelled like… She couldn’t place the smell, but it was not in the house the day before. What had changed? Was her father doing something?


“Daddy?” she called and there was a frightening silence that chilled her to the bone.


Feeling a little dizzy, she headed to the kitchen wondering if the water had been shut off? Of course, it had. No one had lived here for years. She turned on the tap and nothing came out. A tiny sound made her turn and she saw him coming towards her.


“Daddy, help me.”


 


Round Rock.


FARRELL left Blacky at Governor Campbell’s house and drove up to Round Rock to the rodeo. There’d been ugly rumors coming to the Chief’s attention about a bunch of vendors following the rodeo and putting on a gun and knife show at each of the rodeo stops across Texas. Nothing wrong with that except a lot of people attending the rodeo were being robbed or their vehicles ransacked while they were in the arena watching the show.


Farrell texted Pablo to see where he was and caught up with him near the food trucks. “Any good chili dogs?”


“Maybe. I didn’t eat anything yet.”


“See anything going down?”


Pablo shook his head. “Not yet, but I’ve been around this place about four times. Maybe the robbers made me.”


“Maybe you look too clean,” said Farrell giving Pablo the once over, “and you ain’t fitting in with the rodeo crowd. Your jeans look ironed, for crissakes.”


“Hey, my Mom is happy I’m home from the army and she fusses over me.” He grinned. “Should I dress more like the boss?”


“He don’t give a flying fuck what anybody thinks. He wears his regular clothes all the time. Usually he wears a jacket over his sidearm and it covers a lot of his tats.”


“I heard he was smart—like a genius,” said Pablo.


“Uh huh. He’s toting around a big load of brain power, that’s for sure. That’s what makes him so mad sometimes. He’s got a short fuse and when people do stupid stuff it ticks him off.”


“Hope I don’t do anything stupid and piss him off.”


“You won’t,” said Farrell. “You seem like a smart guy.”


“I consider myself smart, but I’m no genius.”


Farrell pointed a finger at himself and laughed. “Let’s have a chili dog and a Coke, then we’ll go get a read on these gun show gypsies.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE smiled at Pablo as she let him into the foyer. “Hard day at work?”


“Nope. Easy day. Just watching people and trying to prevent a crime.”


“I’m happy to see you.” Annie hugged him and kissed his neck.


Pablo floundered for a second then wrapped his arms around her and held her close. “You smell good.”


“Thanks. Come in and have a beer. How hard is it raining now?”


“It’s coming down hard and steady in the last ten minutes. Maybe you don’t want to go out.”


Annie pointed at the harvest table. “Let’s have a beer and then look out the window.” She winked at him.


“You’re funny and I have to figure out when you’re messing with me.”


“That would be most of the time,” said Annie, “I’m not too serious.”


“I worked with Farrell today and I didn’t mention anything about… hanging out with you.”


“Might be best if Farrell and Blaine didn’t know for a while. They can be… protective.”


“I can be protective too,” said Pablo. “I won’t let anybody hurt you for any reason.”


“You’re a sweet guy, know that?”


“Nobody ever told me that.”


A flash of lightening lit up the kitchen and was followed seconds later by a vicious crash of thunder. Annie squealed and grabbed Pablo’s hand. “I hate that.”


Pablo grinned. “Move closer. There might be another one.”


“Let’s order Pizza from Reba’s and hunker down in front of the TV.”


“Suits me,” said Pablo. “I’m not much of a social guy.”


“I like pepperoni, bacon and onion,” said Annie as she pulled out her cell phone. “What are your three favorites?”


“Same. I like those.”


“We have something in common already.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE TRIED Misty’s cell off and on, all day long, and got the same result. Nothing. His calls went to message until the message center was full. Then they went nowhere.


Now, I’m getting worried.


He tried her favorite bed and breakfast, The Fairfax House, and she was registered there but hadn’t returned from wherever. She’d been there for breakfast that morning, said the lady that ran the place. Had she gone to a different hotel? Why would she change hotels? Maybe she was still working at her house. She’d get his messages later and call him. If she didn’t answer by tomorrow, he’d have to fly there on the weekend.


 


Downtown Austin.


AFTER DINNER, Farrell drove downtown and hit a different low end bar. Finnegan’s was worse than the one he’d been in the night before. This one reeked of spilled beer, smoke and grease that had been in the fryer since the sixties.


He sat on a stool at the end of the bar with a good view of all the tables and booths and ordered a beer. Only a couple of customers sat at a table hunched over their drinks and they looked drunk already. This might not be too productive. He’d drink his beer and go.


Farrell chugged the last of his Lone Star and was about to leave when one of his regular guys showed up. Kamps. Good.


Might not be a waste of time after all.


 Farrell pointed to an empty table and ordered a pitcher.


“You looking for me?” asked Farrell.


“Nope, just hanging.”


The bartender brought the pitcher over with two glasses and plunked them down in the middle of the table.


Kamps filled his glass first and chugged half straight down. “Got any money for me?”


“Sure, I got money. I’ve always got money for good information. What have you got?”


“I heard something.”


“Yep, that’s what I pay you for. Keeping your ear to the ground.”


Kamps leaned in close and whispered, “There’s a place out in West Lake where rich people live like with a lot of grass and big fences and shit like that.”


“An estate?”


“Yeah, one of those.”


“And?”


“Friday nights, the guy who owns the place puts on a private game and the buy-in is huge. I heard the game starts on Friday but can go right through until Sunday. The players sleep over and he feeds them and shit like that.”


“Interesting,” said Farrell.


“Ain’t it?”


“So what are you telling me? Is somebody gonna rip off the game or the players, or what?”


“There’s a plan in the works, what I heard.”


“And who is the mastermind behind the plan?”


“That’s the part I don’t know yet.”


“Any idea when this plan is going down?”


“This weekend coming up is what I heard. Big bucks coming from Dallas and San Antone.”


“What’s the name of the guy who hosts the game?”


Kamps screwed up his face. “I didn’t catch the name of the guy who owns the big house, but I heard the address and wrote it down.”


Farrell grinned. “Now we’re talking.” He held out his hand for the address and Kamps held out his hand. “Pay me first.”


Farrell opened his wallet and pulled out a Benjamin and laid it on the table.


“More.”


“More?” Farrell’s lip curled. “How much more?”


“Double that if you want the address.”


“I’ll pay you double only if you try to find out the guy who’s making the plan.”


Kamps nodded. “Okay, I’ll try.”


Farrell fished out another hundred. “Try real hard. I’ve got a good memory.”


Kamps grabbed up the money and he was gone.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


AFTER the movie was over, Annie walked Pablo to the door. “I had fun, sugar. Thanks for coming over.”


“You don’t have to thank me, Annie. I love spending time with you.”


“It was the most relaxing evening I’ve had in a long time, and I got to watch a chic flic with someone who watched the movie with me.”


Pablo smiled at her. “I admit, I watched you some of the time during the sad parts to see if you were crying.”


“Damn, I always cry in the sad parts.”


“You’re beautiful when your gray eyes are full of tears.” He leaned down and kissed her. “I better go.”


 






 




CHAPTER THREE


April Fool’s Day.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE HEARD the phone ringing next to his head and grabbed for it thinking it was Misty. “Misty, are you okay? I’ve been worried.”


“It’s me, son. Calhoun.”


Blaine propped himself up on one elbow and tried to wake up. “Sorry, Chief, I was asleep, and I can’t find Mist.”


“Why not?”


“She went home to New Orleans and she’s not answering her cell.” His throat felt raw. Too many smokes.


“Shit,” said the Chief. “You better do something about that.”


“Yeah, I have to. You want me for something?”


“That rodeo thing?”


“Uh huh?”


“Just got messier. Body under the bleachers in Round Rock, where the boys were yesterday.”


“Okay, I’m up. Anybody got the scene?”


“Round Rock homicide is holding it for you.”


“Okay, thanks. I’ll wake Farrell up.” Blaine pressed end, stumbled out of bed in the dark and stepped on Lexi’s tail. She jumped up yelping and ran for the door. “Sorry girl, I can’t see shit.” By the time he opened his bedroom door, Farrell was facing him.


“What’s all the racket?”


“I stepped on Lex.”


“Aw.” Farrell dropped to his knees and hugged the big Newfie. “Did that asshole step on your tail?” Lexi licked Farrell’s face.


“We gotta go to Round Rock. They had a body left over from the rodeo yesterday.”


“No, shit,” said Farrell. “It was peaceful when Pablo and I were there.”


“Maybe it was a peaceful killing. Get dressed and call Pablo and Travis. I’ll make coffee and let the dogs out.”


“Hoodoo slept on my bed,” said Farrell. “He’s missing Misty.”


“Don’t get me started on that,” said Blaine. “I thought it was her calling when it was the Chief.”


 


Round Rock.


THE ROUND ROCK fairgrounds were soup. Dressed in rain gear with their hats pulled low over their eyes, Blaine and the team joined two uniformed officers and two detectives from Round Rock homicide at the end of the bleachers. They all watched the local medical examiner do up the zipper over a mud coated corpse.


“Cause of death, sir?” asked Blaine. He wasn’t familiar with the staff of the Round Rock PD.


“Exsanguination. Throat cut wide open.”


“Any sign of the knife?” asked Farrell.


“Negative,” said one of the detectives. “No weapon found, and the victim has no ID.”


“They killed him for his wallet?” asked Pablo.


“Looks that way,” said Farrell, “or somebody is trying to make it look like a robbery.”


Blaine sloshed around in the muck peering under the bleachers. “Footprints are history,” he mumbled. “The ground is slop under there.”


“Crime scene people haven’t got a hope in hell,” said Farrell.


“Where was the next stop for the rodeo?” Travis asked.


“Believe they headed up to Georgetown,” said one of the uniforms. “They’d all cleared out late last night when I drove by on my way home. Guess the only one left behind was the dead guy.”


“The rodeo will be indoors in the arena tonight,” said one of the detectives. “Be a little dryer than here.”


“Maybe the gun show people won’t be that lucky,” said Farrell. “Their tents might be a little damp.”


“Guess we’ll head up there next,” said Blaine. “I’ll be in touch with y’all’s chief later today.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE tiptoed out of Charity’s room and settled on the king size bed next door in his own room to start the book Jan had given him at his last appointment. He had no intentions of quitting smoking, but he said he’d read the book and he never went back on his word. Never.


Only that one time in Sante Fe that ruined his life.


Letting that thought enter his head made his heart pound. He checked the monitor he was compelled to wear and tried to slow his breathing. All his bad moments had to do with Annie. No way he could deny it. Maybe Brian was right and severing all ties was the right way to go.


Hard to sever all ties with the one you love most in the world.


He finished the introduction on the first page and his cell rang. He grabbed it quickly on the first ring, so it wouldn’t wake the baby. “Quantrall.”


“I’m calling cause Blacky’s driving,” said Farrell. “Bringing you up to speed on the case we’re working on.” He gave Jesse all the details they had so far. “We’re on our way north to Georgetown now.”


“I’ll get copies of everything Round Rock has,” said Jesse, “and go over all of it. Talk to y’all later.”


“Yeah, boss. Stay out of this fuckin weather.”


Jesse glanced at his window and couldn’t see anything but torrents of rain. “I better send Ty and Paulie to check the cattle pasturing in the field with the pond.”


 


Georgetown.


AFTER CATCHING JESSE up, Farrell relayed the information he got from Kamps at the bar the night before. “I’ve got the address of the guy’s estate. I just haven’t had time to look it up yet. I was going to do it this morning, but we’re here instead.


“Kamps doesn’t know who’s planning the heist?” asked Travis.


“Not yet, but I pressed him on it,” said Farrell. “He said he’d try hard to find out.”


“We’ll get on it as soon as we finish here in Georgetown,” said Blaine. “We should have brought two vehicles.”


 


THE ARENA was almost deserted at ten in the morning. A few cowboys feeding their stock and maintenance people cleaning up from whatever event had taken place the night before were the only ones around.


“Let’s hit the manager’s office,” said Blaine, “then we’ll split up and talk to as many people as we can who were at the Round Rock show.”


“Can we get coffee?” asked Farrell looking longingly at the snack bar that was closed up tight.”


“You go get coffee for everybody at the closest spot, bro, and bring donuts or something. I’m fuckin starving.”


Farrell gave Blaine a thumbs up and turned to leave when somebody hollered his name. “Hey, Farrell.”


“Rowdy,” Farrell hollered back at the slim cowboy, “how are you, buddy?”


Rowdy Butler came running across the arena kicking up dirt behind him. “I’m okay. I’m still living on y’all’s ranch out in Laredo. I talk to Annie all the time about the cattle.”


“Nice to see you,” Blaine stuck out his hand. “We’re here on a case.”


“Something to do with the rodeo?” asked Rowdy.


“Not sure,” said Blaine. “Y’all left a corpse with no ID behind in Round Rock.”


“We did?” Rowdy raised an eyebrow. “Where was he found?”


“In the mud under the bleachers.”


“Huh. Never heard a thing about it.”


“You know any of the gun or knife vendors that are following the rodeo tour?”


Rowdy shook his head. “No. Those guys started showing up last week when we were in Bryan. Just setting up shop and taking advantage of the crowd we were drawing.”


“They got a leader or an organizer or like that?” asked Blaine.


“Maybe a guy named ‘Buster’. I heard a few guys give a shout out for him, but I don’t know which one he is.”


“Hey, thanks for your help,” said Blaine. “How’s the calf roping going?”


“Good.” Rowdy grinned. “I’m points leader. Wish…”


“Yeah, I wish that too.” Blaine grabbed him in a hug.


“While you’re this close, you come stay with Mom,” said Farrell. “She’ll be pissed if she don’t get to see you.”


“I will. I called her already about bringing Jacks to one of our shows.”


Farrell introduced Rowdy to Pablo and they shook hands.


“I’ll go see if I can find the manager,” said Blaine, “you guys circulate and question all the cowboys. Try to find out where the gun people are hanging out in the rain.”


Farrell nodded. “Yeah, they got to be holed up somewhere around here.”


He took Blacky’s keys and went to get the coffee. Looking for a Dunkin Donuts or a Starbucks, he also looked for cheap low end motels close to the arena. He spotted a mom and pop motel about a half mile away and the parking lot was full of vans and pickups. “There they are.”


He cruised through McD’s and picked up large coffees and a bagful of breakfast sandwiches—two each, then drove back to the arena.


Blaine was standing near the front door waiting for him. “Manager won’t be in until noon.”


“Good. We’ve got something else to do. I found the gun people and we need to question them.” He handed Blacky the bag of food. “Breakfast sandwiches, where are Pablo and Trav?”


 


Sweet Dreams Motel. Georgetown.


BLAINE ROUNDED the boys up and they ate in the truck on the way to the motel. Not so convenient, but it was dry.


“Yep, this could be the place,” said Blaine. He put his coffee container into the cup holder. “Good eye, bro.”


“Hey, that’s what you pay me for, my huge brain. I’m always thinking.”


Travis snorted in the back seat.


Blaine parked in front of the ‘No Vacancy’ sign. “Okay, we need names that we can run through the system. Before we scare anybody off, take down all the tag numbers while I’m in the office.”


The bell jangled when Blaine opened the door to the tiny motel office. “Help you, sir?” asked a chubby gray-haired lady in a green dress. She set her knitting aside and turned to face Blaine.


“Yes, I hope you can.” Blaine laid his credentials on the counter in front of her.


She eyed them carefully, then looked at him again, comparing him to his picture. “You’re a Texas Ranger?”


“Yes, ma’am and I see y’all are full up right now.”


She smiled. “Doesn’t happen too often, but the rodeo is in town and we’re close to the arena.”


“I need a list of the people that checked in last night.”


She raised a penciled eyebrow. “Is that legal?”


Blaine shrugged. “I’m with the police and I’m investigating a crime. I think that gives you some leeway.”


“You don’t look like the police, son. You look like one of those gang kids.”


Blaine nodded, “Yes, ma’am. I’m with Violent Crime.”


The lady leaned closer and whispered, “Are you undercover?”


Blaine nodded, “Don’t tell anybody.”


“I won’t.” She printed off the list. Twenty people in five rooms, under five different names.


“Thank you, ma’am. I appreciate it.”


“Is there going to be shooting in any of my rooms?”


“I don’t think so. I’m only asking a few questions. No shooting.”


“Good. I hate filling those bullet holes in the walls.”


Blaine joined the boys in the truck.


“What did you get, boss?” asked Travis. “We got all the plates. Want any of them tagged?”


“Let me check which room Buster is in.”


“That might not be his real name,” said Pablo. “Sounds like a nickname.”


“Yeah,” Blaine looked at all the registrations. “No Buster.”


“Okay, each take a room, then we’ll flip for the last one. Pablo take 104, Trav 105, Farrell 106, and I’ll do 107. Whoever gets done first starts on 108. Just to let y’all know, they are registered as four people in each room but there might be more if they’re tight on funds.”


“Fuck that,” said Farrell giving Blaine a thumbs down. “We should do this in pairs. It would take longer, but so many in each room—we hit the jackpot and bingo—we’re dead.”


“Right, I wasn’t thinking—I fuckin can’t think with Misty missing. She’s my every waking thought. I have to go to New Orleans—like yesterday.”


“Start over,” said Farrell. “Pablo and I will take 104. You and Trav take 105 and we’ll move on down the line.”


“Right,” said Blaine. “Go.”


 


FARRELL and Pablo stood under the overhang out of the rain and Farrell knocked on room 104.


The door swung open and a young girl with a long dark pony tail stared at them. “Yes?”


Farrell held up his creds. “Police ma’am. I wonder if we could ask you and your group a few questions about your time at Round Rock yesterday?”


“How do y’all know we was at Round Rock?”


“We’re from the police, ma’am. We know stuff like that.”


Pablo smiled.


 “What do you want to know?” She stepped back, and Farrell and Pablo stepped inside the door.


“A man was killed last night at Round Rock and I need all your names and addresses.” Farrell pointed at a guy with a big beer gut and a gray beard. “Let’s start with you, sir.” To Pablo: “Write everything down.”


 


BLAINE AND TRAVIS stood in front of room 105. Travis knocked, and nobody answered until the third time and Travis was banging hard with his fists by then.


“What the hell do you want? We’re trying to sleep in here.”


Blaine held up his creds. “Police, sir. We’d like to ask you a few questions.”


“Well fuck that. I don’t feel like answering a few questions. I don’t feel like answering one.” He tried to shut the door and Travis put his back into it and shoved the door and the guy back into the room.


Blaine drew his Beretta and said, “Everybody sit down and shut up. We’ll ask our questions and then we’ll leave. Anybody not willing to answer questions here can answer them at DPS.”


“I ain’t going to no Texas Ranger cowboy jail, so fire your questions at me,” said a tall, skinny guy with a black pony tail. The silver chain around his neck was so thick it looked to be weighing him down.


“Okay, we’ll start with you, sir,” said Blaine. “Give Deputy Bristol your name and address.”


“Warren Dillinger, and I live in Longview. We all do.”


“And y’all are weapon’s vendors following the rodeo tour, have I got that right?” asked Blaine.


“Yep,” said Dillinger. “Nothing illegal about it. We got permits n’all.”


“I’m sure you have,” said Blaine. “What time did you pull out of Round Rock last night after the rodeo was over?”


Dillinger looked at a tall, dark-skinned woman with a shaved head and multiple piercings in her face. “Eleven-thirty, I’d say.”


“Did any of y’all hear anything going on near the bleachers? Like an argument, or two men fighting? Anything like that?”


“Near the outdoor seats, you mean?” asked a short guy with a half-smoked cigar in his mouth.


“Uh huh. At the north end of the seats.”


“Nope. Don’t think so. Why are you asking these questions, Ranger?”


“A man was found dead this morning under the seats, and we’re talking to everybody who was at the rodeo in Round Rock.”


“That’s gonna be a helluva lot of people,” said Dillinger. “Before it started raining there were hundreds of people there.”


Travis took down all the names and addresses and they moved on to the next room.


 


FARRELL AND PABLO moved onto 106 and although it was only shortly after twelve noon, the three guys and two girls in that room were drunk and smoking up. Both beds were unmade, and the room was littered with pizza boxes and beer cans.


The two girls gave Pablo their names and addresses with no fuss, but two out of the three guys were mean drunks and bent on giving Farrell a hard time. A big mistake on their part.


“I ain’t answering no questions, and I want you to get the hell out of my room,” hollered the youngest guy. Farrell figured the guy to be about the same age as he was—almost twenty-four. The guy was so drunk he couldn’t stand up on his own.


“What’s his name?” Pablo asked one of the girls and she started to say it.


“Don’t tell them my name, bitch.” He lunged for the girl, tripped and planted his face in the threadbare green carpet.


“You better put your buddy to bed,” said Pablo. “Just tell me his name and give me his address.”


The guy who’d been sitting quietly at the table in the corner of the room stood up and ambled over towards them. He was over six feet tall with big hands and feet. He had the size to be a decent scrapper, but he looked soft around the middle. “We’re done here now. No more names and no more questions. Get out of my room.”


“That’s not going to happen, sir,” said Farrell, “not until we’re finished what we came for.”


“You’ll be finished as soon as I throw both of you out.”


Pablo smiled, and Farrell knew his partner was ready.


The big guy gave Pablo a push backwards with the heel of his hand in the middle of Pablo’s chest. Quick as lightning, Pablo grabbed the wrist, spun the guy around, swept his leg and was kneeling on the guy’s back cuffing him.


Farrell grinned. “Who’s next?”


The rest of the customers spewed out their names and addresses without protest.


“Put him in the back seat of the truck,” said Farrell. “Stay with him. I’ll help the boss finish up.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


THE BLACKMORE CREW arrived at DPS, tired, soggy and a little out of sorts after their morning spent trying to squeeze information out of the tight-lipped weapon’s vendors. An unruly and uncooperative bunch to say the least.


Always in a foul mood when he dealt with jerks, Blacky stomped into the Chief’s office and splashed down into one of the guest chairs.


“I can see that didn’t go too well,” said Calhoun. “Any ID on the victim yet?”


Blaine shook his head and water flew off the ends of his long black hair. “Pablo’s booking a guy who assaulted him. Could be an inroad for us.”


The Chief smiled. “Pablo gonna be a good one?”


“Yeah, I think so. Farrell said his reactions are lightning fast.”


“Hope I get to see him in action,” said the Chief.


“Keep the dude overnight and I’ll call Jesse to come talk to him in the morning before his arraignment.”


Calhoun wrote it down. “Yep. What else?”


“Got names, addresses and tag numbers for Lil to run. We should come up with a few with jackets or at least fake ID. They’re a sleazy bunch. It’ll keep Jesse busy down the hall for a couple of days.”


“I like it when he’s in the house,” said the Chief. “He’s getting better isn’t he?”


“Yep, he’s a lot stronger following the plan this new doctor has him on. She’s putting him through the paces.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE called Jan’s cell and she answered on the first ring.


“Doctor Wagner.”


“Didn’t you see my number?”


“Sorry, wasn’t looking, Jesse, I was walking down the hall to my office.”


“I finished the book this morning and I’m doing it.”


“Fantastic. I wish you success. You’ll feel the difference, I’m sure of it.”


“How about dinner on the weekend?”


“Possibly. I don’t want you taking a step backwards. I won’t risk it just because I want to see you.”


“Do you want to see me?” asked Jesse. “Sometimes… it doesn’t seem like it.”


“That’s where my difficulty lies, Jesse. Separating my feelings for you from my opinion of what’s best for you physically.”


“Uh huh.”


“You sound like you don’t believe me.”


“I do. You’re ethical and I respect that. Let me know about dinner. My nights are free.”


“I’ll do that.”


He pressed end and Blacky was on the line. “Hey, kiddo.”


“Got a guy for you to question in the morning. He’s downstairs in holding—one of the gun vendors. A guy named Bertram Donaldson. I think they call him Buster according to Rowdy Butler. We ran into him up in Georgetown.”


“Oh, yeah? How is Rowdy?”


“Top of the competition in take down.”


“Hope I see him compete,” said Jesse. “He’s got a dandy horse.”


“Lil’s running all the names and tags we picked up. Might be more people to question in the next couple of days. You up for it?”


“Sure thing. Got to keep busy now that I quit smoking.”


“Fuck, man, you did it?”


“Read the book and quit. Bingo.”


“Gimme the book.”


“You know it.”


 


West Lake Hills.


BLAINE DROPPED Travis and Pablo off at the agency to pick up wheels, then he and Farrell searched out the address Kamps had come up with for the high-stakes poker game.


“GPS says this is the place,” said Farrell. “What’s the guy’s name again?”


“Mark Selecky.”


“How’d he get all the cash to buy this place?” asked Farrell.


“He’s a media guy. Owns a couple of TV stations.”


“Shit, you hate the media people.”


“You got that right.”


“I hear dogs,” said Farrell as they stopped at the gate.


Blaine reached out to press the intercom button and his arm got soaked. “Blaine Blackmore to see Mr. Selecky.”


The gate swung open and he drove through, following the brick driveway around a curve and ending up in a parking area in front of a four car garage separate from the house.


The house was built Tudor style, an old English look to it with steep roof angles and lots of climbing vines.


“Nice house,” said Farrell. “I like this style.”


They hurried from the truck to the house, so they wouldn’t get soaked, and stood under the little roof above the front door. “This roof should be bigger,” said Farrell as he crowded in closer to the door.


Blaine rang the bell and Selecky opened the door himself. “Blaine Blackmore-Powell himself on my doorstep. Never thought I’d see the day.” He waved them in with a sweep of his arm. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit, sir?”


“A rumor, sir,” said Blaine. “This is Deputy Donovan and he has a story to tell you.”


“Come in and sit down. How about a coffee?”


“Coffee would be great,” said Blaine. “We were out in the rain all morning.”


“Hang on until I get Heidi started on the coffee.” He flew out of the room and returned just as quickly. The man had a lot of energy. Not too tall, but tanned and athletic looking, Mark Selecky was the picture of success. Blaine could picture him modelling designer suits in GQ or holding up a club after he’d shot a hole in one. Selecky sat down in a wing chair across from Farrell and gave him his full attention. “Okay, go.”


“This is what I heard on the down low,” said Farrell. “You run a poker game with a healthy buy-in most weekends. It starts on Friday night and sometimes goes through until Sunday. Guests who can afford it come from all over the state and you put them up here at your house while they play.”


Selecky nodded. “Not illegal to hold a private game.”


“Us being here has nothing to do with legalities,” said Blaine.


Selecky looked puzzled. “Okay, what does it have to do with?”


“Someone is planning to knock off your game,” said Farrell. “Possibly this weekend.”


“By ‘knock if off’ do you mean rob the players?”


Farrell nodded. “Uh huh. Take all the money.”


“Impossible. I have great security. Let me show you.” Selecky took them to the back of the house where he’d converted a massive family room into a high-end poker room with three tables, a bar in the corner of the room, and a long buffet table in front of a wall of windows overlooking the pool area.


He pointed out all the camera locations and the fencing at the back and sides of the property. “I have guard dogs that run loose on the property while the game is in session. I can’t see how anyone would get inside the fence or if they did, how they’d ever get out with the money.”


“Our only intention was to make you aware, Mr. Selecky,” said Blaine. “We’re not offering protection, just a heads up.”


“Good, I’m glad, because a police presence would make my guests uncomfortable. They wouldn’t be able to relax and enjoy themselves like they always do.”


“Do you have physical security while the game is on?” asked Farrell.


“Yes, I hire a team of two from Winslow Security and they’ve always been professional.”


“You seem to have all you bases covered, Mr. Selecky,” said Blaine. “We won’t hold you up any longer.”


Selecky walked them to the door. “I appreciate you taking the time to come in person, sir.” He shook Blaine’s hand and opened the door.


Blaine turned and said, “I just had a thought. This sounds like a game Annie might like. Would you have a seat for her this weekend?”


“Annie Powell plays poker?” Selecky raised an eyebrow.


“Do bees make honey?” asked Farrell.


Selecky beamed a smile and showed thirty-two gleaming white teeth. “What an asset she would be to my game. Of course, I’ll reserve a seat for her. Will she be alone?”


“Umm… she has a bodyguard. Always has,” said Blaine, “but he might be a non-player.”


“No problem. I’m thrilled she might want to join us. Put a little life into the party.”


“Have you met my mother?” asked Blaine.


“I haven’t had the pleasure, but I’ve seen her picture. People say her photographs don’t do her justice.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE ate dinner with Carm and Farrell, then packed a bag. His flight to New Orleans departed at eight forty. “You can drop me at the airport then drive to the ranch and tell Mom about the game. See who she wants for backup. I think she used Travis in Vegas.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ON THE WAY to the ranch, Farrell dropped Blaine at the loop at Austin-Bergstrom Airport to catch his flight. “Call if you need me. You shouldn’t be going alone.”


“We’ve got so much going on, I shouldn’t be going at all. We both know that’s the truth.”


“Find her fast, bro. I’m worried and I know Hoodoo is.”


Blaine gave him a wave and disappeared through the glass doors.


Where in hell could Misty be?


Farrell pulled through the open gate at Coulter-Ross and felt his gut turn upside down. He missed the ranch and Annie so much, he could barely stand it, but Blacky needed him too much and wanted him living in the city. He was torn.


He parked beside a truck that looked familiar but not, and as he ran to the door in the rain, he wondered who was here visiting Annie.


As soon as he ran through the foyer and turned left into the kitchen his question was answered. “Pablo, what the hell are you doing here?”


“Hi, Farrell. I’m having a beer with Annie.”


“Why?” Farrell took a stance and glared.


Annie stood up and wrapped her arms around Farrell. “It’s okay, honey. Nothing is going on. Pablo is only hanging out and having a beer. It’s all okay.”


“But why is he having a beer here with you?” Farrell’s face was flushed. “I want an answer.”


“He likes me and likes hanging out here at the ranch.”


Farrell pointed a finger at Pablo. “That’s verging on creepy, man. I’m not happy about this.”


Pablo stood up. “I can see that you’re upset. I’d better leave.” He brushed past Farrell and went out the front door.


“What the hell is going on, Mom?”


“Absolutely nothing going on in my life, baby. I have zip going on. I’m alone and lonely and that kid has a crush on me. I coached him on his firearm skills and we had a couple of beers. The end. Please don’t be mad at me.” Tears rolled down her face and she turned away.


Farrell took her in his arms and rocked her. “I love you so much, Mom. I can’t stand to see you like this. I’m moving home.”


“Are you?”


“I have to talk to Blacky first, but I’m thinking about it.”


“Where is he? Why didn’t he come with you?”


“I dropped him at the airport. Misty went to New Orleans and he hasn’t heard from her.”


“Sometimes she does that,” said Annie, “doesn’t she?”


“I don’t know, but Blaine is going nuts because she hasn’t called. He has to make sure she’s safe.” Farrell strode around the island and opened the Sub-Zero. “I could use a beer. I didn’t come here to fight with Pablo and to upset you, I came for another reason.”


“Not just to see your Mom?”


“No, but I should be doing that. When’s Neil finished school?”


“Another week or so.”


“I want to be around when Neil’s home.”


Annie smiled. “That would be great.”


“Okay, sit down and let me tell you what Blacky wants you to do.” He explained about the game and the rumored robbery plan.


“This guy, Selecky, knows I’m coming?”


“Not as an undercover op, but as a rich woman who wants to play in a big game. Blacky made it sound like the game was something that might amuse his mother.”


“He can be devious.”


“Devious? That little shit can be downright scary.”


Annie giggled. “Okay, I’ll do it. It starts on Friday night?”


“Starts Friday night and goes all weekend, or until you run out of money, I guess.” Farrell downed the last of his beer and got up for another. “Who do you want for backup?”


“Well, I can’t take Pablo, that’s for sure. I’ll have to take Travis.”


“Yeah, sorry about Pablo, Mom, but dammit. It makes me so fuckin mad that every guy who sees you wants… never mind. I hate it, that’s all.”


“I understand, but since Jesse moved home to his own ranch, I’ve been miserable. I guess I was happy somebody wanted to spend time with me.”


“Aw. I feel so damn bad about you and Jesse. I wish he would get it together.”


“He never will,” said Annie. “He broke my heart and took my baby, but I’ve accepted it.”


 





 




CHAPTER FOUR


Thursday, April 2nd.


 


New Orleans.


BLAINE stayed overnight at the airport Hilton because of the location and the lateness of the hour when he arrived, but this morning he was moving to Misty’s favorite bed and breakfast in hopes she would show up there. Maybe she’d come in late last night and was already back in her room. He could hope.


After a quick breakfast in the Hilton coffee shop, he checked out and drove into the center of the busy city. The weather in New Orleans was warm and sunny and a little on the humid side. They weren’t getting the heavy rain hitting Texas.


With the top down on the Mustang he’d rented and the wind in his face, he felt better than he had in a while. His mind was cluttered with a thousand things he should be doing instead of driving around the Big Easy looking for a crazy girl.


A crazy girl I love.


His first stop was the house she owned on one of the oldest streets in the city, Saint Gillian. Since there was no driveway, he parked around back in the wide lane behind the house. There was ample room for a garage and an outdoor parking spot, but the whole property was overgrown with weeds and out of control shrubbery. Judging by the number of trees, bushes and flower beds, it had once been a beautiful secluded garden area.


He locked up the car, then stood and stared at the huge house from the back perspective. A couple of the main floor windows had been broken. “That needs to be fixed right away. Anybody could get inside so easily.”


Where’s my notepad? I need it.


Blaine rummaged through his briefcase, found his yellow pad and a pen and began making notes as he walked across what used to be the back garden.


He stepped up onto a weathered porch that ran along the back of the house. Half the porch was open, with a railing and a couple of ancient wooden benches, and the other half was screened in like a sunroom. He tried the door into the sunroom section and it was locked. Using a pick from the little pack he kept in his back pocket, Blaine had the door open in thirty seconds.


The sunroom was full of wicker furniture with flowery cushions but the air smelled closed up and a little musty. He moved on to the door that led into the main part of the house and it was also locked. The lock was old and took a little more fiddling to get it to release.


That door opened directly into the kitchen. A huge room with a massive ceiling fan overhead and high narrow windows facing the side yard. The appliances were white, but old style. The huge sink was porcelain and not so white anymore. A long wooden table sat in the center of the room. Dark wood. A little dusty with lots of knife marks scarring the surface. No chairs—a utility table.


They didn’t eat in the kitchen.


A door on his right opened to a set of stairs leading to the basement. He went down, checked it out and there was nothing to see.


Misty said her father’s ghost wouldn’t let her in. I think that was her imagination.


Blaine moved on through the rest of the rooms on the main floor. Dusty old furniture. A lot of valuable antiques, and a lot of furniture that was just plain old. Nothing daunting or scary. No clanking of chains except the ones on his Harley boots.


The stairs creaked with every step as he climbed to the second level. A well-made mahogany staircase in perfect condition. No visible scratches or gouges. Could be gorgeous if it was polished.


Five bedrooms on the second floor, each one fully furnished with linens still on every bed. All beds made and nothing disturbed. A thick layer of dust on every surface.


Beside the bathroom door there was a locked door, and presumably it led to the third floor. Blaine tried the lockpick and fiddled with it for ten minutes and he couldn’t get it open. He’d have to use a wizard or take the door off the hinges to get up there.


“Misty are you here?” he called, and a cold wind blew by him from somewhere. He looked for an open window and saw none.


“Don’t screw with me, Mr. LeJeune. Where’s Misty?”


Am I talking to a ghost?


Blaine retraced his steps, locked up and went back to the car.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


JESSE arrived at headquarters at nine to interview Bertram Donaldson, one of the gun/knife vendors. Rowdy thought this guy might be the leader of the tribe of gun gypsies that followed the rodeo and siphoned business off the rodeo crowds, but Rowdy was only guessing. Jesse would have to ask the right questions and form his own opinion.


He walked into room two with two Styrofoam cups of coffee and set one down in front of Mr. Donaldson. “Morning, sir. I’m Ranger Quantrall and I’ll be taping our conversation.” Jesse set up the recorder with name, date, etcetera, and set the interview in motion.


“I ain’t talking to cops,” said Donaldson. “Y’all are wasting your breath.”


“Maybe so. Happens a lot.” Jesse tapped the end of his pen on a page of Donaldson’s jacket. “Say’s here you been arrested six times for assault, twice with a deadly, and you did two years in Huntsville for a domestic assault.”


“Don’t live with that bitch no more. Nobody could and I’m a better person for it.”


I bet your wife is better off too.


“How do you know Kevin Telfer?” Jesse watched Donaldson for a hint of recognition and saw his left eye flicker.


“Never heard of him. Who’s he?”


“He’s the man who was found under the bleachers in Round Rock with his throat cut.”


“Don’t know him.” He raised his eyes to look at the clock on the wall. “Y’all have to get me to my bail hearing.”


“Uh huh. We’ll get you there. Don’t worry.” Jesse leaned in a little closer. “Where’s the knife?”


Donaldson’s eyes narrowed. “What knife?”


“Your knife. You must have one. Two of your previous assaults involved a knife.”


“Yeah, well I couldn’t carry one when I was on parole, so I guess I broke the habit.”


“When was your parole over?” asked Jesse.


“Read for yourself, buddy. You’re the one with the file.”


 


Bakery in the French Quarter. New Orleans.


IT WAS still early when Blaine’s fruitless search of the house was finished. He parked downtown and walked to the bakery where he and Misty had eaten the beignets the last they’d been here. He ordered then showed Misty’s picture to the lady behind the counter.


“I know Miss LeJeune,” the lady smiled. “She has such beautiful hair, but she ain’t been here.”


“Thank you,” said Blaine, “when my order is ready, I’m sitting outside.”


 


Jackson Square. New Orleans.


AFTER his coffee break, Blaine moved on to Jackson Square. Most of the tables and tents were open for business when he arrived so he went straight to Miss Zara, Misty’s friend and mentor.


“Miss Zara, have you seen Misty LeJeune?” They all knew Misty by her maiden name. Blaine had seen Miss Zara, the Tarot reader, once before. A huge black woman with multicolored hair, bright green eyes and dark lipstick.


“You the beautiful boy who don’t have time for her?”


Blaine rubbed his chest and felt the pain shoot through him. “That could be me, I guess.”


“Then you too late, Mister.”


“What do you mean, ‘too late?”


“She walking another path now.”


“How can I catch up with her?”


“You can’t.”


“Why not?”


“She on a different plane.”


“Explain that to me,” said Blaine. “I need to find her.”


“You can’t find somebody you can’t see, Mister No-time. She on a different plane than you.”


“Did she go to Lilydale to her mother’s place?”


“I have no knowledge of that,” said Zara. “You best look where you cannot see.”


Blaine shrugged and felt a headache coming on. “Thank you, Miss Zara. How much do I owe you?”


“No charge for finding a student and a friend.”


Blaine nodded, tossed a twenty in her tip jar and walked across the sunbaked square to find his car.


What the hell did that mean? Look where I cannot see.


 


The Fairfax House. New Orleans.


MISS THIBODEUX, an elegant lady in her late seventies and owner of the large inn was expecting him when he arrived. She personally escorted him to his suite on the second floor. And no, they hadn’t seen Miss LeJeune today, but she hadn’t checked out of her room and her things were still in there.


“Could I possibly look in her room?” asked Blaine. “I need to find out where she might have gone.”


“I can’t see where it would hurt,” said Miss Thibodeux. Let me unlock it for you.”


Blaine entered the gorgeous room, also on the second floor, but at the opposite end of the wide hallway. The bay windows faced the back garden and, in the nook, formed by the curve of the windows was a round ice cream table and two black iron chairs. Blaine sank down on one of the chairs and stared at Misty’s notepad. She wrote in beautiful script.


Boxes


Paper


Tags for second hand store


“There were no boxes at the house and nothing was disturbed. Did you go to get the boxes? Why don’t you answer your phone? Where are you?”


Nothing else in the room offered a clue. Her suitcase sat open on the luggage rack and a couple of the colorful tops she wore hung on hangers in the closet. The smell of her perfume lingered in the air and Blaine felt a tightness in his chest.


What if something terrible happened to her? Would he survive it?


He locked the door and trudged to his own room, a stress headache beginning in the back of his neck.


Exhausted from lack of sleep and the morning’s search in the heat, Blaine took a shower and lay naked on the bed. He woke an hour later feeling refreshed and the headache was gone.


He dressed, sat at the antique desk in the corner of the room and turned on his laptop.


After a short search and reading a few reviews by former clients, he called Executive Management and spoke with a girl named Lynda Tudwell who promised to meet him at Misty’s property at four o’clock sharp.


 


Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans.


BLAINE WASN’T late, so Tudwell must have been early. He greeted her at the front door after he picked his way in from the back. He’d thought about the key issue in advance and called for a locksmith to meet them at the house. All new locks and new keys. Problem solved.


Except Misty won’t have a key until I give her one.


Lynda Tudwell was a tall blonde about Lily’s height, but not in the same ballpark class-wise. Lily was a stunning woman in every respect and Lynda Tudwell was a wanabee.


Blaine had a list of priority fixes prepared and went over every detail of what he wanted done.


“They say some of the houses on this street are haunted,” said Lynda and the expression on her face said she believed it.


“That’s for the tourists,” said Blaine. “I want this place brought up to speed for my girlfriend. Her name is Misty Le Jeune, and this is her cell number. I can’t locate her today, but when I do, you’ll be working for her.”


“Okay, that’s fine.”


The locksmith arrived, and it took him an hour and a half to change all the locks.


“You put a new lock on the door to the third floor?” Blaine asked.


“I did. Had trouble getting the old lock off, and then when I installed the new passage set the key wouldn’t open it for me at first.”


“But you did get it open?”


“Uh huh. It works.”


Blaine paid him and after he left, he gave a single front door key to Lynda Tudwell and kept the rest.


Should I go look on the third floor? It’s the only part of the house I haven’t searched.


He checked the Cartier on his wrist and decided to go to the police station first and get that taken care of.


 


New Orleans Police Headquarters.


BLAINE drove downtown thankful for the wind in his face. The temperature had risen rapidly, and the city was unbearably hot and humid.


Inside the air conditioned building, he inhaled a calming breath and spoke to the duty officer at the front desk. He stated his mission and waited for someone from missing persons to come fetch him.


A tall women in a navy pant suit walked towards him with her hand extended, “I’m Detective Percival, Ranger Blackmore. What can I do for you?”


Blaine explained the problem and she led him down the hall to the elevator, then to her office on the second floor. He sat in front of the desk and answered all the questions he could as she filed the report on line. “Could you send copies of all your reports to my agency? I’ll like to keep on top of it.”


“Sure, I don’t see a problem with that. We know the city, sir, and we’ll find her. You can count on it.”


“Thank you, Detective Percival. I hope you do.”


Jesus. Please find her fast, before I go nuts.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin


LILY had run the names and plates of all the gun people and she’d come up with four more that had sheets. “Do you want to pick these guys up today or wait until tomorrow?” She held the list out to Farrell as he poured himself a coffee.


“Shit, we’ll have to drive to Georgetown again, but if we don’t get them at the arena, I don’t know when we’ll get another chance. I have no clue where the next stop is for the rodeo. These guys could be gone by tonight and we’ll never catch up.”


“You better try for them,” said Lil and Farrell nodded.


 


Georgetown Arena.


IN RUSH HOUR traffic it took Farrell forty minutes to get to Georgetown. “What time does the rodeo usually start?”


“Eight maybe,” said Travis.


“Have a good look at the mug shots Lil printed off,” said Farrell, “We’re gonna have a helluva time finding these guys in a crowd.”


“Why are you so quiet?” Travis turned in the shotgun seat and fired the question at Pablo in the back.


“Tired, I guess. Nothing to say.”


Travis read off the names of the guys they were looking for. “Alex McLaughlin, robbery, assault, D and D. He’s on parole. Pierre Frenchy Fulton, assault, assault with a deadly. Dave Brightman, six counts of assault. He’s on parole too. And Chris Cadieux, assault and stat rape. What the hell are these guys doing loose? And all in a goddam cluster.”


“They can’t be the permit holders,” said Farrell. “That ain’t possible.”


“Maybe their women got the permits for the business,” said Travis.


Farrell pulled into the arena parking lot, cruised up and down the rows until he found a spot. “Good thing we’re early. The rodeo always sells out.”


“There’s the vendors,” pointed Travis, “All set up in the park behind the arena.”


“Okay, lets go get the fuckers,” said Farrell. “I’m starving and as soon as we get these assholes delivered to DPS, we can eat.”


Travis twisted around and handed the pictures to Pablo in the back seat. “Take a good look at the mugs before we go. If they see us carrying the pictures, they’ll be history before we zero in on them.”


“Yep,” said Pablo. “I’ve got them down.”


“Split up,” said Farrell, “cruise by their tables and blend in with the crowd until you spot one that’s on the list.”


The trio strolled casually into the park, the aromas from the line of food trucks capturing their attention. They gazed longingly in that direction, then made a pass at the row of knife and gun vendors.


Travis stopped at a booth and picked up a Sig. He handled it, hefted the weight of it, then called to Farrell. “Come check this baby out.”


Farrell turned from the knife vendor he was talking to and jogged to Travis’ position. “What you got, buddy?” Farrell had already checked out the man behind the table and Travis was right—it was Dave Brightman. Farrell leaned in closer and said, “Got a minute, Dave? I need to ask you a couple of questions.”


Dave turned and bolted out the back of his tent and ran headlong into Pablo who snapped cuffs on him and led him to the truck. One down.


The second guy they spotted wasn’t as cooperative. The last vendor in the row, Pierre Frenchy Fulton was volatile and quick.


Farrell made him, waited until he finished with a customer and then asked him to step out of his tent. Without a second’s hesitation, Fulton picked up a razor sharp boot knife from his display table and flicked it at Farrell with a practiced wrist motion that was hard to fault. Farrell jumped to the side but not quick enough. The knife caught the shoulder of his denim jacket, cut through the jacket fabris and his shirt and cut into him just above his armpit.


Farrell yelped, jerked the knife out and dropped it. He clutched the bleeding shoulder and hollered, “Take him.”


Travis and Pablo already had the wiry Frenchman cuffed and Pablo marched him to the truck.


Travis picked up the knife, bagged it and shoved it in his pocket. “This is what we’re gonna do. I’ll get a Georgetown squad to take Pablo and these two dickwads to DPS in Austin, while I take you to the closest hospital for a couple of stitches.”


Feeling a little drained and woozy, Farrell nodded. “Good plan, partner.”


 


Georgetown Medical.


FARRELL didn’t have to wait too long before he was attended to at the medical center. His shoulder was spewing enough blood in the waiting area to get a lot of attention from the nursing staff.


A pretty nurse with dark curly hair led him to a treatment cubicle, removed his blood-soaked jean jacket, then his Harley t-shirt and her brown eyes widened when she got the full view of Farrell’s inked torso. She cleaned up the shoulder area and had Farrell all ready when the doctor breezed in to put the stitches in.


“Stabbed in the line of duty, Ranger Donovan?”


“Afraid so, doc. I’m a walking target out there.”


The doctor peered closely at the wound. “Wide, but not too deep. We’ll have you fixed up in no time.”


“Good,” said Farrell. “I’m about starved.”


 


Fairfax House. New Orleans.


EXHAUSTED and disheartened by his failure to find Misty, Blaine ate the Po’boy sandwich he’d picked up on the way back to the hotel. He took a sip of his coffee, found it too hot and took a moment to call Farrell.


“Hey, bro,” said Farrell, “I’m just bringing the dogs in from the yard then I’m sacking out. Did you find her?”


“No. I filed with MP. Coming home in the morning.”


“Good, we need you here.”


“What’s wrong. You sound… tired and kind of weird.”


“Lost some blood. One of the assholes with a jacket we were picking up today nailed me with a boot knife.”


“Oh, fuck. Did you go to the hospital?”


“Yeah, I’m stitched and medicated. It ain’t too bad.”


“I’ll get Mom to pick me up at the airport. I want her to talk to Travis anyway before they go to the game at Selecky’s.”


“Okay, see you in the morning.”


Blaine pressed end and called Annie. “Hey, Mom.”


“You sound tired, baby. You didn’t find her?”


“No and I have to come home. Can you pick me up at eight twenty at the airport?”


“Sure. I can tell by your voice that something else is bothering you. What happened?”


“Farrell got hurt and he had to get stitches. We are so short on manpower with Greg… gone… and Jack in the hospital.”


“And Lane getting fired because of me.”


“Don’t blame yourself for that. That was all on him.”


“Jesse hit him.”


“And rightly so. Lane deserved it, Mom. He left you without coverage. Forget about it. I’ll get Lil on the manpower crisis tomorrow. I have another reason for wanting you to pick me up. I want you to have a coffee with Travis tomorrow morning and work out your plan for the poker game.”


“I can do that, honey. I’ll be at the airport waiting for you. I love you.”


“I love you too, Mom.”


More than you’ll ever know.






 




CHAPTER FIVE


Friday, April 3rd.


 


Austin-Bergstrom Airport.


BLAINE gripped Annie in a tight hug as he came through the arrival doors, then he bent down and hugged Jackson. “Hey, buddy, thanks for picking me up.”


“No problem, Blaine. I wanted to go to your place and feed the fish with Carm anyways.”


“Carm loves it when you come over.”


As they walked to Annie’s truck she asked, “You didn’t find any trace of her?”


“No, and now I’ve worried her mother too. She lives up in Lilydale, upper New York State in that psychic community, and she’s been trying Misty’s phone as long as I have.”


“Would she get any… feelings where Misty might be?”


“She said she’d call me as soon as she got anything at all—spiritual or non.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


THE CREW was gathered around the kitchen table drinking coffee and awaiting the return of number one. Carm had made waffles for everyone because they were Farrell’s favorite and she was fussing over him because he was hurt.


Blaine set his bag down in the foyer and hugged Carm as soon as he came through the kitchen door. She began talking rapidly in Spanish telling him how badly Farrell was hurt, and how he shouldn’t work today.


“Si, entiendo, mi Corazon.”


Carm hugged Annie, then Jackson captured her full attention and she abandoned the waffles and went out back to the fishpond.


Annie gently hugged Farrell and kissed his neck. She peeked under the bandage and examined his wound to see for herself, then sat down at the table next to Travis and across from a silent Pablo. “Morning all.”


Farrell recapped what had gone down in Georgetown for Blaine’s benefit.


“Two in holding ready to be questioned?” asked Blaine, “That’s great. I’ll get Jesse on them this morning. Pablo and Travis can go north to Belton and see if they can pick up the other two on the list. I Googled the tour and that’s the next stop for the rodeo. They’ll be setting up today and finishing up tomorrow night.” Blaine took a sip of his coffee and continued. “First, Annie and Travis need to have a little meeting in the dining room, then everybody can get started.” He pointed a finger at Farrell. “You’re on game watching and HGTV with Carm until Monday.”


Pablo glared as Annie joined Travis in the dining room for their meeting.


Farrell noticed and pointed a finger in Pablo’s face. “Stand down, buddy. Go for a smoke.”


Pablo stomped out onto the front porch to wait for Travis.


“What’s going on?” asked Blaine. “I can’t take anymore weird shit. I’m gonna blow a fuckin fuse.”


“Pablo has a crush on Mom and he’s been hanging out at the ranch.”


Blaine stomped a boot onto the kitchen tiles and the Harley chains rattled. “No fuckin way that can happen. I’ll fire the fucker first.”


“I told him it ain’t going down that way and he had to back off,” said Farrell. “I hope to hell he does. I’ll goddam kill him myself.”


 


TRAVIS sat across from Annie in Blaine’s expensively paneled dining room with the door closed. “You’ll have to fill me in, Annie-girl. I don’t know what’s going down.”


Annie explained about the poker game and what Farrell had heard from one of his snitches.


“The guy thinks he’s got it all covered, but the boss is tossing you in—just in case?”


“That’s about it,” said Annie. “He told Selecky I’d be coming with my bodyguard, so that’s covered off too.”


Travis grinned. “Sounds like fun. Nothing I like better than working with the…”


Annie reached out and touched his arm. She leaned close and whispered, “I still love you too, soldier.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


JESSE had a coffee with Chief Calhoun while Ranger Ruskin brought Dave Brightman up from holding.


Ruskin stuck her head in the Chief’s office and said, “All set for you in room four, Ranger Quantrall.”


“Thank you, ma’am,” said Jesse. “Hope I can get something useful out of him.”


“He’ll be arraigned today,” said the Chief, “and he might make bail. The other guy stabbed Farrell for no fuckin reason and we’ll be keeping him a lot longer, if I have anything to do with it.”


Jesse strode into room four and set up the interview. When he was ready, he sat down across from Brightman and said good morning.


Brightman was in his late thirties, a dark complexion with a day’s scruff on his face, longish hair and brown eyes.


“Nice little gig you guys got going following the rodeo. Saves you the cost of advertising and you’re getting the right kind of customers—the outdoor crowd. Whose idea was it to attach yourselves to the rodeo circuit?”


Brightman shrugged and didn’t look Jesse in the eye. “Can’t remember.”


“Do you remember who killed Kevin Telfer and shoved him under the stands in Round Rock?”


“No idea. Wasn’t any of us, I can tell you that.”


“Did you know Kevin Telfer?”


“Nope.”


“My information says, Mr. Telfer was a parks department employee and he worked for the city of Round Rock. Up until the moment of his death he was assigned to supervise events at the fairgrounds.”


“Okay.”


“You didn’t notice any of the vendors talking to Mr. Telfer or having words with him during the day over some issue.”


“Nope, never did.”


“Why did you run from my men and try to avoid questioning if you’re the law abiding citizen you pretend to be?”


“Hate cops. That’s why. I’m an ex-con and cops are always on my ass for no reason.”


“Funny about that. There usually is a reason. A lot of robberies have been connected to this current rodeo tour. I bet you don’t know anything about that either.”


“Correct.”


Jesse smiled. “I’ll have Ranger Ruskin take you back downstairs.”


“What if I want a lawyer?”


“Ask for one.”


 


ROOM THREE held Pierre Frenchy Fulton, the man who had attacked Farrell. That act alone put him in Jesse’s bad books right from the get-go. Mr. Fulton was shackled hand to foot and fastened to the metal table. Jesse sat down across from him and turned on the recorder.


“No use turning that fuckin thing on, cause I ain’t saying a goddam word.”


“You’re talking now, Mr. Fulton,” said Jesse.


“And now I’m done talking, so you can shove all your questions up your tight Ranger ass.”


“You stabbed one of my men and I’m increasing the charges against you to include attempted murder.”


“Bullshit. All I did was flick a boot knife at him. I didn’t try to kill him.”


“My men said you seemed extremely handy with a knife, Mr. Fulton.”


He grinned. “Oh, yeah. I got like a fan club?”


“Not exactly a fan club,” said Jesse. “More like they thought you could be the one who slit Kevin Telfer’s throat in Round Rock.”


“Who’s he?”


“A man who worked in the Round Rock fairgrounds. Did you have a run-in with anybody while you were selling your goods in Round Rock?”


“Nope. Peace and quiet the whole time.”


“Do you have receipts for all of your sales?”


“Course I do. I’m a businessman.”


“I’d like a copy of all the ones from Round Rock, if you don’t mind.”


“How am I gonna get those for y’all when I’m locked up here in cowboy jail?”


“Give me the name of the person I can get copies from.”


“Ain’t no person since I got unhitched. The cheatin bitch is gone and I take care of all my own business.”


“Where are all your business papers at this moment, Mr. Fulton?”


“That’s the question, ain’t it? I haven’t got a goddam clue.”


 


Interstate 35 north.


TRAVIS drove his F-450 towards Belton with Pablo riding in the shotgun seat. “Something wrong, Pablo? You seem to have a burr up your ass since the meeting this morning.”


“Just curious what you and Annie had to talk about in a private meeting, that’s all?”


“And why would that get your shorts in a knot?” asked Travis. “That was a private matter and nothing to do with you.” He took a moment to think about it. “Oh, I get it. You’re hot for Annie-girl.”


Pablo turned his head and stared out the window.


“If that’s the place you’re in, you better rethink it, my friend. That’s not territory you want to trespass on. Blacky and Farrell are extremely protective of their mother and pissing either one of them off will get your ass fired.”


“Yeah, I saw Lane get fired and Jesse punched him in the face, but that was for skipping a shift. I would never do anything that stupid.”


 


Belton.


THE SETUP in Belton was similar to the one in Round Rock. An outdoor rodeo arena in the fairgrounds. “Looks like fewer vendors in the field,” said Travis. “We might have scared some off.”


They walked with the crowd of browsers past all the booths and Travis slowed down next to the third from last. He glanced at Pablo and his partner nodded. “Chris Cadieux.”


Pablo retraced his steps circling behind the row of tents while Travis examined some of the merchandise on Chris Cadieux’s display table. “Somewhere we can talk, Chris? A few questions I’d like to ask you.”


“You fuckin cops are following us and wrecking our business,” Chris hollered at the top of his lungs. “Get lost would you, so decent people can make a living.”


A few people crowded around to see what all the yelling was about, and Travis pressed in closer. “Come on, Chris. Don’t make this hard on yourself. Come talk to me and let your girlfriend watch the booth for a minute.”


The girl was taller than Travis when she jumped to her feet and pointed a long, curling nail at him. “You beat it, cop, and leave Chris alone. He ain’t done nothing and I can prove he didn’t kill that guy. I been with him every minute since we left home.”


“You’re his alibi?” asked Travis.


“Damn right I am.”


A gust of wind blew the rear tent flap up and the woman caught a glimpse of Pablo behind the tent. She let out a roar, dove through the opening and knocked Pablo flat on his ass.


Pablo grabbed for her to take her down, caught her by the hair, but before he could gain control, she whipped out a switchblade and stuck him in the gut.


Travis grabbed the edge of the table and dumped it. He jumped over top, slipped on a few of the knives strewn on the grass and lunged for the woman’s wrist. He wrenched the knife out of her hand and dragged her kicking and screaming off Pablo. Travis pushed her face down into the mud and cuffed her hands behind her back.


Chris Cadieux sprinted out of the tent and disappeared into the throng of people. Nothing Travis could do about it but let him go. They’d get him later.


He attached the woman’s ankle to one of the tent poles while he called for backup and an ambulance. With that done, Travis whipped off his jacket and used it to press on Pablo’s wound.


Response time was only minutes and after the paramedics took Pablo to the hospital, Travis and the two uniforms who responded to his call helped get the wild and willful Manuela Cadieux to the truck. They secured her in the back seat with her hands cuffed behind her.


“You okay to drive back to Austin, Ranger Bristol?”


“Yeah. I feel bad leaving my partner in the hospital, but I’ll send somebody for him later.”


“We can check on him if you like and let you know.”


“Thanks, that would be great. I need to know if they’re admitting him or if we need to pick him up later today. Appreciate it.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE got the update from Travis as the former marine drove back to Austin from Belton.


“Chris Cadieux is on the run, boss. I need a warrant for his arrest if you can manage it.” Travis went into detail about the woman, supposedly Cadieux’s wife, and her stabbing Pablo.


“Don’t fuckin tell me we have another man down.”


“We do, boss. Don’t know how long Pablo will be out. She got him good in the gut and it looked to me like she twisted the knife and made a dandy size hole. Somebody has to get up to Belton and check out Pablo’s condition.”


“Okay, I’m sending Lily and Rick right now. I want to be here to talk to Annie before the two of you go to the game.” Blaine paused. “Are you going to be okay for another shift?”


“Yeah, sure. After I drop the wild woman off at DPS, I’ll go home, shower and have some dinner. I’ll be okay.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


TRAVIS was beat when he got back to Austin. Coming down off an adrenaline high always did that to him. He left Mrs. Cadieux secured in the back seat of his truck until he went inside and got help. Ranger Rockford, smiling as always, strode out to the parking lot to help Travis bring the woman inside to booking.


“Is Jesse here yet? Asked Travis. “I called and asked him to come and question her.”


“Ain’t seen him, but he has a fair drive from his ranch.”


Travis opened the back door and Manuela spit at them.


Rocky took a step back and chucked. “Hello there, Missy. Ain’t you the feisty one?”


They got her out of the truck, but then she dug in and wouldn’t walk. “Ain’t going in there. Chris told me never to go in the cowboy jail.”


“Well, Chris ain’t here to save your ass,” said Rocky, “and believe me, you are going in there.” Between the two of them, they half-dragged, half-carried her to booking.


“Charge her with assault with a deadly, resisting arrest, attempted murder of a police officer, suspicion of murder, and I’ll think of more later,” said Travis.


Rocky raised an eyebrow. “Blacky won’t be happy with her after Farrell got stabbed yesterday. That’s a thorn in the Chief’s side too.”


“Farrell’s off until Monday,” said Travis, “but he don’t take orders too good.”


 


Ranger Headquarters.


JESSE arrived at headquarters just as two Rangers were bringing the newly arrested, Manuela Cadieux from booking to interrogation room one. Yelling and screaming obscenities in Spanish, Jesse figured he’d have his work cut out for him.


“Thanks, guys. Not sure I can handle her on my own, I might need backup.”


Rocky chuckled. “No might about it, Jesse. You will.”


“Now I’m nervous.” Jesse went into room one and sat down across from Manuela. He turned on the recorder and set up the interview.


“Miss Manuela, I’m Ranger Quantrall and I’m going to ask you a few questions. I’ll be recording our conversation.”


“Fuck you, Ranger. I got nothing to say to no goddam cowboy cops and specially nothing to say to no goddam Rangers.”


“You’ve been advised of your rights, Miss Manuela,” said Jesse. “Why did you feel the need to attack one of my men?”


Her dark eyes narrowed, and she sneered. “Your main man was hassling Chris for no fucking reason, that’s why. And when I saw the other guy—the big black-haired asshole—at the back of the tent, I guess I lost it for a minute.”


  “You stabbed a deputy, ma’am. An unprovoked attack on a police officer. We don’t take kindly to that.”


“They set us up—like surrounded us—and that’s what made me so goddam mad.”


“Partners work that way. They cover each other off. They weren’t setting you up. They were doing their jobs. Nothing more.”


“Too damn bad. It is what it is. I can’t change it now.”


“Any idea where Chris might have gone?”


“No clue.”


“We have your home address. We’ll check there first.”


“He ain’t at home.”


“Your prints brought up your police record, Miss Manuela. You’ve been busy.”


“I do what I can.” She stared at her hands. Her right still stained with Pablo’s blood.


“Did you kill Kevin Telfer, Miss Manuela?”


She didn’t look up. “Who’s he?”


“The park worker who was killed in Round Rock when y’all were there with the rodeo.”


“Why would I kill him?”


“Maybe you were defending your husband, or thought you were. I heard you can be quite protective.”


“Is it a crime to love your husband?”


“Nope. It’s admirable.”


“There you go.”


“So your husband got in an argument with Kevin Telfer about something and you jumped in to help?”


Manuela laughed. “That’s a story you made up, not what really happened. Once the rain started, Chris and I packed up our tent and we went to a bar.”


“Can you remember which one?”


“Yep, I think so. Wasn’t far from our motel. You can check with the manager and he’ll remember us because we were so fuckin drunk, he tossed us out at closing time.”


“I’ll have someone check that out, Miss Manuela. Thank you for your candor.”


“Yeah, sure. Whatever the hell that is.” She jerked against the cuffs. “Can I go now?”


“Sure, you can go back to your cell.”


“No, I mean, can I go home?”


“You stabbed a police officer, Miss Manuela. I’m afraid you can’t go home.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


ANNIE arrived at Blaine’s house at seven to meet Travis before the game. She wore one of the dresses she’d bought in Vegas, a snug black number with rhinestones decorating the ‘V’ that dipped low in the front. She carried a black velvet bag large enough to conceal her makeup bag, her wallet, fat with cash, and her Beretta.


Blaine met her in the foyer and gave her a big hug. “You look fantastic, Mom. Those guys at the game should just hand over their money.”


Annie giggled. “I’m up for some fun, and I love working with the soldier.”


“He was actually a marine,” said Blaine. “More of a sailor.”


“I always get that mixed up.”


“He should be here soon, Mom. Come into the kitchen and have a beer with me.”


“Okay, you’ve got that look on your face. What are you going to tell me?”


“Umm… Pablo was stabbed today by a crazy woman up in Belton.”


“Oh, no. How bad is it?”


“I’m not sure. I sent Lil up there to get the details from the hospital and arrange a transfer when possible.”


“Aw, that’s sad. He has a bit of a thing for me.”


“But that was all it was, right, Mom?”


“If you’re asking me if I slept with him, the answer is no. It was a more a hanging out thing. Mostly target shooting and having a beer afterwards.”


“And that was it?”


“For me it was,” said Annie. “Can’t speak for him.”


“You don’t need to,” said Blaine. “I need more men and when they’re hired I’m setting down some ground rules.”


Annie smiled. “I love you, baby. Nothing will ever change that.”


Travis entered the foyer to a chorus of barking dogs and he too was dressed for the occasion in black dress pants and a gray silk shirt. Over his harness, he wore a black leather jacket. No tie.


“Looking good, soldier,” said Annie. “As soon as we get our marching orders, we’re out of here.”


 





 




CHAPTER SIX


Friday night. April 3rd.


 


West Lake Hills.


LIGHTS were ablaze at the Selecky residence and the parking area in front of the garage was crowded with expensive conveyances. “Some pretty dazzling rides, here, sugar. Good thing I picked up this Maserati at the dealership. I said I’d try it out over the weekend and if I liked it, they’d have a deal on Monday.”


Travis chuckled. “Think you’ll buy it?”


“I guess I might. I miss my other one more than I thought I would, and I have the insurance money gathering dust in the bank.”


“Go for it, then, girl. You deserve to have your car back.”


Annie parked and a man in uniform stepped out of the shadows. “Could I bother you for your keys, ma’am? I might have to move vehicles from time to time.”


“Umm… why don’t you come see me inside if you have an issue.”


The guy didn’t look happy, but he nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


Travis rang the bell, then stood a little behind Annie and to her left. The door was opened immediately by a short blonde-haired woman in uniform. “Could I have your names please?”


“Annie Powell, and this is my bodyguard, Major Travis Bristol.”


She smiled and opened the door wide. “Mrs. Powell, you are at the top of the list. Welcome. Please come in and I’ll show you to the poker room.” They followed the woman through the expansive residence, well-decorated and elegant in every respect. Annie took note of several paintings she believed were originals. “Here we are. Enjoy your evening.”


Annie entered the poker room and Mark Selecky came barreling towards her with a huge smile pasted on his tanned face. “Mrs. Powell, you came to join us. How wonderful.” He took her hand in both of his. “I’m Mark Selecky, and this is indeed a pleasure.”


Annie turned and introduced Travis. “This is Major Travis Bristol, my bodyguard.”


“Aw, yes, Major Bristol, I recognize you. Weren’t you recently guarding DA Leighton?”


“I was.”


“I thought so. I think we have some file photos of you and your boss at the station.” He motioned them in and pointed at the bar. “Let’s get you both a drink and then I’ll introduce you to the other players.”


“I’ll pass for now,” said Travis in his slow Texas drawl, but Miss Annie would like a Lone Star in a glass.”


Selecky gave instructions and the bartender poured her beer and handed it to her with a napkin.


“Thank you,” said Annie. “Are all the players here?”


“Certainly enough to get us started,” said Selecky. “Let’s get you seated.”


“Do you play, Mr. Selecky, besides hosting the game?” asked Annie.


“I do. I’m a bit of a Hold-em addict,” he said, “And please call me Mark.”


“We’re all a little addicted to the game, aren’t we?”


Selecky walked her over to a full table, all male, a couple of the men wearing jackets, but most in slacks and a casual shirt. “Mrs. Powell will be joining us tonight. Please make her welcome.” He went around the table and mentioned each player by name and Annie promptly forgot them.


She’d remember the names at her own table. That was always part of her game plan.


“You’ll be sitting over here, Mrs. Powell. Will Major Bristol be playing?”


Annie glanced at Travis and he shook his head. “I’ll watch for a while.”


Selecky introduced the men at her table and she listened carefully. “Sam Crawford is in seat one, Ortiz De la Vega in seat two, Price Gunderson in seat three, I’m sitting in seat four,” said Selecky, “my lucky seat.” He smiled, then continued. “Seat five, Ned Newton, Paul Corvero in seat six.” Selecky pointed, “You are in seat seven as requested. Everyone, this is Annie Powell, who needs no introduction. In seat eight we have Ken Roberts and in nine, Warner Picard. That rounds it out for this table. I’m sure you’ll meet the others from table three at the bar or at the buffet. If everyone is ready, the dealers can shuffle up and deal.”


“What about chips?” asked Annie.


“I forgot to show you the cash cage,” said Selecky. “My blunder.” He pointed to the other end of the room.


Travis walked beside Annie to the cage and stood silently while she bought her chips. On the way back to her seat he whispered. “Selecky is wound up so fuckin tight, he’s giving me the creeps.”


“Solicitous, sugar. That’ll do it every time.”


“Good luck, Annie-girl. I’ll be close by if you need me.”


“I always need you, Travis.” She winked at him and took her seat.


Annie beamed a smile around the table. “I’ll try to remember all your names, but if I forget will y’all help me out?”


“Sure will, Mrs. Powell,” said Sam Crawford. “A pleasure to meet you at last.”


“Y’all can call me Annie. I prefer it.” She chugged down half of her beer and stacked up her considerable quantity of chips.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


FARRELL checked on Blacky and he was hunkered down in his office researching the gun vendors.


Good, he’s busy. I might go downtown for an hour.


Backing out the driveway was a bit of a chore. Barely moving his left arm to turn the wheel enough to guide the truck onto the street caused a stab of pain to shoot from his shoulder to his brain. He had second thoughts about going out at all. “I’ll just drive around downtown for a few minutes. Might not get out of the truck.”


The lateness of the hour worked in his favor. Hardly any traffic on the road and he found himself in the downtown core in fifteen minutes. One cruise around Taffy’s corner and there she was leaning on the brick wall, smoking with two other girls. No customers. Sad for them. Lucky for him. He pulled up to the curb and she said something to the other girls then hopped in. “Anything interesting going on?”


“Fuck all. Downtown is dead. We were talking about calling it. Buy me a drink?”


“Okay, one, then I’m going home,” said Farrell. He drove around the block to Grady’s Irish Pub and parked.


“Never been here,” Taffy said.


“You’re shitting me,” said Farrell. “It’s around the block from y’all’s corner. You must pass it every fuckin day.”


She shrugged, and Farrell followed her inside.


Irish fiddle music blasted out of the wall-mounted speakers and the crowd hollered to be heard above it. The decibel level was high, and the whole place was in party mode.


Farrell grabbed a stool at the bar and ordered a Shiners. “What do you want?”


“Tequila,” said Taffy. “What’s wrong with your arm? You’re holding it funny.”


“Got a couple stitches,” mumbled Farrell.


The bartender poured her drink and put it on a coaster in front of her.


Farrell scanned the full tables hoping to see Kamps or one of his other snitches, but he didn’t recognize anyone. He finished his beer and as soon as Taffy downer her shot, he dropped her on her corner and went home.


His shoulder was killing him by the time he got back to the Agency, and he wished he’d stayed home. Nothing had been accomplished. He stuck his key in the lock and hoped to hell the dogs didn’t bark and wake Blacky up. He didn’t get that wish. Both dogs raised hell, happy to see him and he walked through the door to see Blacky standing in the foyer in his boxers glaring at him.


“What the fuck are you doing?”


Farrell held up a hand. “Okay. Don’t say it. I shouldn’t have gone out. My shoulder is killing me and I’m going straight to bed.”


“I was worried.” Blacky hooked a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the stairs. “Sleep in tomorrow morning and don’t forget to take your meds.”


 


West Lake Hills.


TRAVIS sat on a stool near the buffet and close enough to Annie’s table that he could see all the players. He had a beer and a plate of food and felt better than he had all day. All in all, the game was one of the quietest he’d ever seen.


Around ten thirty, a woman arrived. Tall, blonde and expensively dressed, Selecky introduced her as Kaitlin Carmody. “We don’t have an open seat for you right now, Miss Carmody. Why don’t you have a drink and enjoy the buffet while you wait?”


“Thank you, Mark, I’ll do that. I apologize for not calling ahead.”


She got a drink at the bar then plunked her shapely ass down next to Travis. “Hey there, are you waiting for a seat too?”


“Nope. I’m just watching for a while.”


“I enjoy playing poker. It’s a nice break from the hectic pace at my company.”


“Uh huh.” Travis wasn’t much for small talk or chitchat.


She smiled sweetly and took a sip of her fruity cocktail. “I run an oil company and its hard work.”


“Is it your own company?” asked Travis.


“How did you guess?”


I guess I don’t believe a word you’re saying.


Travis excused himself and stepped out the patio doors to have a smoke in the pool area. He pulled out his cell phone and called Jesse.


“Hey, Travis, I’m almost ready to call it a night.”


“Sorry, boss. I’m working, and I wanted to run something by you.”


“Where are you working this time of night? Is it one of Ace’s jobs?”


“Uh huh. We’re at a game.” Travis filled Jesse in on what was going on.


“Interesting. Maybe I’ll play tomorrow night and have some fun with y’all.”


“That would be great,” said Travis. “I know Annie would like it.”


“What did you want to ask me?”


“A woman came in late to play and her name is Kaitlin Carmody. She told me she owns an oil company and I wondered if you’d heard of her. You being a key player in the Oilmen’s Association, n’all.”


“Name doesn’t ring a bell. Ask her the name of the company if you can work it into the conversation and we’ll talk about it tomorrow.”


“Yep. I’ll do that, boss,” said Travis. “I’d better get back inside.”


 


ANNIE had won a couple of pots, but she hadn’t been hitting the flops. She’d been concentrating on getting to know the players, remembering their names and figuring out how each of them played.


Sam Crawford played tight and he never entered a hand unless he had high cards. She’d lost one pot to him already playing her favorite hand—jack, ten of clubs. Ortiz was a maniac. He played any two cards and called until he hit something. That worked a couple of times, but most of the players were on to him, and weren’t folding to his big bets any more. Ortiz would soon be cleaned out.


The dealer tossed out the cards and Annie peeked at hers. Kings. She usually lost with kings, but she threw in a decent raise when it came around to her.


All the players folded except Ortiz and Ken Roberts, the real estate dude. Roberts played like he was using his mortgage payment as his buy-in and he was easy to read. He was desperate to win and once he was pot committed, he played iffy hands all the way to the river.


The dealers Selecky hired for the weekend were pros. Annie didn’t know where they worked because there were no casinos in the area, but they might work at the downtown card clubs. Other than that, they had to be from out of state. The dealer at her table was named, Phil, and Phil was excellent.


The flop came. Ace, three, seven.


Kings are an ace magnet. Shit.


Annie felt like flinging her cards across the table, but she would never do that because she was Canadian, and her innate politeness ruled.


Ortiz, the wild man bet big when he saw the ace.


I can read you, Ortiz. You have a three.


Annie called, and Ken Roberts folded.


The turn card was a king of diamonds and Annie let out a little breath.


Ortiz bet again, and Annie didn’t raise her trips, she just called his bet.


Phil burned a card and turned up the river. Three of clubs.


Ortiz has trip threes.


Annie smiled as she watched him shove all his chips in.


“Call,” she said and flipped up her kings for the boat.


Ortiz threw his cards and left the table.


“Nice hand, Annie,” said Sam Crawford.


“Thanks, Sam. Haven’t been hitting much tonight.”


 


ANNIE took a break after Ortiz left the table. She stepped outside for some fresh air with Travis and sat in one of the chairs by the pool while he smoked.


“I think the new woman will get the empty seat at your table,” said Travis. “Watch out for her. She seems to be a smooth liar.”


“I will, sugar. Are you getting tired?”


“Normally I wouldn’t be tired, but we had a rough day and I’m a little beat.”


“Let’s go home after I get a take on the new chick.”


“Yep. I could sleep.”


Kaitlin Carmody began chatting the moment she sat down at Annie’s table and there was no let up. Several of the male players seemed bothered by all the babbling, but they were too polite to make an issue of it.


“I believe, I’ll go home and get some sleep,” said Annie. “Perhaps I’ll see some of you gentlemen tomorrow evening.” She racked up her chips and Travis helped carry them to the cage at the end of the room.


“What did you think of the new woman?” he asked.


“She’s a fake, that’s for sure, but fake what?”


“Jesse said he never heard of her in the oil biz.”


“You called him?”


“From outside. He says he might play tomorrow night.”


Annie smiled. “Good. I’ll tell Selecky.”


Annie stopped by the table on the way out and whispered to Selecky. “Reserve two seats for tomorrow night. One for me and one for Jesse Quantrall.”


“Quantrall Oil?” Selecky smiled. He liked big money in his friendly little game.


 






 




CHAPTER SEVEN


Saturday, April 4th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE woke feeling anxious. His hand touched the cool sheets where Misty should have been sleeping beside him and he shivered. “Where are you, Mist? What’s happening?”


He sat on the side of the bed and checked the time. Seven. Okay, it’s Saturday. I don’t have to rush.


Footsteps in the upstairs hall meant Farrell was up. Blaine opened his bedroom door, let Lexi out and called to his brother. “You okay?”


“Nope, can’t sleep. Going down to start the coffee. I’ll let the dogs out.”


“I’m up,” Blaine mumbled to himself. “Who can sleep with all this shit going on?” He had a quick hot shower and got dressed.


In an hour I’ll call MP in New Orleans and get an update. They haven’t sent me a damn thing yet.


His cell was ringing on his belt by the time he reached the bottom of the stairs. “Lil, you’re up early.”


“Every day is the same, boss. Rick and I drove up to the Belton hospital last night to check on Acosta. He wasn’t in the ICU—not that serious, but he lost a lot of blood. As soon as he’s stable, the doctor said it might be today, they’ll ship him down to Saint Michael’s.”


“How did he look?”


“Not bad. He seemed a little out of it, but he was medicated. He doesn’t say much, so that was no different.”


“Okay, thanks for doing that, Lil. Did you give the Agency medical info to the hospital?”


“Yep, I filled out all the forms.”


“Fantastic. Thanks for doing that.”


“We need people, boss. Our guys are dropping like goddam flies. I’m working on it from home today, so we’ll have a decent lineup to pick from on Monday morning.”


“You’re the best, Lil. Have I given you a raise lately?”


“I don’t need a raise, boss. You pay me tons of money and I love my job.”


 


FARRELL sat slumped at the kitchen table, bare from the waist up. The bandage over his stitches just above his armpit was soaked in blood.


Blaine made a face and edged closer for a better look. “Did the stitches rip apart?”


“Don’t know. They pull every time I move my arm. I shouldn’t have been driving.”


“Damn right you shouldn’t, but it’s done, and we’ve got to fix it.” Blaine scrolled through contacts on his phone and pressed a number. “Dec, hope I didn’t wake you?”


“Nope, I was up, lad. What do you need?”


“Farrell’s bandage over his stitches is soaked in blood and I don’t want to remove it in case something is going on underneath.”


“Got it. Let me drive up there and check on him. Twenty minutes.”


“I’ll buy you breakfast when you get here.”


“Deal.”


Farrell shook his head. “You making Dec drive from the ranch for this?”


Carm had joined the party and was lamenting in Spanish over the amount of blood Farrell had shed.


“I called for help,” Blaine said in Spanish, “but I promised Declan breakfast.”


“Si.” Carm hustled back to the prep area and got started.


“Yes, I asked Dec to come because I don’t want you getting infection like I got. The pain from the infection was worse than the fuckin stabbing.”


“Wonder how Annie did at the poker game?” asked Farrell.


“She might be sleeping if she played late,” said Blaine. “I’ll call her in a while.”


The dogs began barking and both of them tore into the foyer. “Dec couldn’t be here already.” Blaine opened the door to Jesse.


“Hey, boss, glad to see you. Come on in and have some breakfast.”


“I wanted to catch up on a few things, but mostly I wanted to see Farrell for myself.”


Blaine pointed. “There he is, and don’t freak about the blood, I’ve called Dec and he’s on his way.”


Jesse shook his head. “We’ve had some hard luck lately with our crew.”


“Lil is working on interviews for Monday morning,” said Blaine, “so keep that time slot open.”


“Okay, yep. After I talked to Manuela Cadieux, I sent uniforms to Round Rock to verify her alibi for the night of Kevin Telfer’s murder and she and Chris were both drunk in a bar at the time of death.”


“That’s about the first piece of solid information we have,” said Blaine. “She’s not getting away with stabbing Pablo, but we can cross her off for the murder.”


Declan arrived amid more barking. He took one look at Farrell and said, “How much blood is on your sheets, son? You look pasty to me.”


“A bit, I guess.”


“Let’s go in the bathroom and clean this mess up.”


 


AFTER new bandages were in place, breakfast was over and with a little encouragement from Declan and Blaine, Farrell went to the ranch for the remainder of the weekend. Blaine said he’d come for dinner the following evening and pick him up.


With Farrell gone and the house quiet, except for Carm rattling dishes as she loaded the dishwasher, Blaine sat with his yellow pad and made a list of everything in Kevin Telfer’s murder that didn’t make any sense.


Why were these vendors so on edge, they’d stab cops at the drop of a hat?


He re-read the report of the Round Rock officers that did the notification. Kevin Telfer was born in Round Rock, grew up there and still lived in the same house. He lived with his widowed father and worked for the city. Never even had a traffic ticket.


Why in hell would somebody kill a guy like that?


“Should I send Jesse to talk to the father?” Blaine was pondering the notion out loud when the black cat came on the screen of his cell.


“Shit, I should have called her.” He pressed talk and tried to be more polite than he felt. “Hey, Cat, how are you doing?”


“I’m sure you’re busy because you’re always busy, sweetie, but I could offer you a beer if you could spare me an hour’s visit.”


“Umm… I’m struggling with something, but okay. Give me another hour on it and I’ll drive over. Anything you need?”


“Nope, I think I just need to see you.”


Blaine pressed end, let out a sigh and tried to regain his concentration on the murder investigation. The fates were against him. Another woman calling. “Miss Tudwell, how are things going at the house? Do you have a question?”


“Not a question, Mr. Blackmore. The workmen have been hearing noises in the house and they think it’s haunted. They don’t want to go back on Monday.”


“It wasn’t haunted when I was there, Miss Tudwell, and I don’t believe in ghosts. Send me your invoice and consider yourself finished.” He pressed end and shook his head. “Has everybody gone fuckin nuts? They can’t work in an old house because it has creaks and groans. This house is exactly the same.”


While he was on a rant he called New Orleans PD and asked for Detective Percival in Missing Persons.


“Ranger Blackmore, I just finished sending you an email.”


“Great, thanks. I’m not on my laptop, but I’ll look at it in a minute. I trust you haven’t found Misty, or you would’ve called?”


“Of course, did you have another question?”


“A suggestion. I searched her house thoroughly, but I couldn’t get the door to the attic open when I was there. I’ve since had the lock changed and wondered if you could send somebody to search the attic. It would make me feel better to know nothing was overlooked.”


“Absolutely, I’ll see that we do that this afternoon.”


“Thanks.”


 


Governor Campbell’s Personal Residence. West Austin.


GOVERNOR CAMPBELL appeared comfortable on the sofa in her living room when Blaine arrived. A couple of pillows behind her back and a blanket covering her legs, she smiled when he walked into the room with Vivian, her housekeeper.


“Would you like a tray, Catherine? You haven’t eaten anything since breakfast.”


Blaine nodded, “I’d like coffee and whatever you’re making, Vivian. I’m sure Cat would eat a sandwich too, if you’re making me one.” He winked at her.


Vivian smiled, “What kind of sandwich would you like, Ranger Blackmore? Catherine likes a toasted BLT.”


“Bingo, that’s what I want, a toasted BLT with extra mayo.”


“You two are amusing,” said Cat. “I’m eating enough. I’m still kicking.”


Blaine sat down in the upholstered chair that matched the sofa and stretched his legs out in front of him. He let out a sigh. “I’ve got a case I’m getting nowhere on, and two of my guys were stabbed by suspects. I’m so fuckin stuck, and I’m pissed off to boot.”


“Farrell didn’t get hurt, did he?”


Blaine didn’t answer right away. “Asswipe threw a boot knife and caught him right about here.” He pointed to the joint above his armpit. He can’t move his fuckin arm without ripping the stitches out, and he’s like a bear when he’s not working. I sent him to the ranch until tomorrow night.”


“Aw, I hate to hear that. He’s such a sweetheart.”


Blaine smiled. “Not really, but in some ways, I guess. He’s a pretty tough customer.”


“Well, I’m stuck too. I have to read over everything Stokes is doing in my absence and I feel like kicking him in the balls. Honestly, the man appears competent on the surface, but underneath he seems to be a bonehead.”


Blaine chuckled. “He can’t be that bad. He’s the Lieutenant Governor after all.”


“Uh huh,” said Cat.


Vivian came in with the tray and set it on the coffee table. She set Cat’s sandwich plate on her lap, so she could reach it along with a napkin and left the room.


Blaine picked up his sandwich and took a bite.


“What else is going on?” asked Cat. “I’m out of the loop.”


“Annie is playing in a high stakes game at Mark Selecky’s house. Do you know him?”


“Sure, he’s the TV dude who thinks he’s Mr. Cool,” said Cat. “I’ve met him. All tanned and perfect—one of those guys.”


“Farrell picked up a rumor from one of his informants that Selecky’s weekend game was going to be robbed. I went to see him with a heads up, and he assured me he could take care of anything that came his way.” Blaine shrugged.


Cat giggled. “So… you sent your mother?”


“Nobody better.”


“Does she have backup?”


“Trav.”


Cat nodded. “As long as she’s not alone.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE sat next to Charity at the dining room table. She’d already been fed her dinner, but she loved sitting at the big table next to Tyler. He was feeding her little bits of lemon pie on a spoon when Jesse’s phone rang.


He checked the screen, then stepped into the foyer to answer. “Hey, Ace, are we playing poker tonight?”


“You know it, cowboy. Do you have the address?”


“Nope, hang on and I’ll write it down.” He grabbed a pen from the hall table and made a note of Selecky’s address. “What time are y’all going?”


“Nine,” said Annie. “Travis is picking me up at ten to nine. I’m tired after last night and so is he, but we don’t want to miss anything.”


“If there is a robbery attempt, I think it will be late,” said Jesse, “like maybe four in the morning. That’s a good time.”


“See you there, sugar pop.”


Jesse smiled and returned to his seat in the dining room.


“What are you looking so happy about?” asked Tyler.


“I’m playing in a high stakes game tonight, sort of working and sort of for fun.”


Tyler raised a dark eyebrow. “Maybe I want to play too. Where’s the game at?”


“West Lake,” said Jesse. “Big time private game run by a guy named Mark Selecky. Want to come? I’ll call and get you a seat.”


“Yep, I do. Been a long time since I’ve had any fun.”


 


TRAVIS picked Annie up at Coulter-Ross at ten to nine. “Think anything will happen tonight?”


“Maybe nothing. Could be we’re more of a preventative measure than anything else.”


“You could be right,” said Travis. “If they’ve got somebody playing on the inside and feeding them information, we could have pinged their radar and made them back off.”


“Did you take a good look behind the woman in the cash cage and see what kind of safe they had in there,” asked Annie.


“Just a glance, but the safe was large and a brand name. Not something you could tote on your back.”


“I wonder how the would-be thieves are planning on pulling this off?”


“Sometimes tips coming from snitches are only shit they made up to score a hundred bucks for drugs.”


“Oh, yeah?” Annie smiled. “No honor among snitches?”


“None,” said Travis, “and did I mention you look gorgeous in that lilac color?”


“No, but thanks. Dressed up two nights in a row, my life is looking up.”


“I’m always on call to take you out, Annie-girl,” said Travis, “be my pleasure.”


“Thank you, sweetheart.” Annie reached over and squeezed his arm.


 


West Lake Hills. Austin.


JESSE announced himself at the gate and was admitted to the Selecky estate without a problem. He steered the Range Rover along the curved brick drive and stopped in front of the garage.


“Pretty fancy,” said Tyler. “Maybe I ain’t dressed right.”


“Fuck them,” said Jesse, “we could buy and sell these assholes.”


Ty laughed. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. We could buy and sell about anybody in Texas except Annie.”


“It don’t matter what we’re wearing. If they don’t like it, they can shove it up their arny holes.”


“Wonder if we’ll know anybody?”


“We’ll know Ace, and Travis.”


“Good enough,” said Ty. He rang the bell.


The door opened, and a blonde lady with a clip board greeted them. “Good evening, gentlemen. Could I have your names, please?”


“Jesse and Tyler Quantrall.”


She searched her list and smiled. “Follow me and I’ll show y’all to the poker room.”


Mark Selecky met them at the door to the poker room and introduced himself. “You must be the Quantrall brothers. You look a lot alike.”


“Uh huh,” said Jesse. “People do say that. I’m Jesse, and this is Tyler.”


“Both avid poker players?”


“You bet,” said Tyler.


“And you were told about my game by Mrs. Powell?”


“Annie is my ex-wife,” drawled Jesse, “and I’ve still got a tracker on her.”


Selecky smiled. “I see why you would want to know her whereabouts, sir. Mrs. Powell, or Quantrall is an extremely attractive woman.”


Tyler raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment.


“I didn’t know if you wanted to play at the same table, but I took a chance and presumed you didn’t,” said Selecky. “I’ve seated Tyler at table two, and you, Jesse, at table one.”


“Thank you, sir.”


“I’ll make you familiar with the bar, the buffet and the cash cage, then I’ll leave you on your own.”


 


ANNIE AND TRAVIS came in a few minutes later and joined Tyler and Jesse at the bar. “You guys ready to win some decent cash?” Annie winked at Tyler.


“I am so ready,” said Tyler, “I might play all night long.”


“You’ll have to take a cab home then,” said Jesse, “because I’ll be home sleeping.”


Tyler shrugged. “I can do that.”


Selecky called them to their respective tables, introduced the other players and the game was under way.


Annie and Tyler were at the same table, Annie in seat seven and Tyler in seat four. She greeted all the players she’d met the night before and introduced them to Tyler.


Tyler Quantrall was an introvert and hard to read, especially at the poker table. He usually did well in a game because his expression seldom changed, and nobody could guess what his hole cards were.


Annie knew him well and had loved him since the first day they met. She’d been dating Jesse at the time and Jesse had brought her home to meet his family. They’d tried it as a couple once or twice over the years and circumstances always seemed to come between them, just like her and Jesse. The Quantrall boys were easy to love and hard to hold on to.


“Raise,” said Tyler.


Annie checked her cards and she had a nine and a three. She folded when it was her turn and watched Tyler play his hand.


Three other players called him. The flop came Ace, seven, jack. The first player to act checked to Tyler. Tyler bet. The guy sitting next to Tyler raised him and Tyler’s expression never changed. The other two players in the hand folded after the raise and Tyler called.


The turn card was another jack. Tyler checked, and Annie put Tyler on ace, jack. The man next to him shoved, and the dealer began counting the chips. Tyler sat for a moment, taking his time, then said, “I call.”


“Flip ‘em up,” said the dealer and Travis flipped up ace, jack of hearts.


The guy next to him sucked in a breath when he saw Tyler’s cards and turned over jack, king. He was drawing dead. The river card didn’t matter, but the dealer turned it up anyway—four of clubs. The dealer pushed the pot to Tyler and it was a substantial pile of chips.


 


JESSE’S table was mostly men, but there were a couple of women—one at each end. One was the wife of a player at another table, and the other woman, Mark Selecky had introduced as Kaitlin Carmody. She was the one Jesse was most interested in. He listened to her talk to the other players and she sounded more like a con than the CEO of her own business.


I’ll see how she plays. Then I’ll ask her a couple of questions.


 


TRAVIS strolled over to the bar and requested his second beer from the bartender. He stood and chatted to him for a while for something to do and found out the kid was going to U of Texas and worked as a bartender at night to help with his school expenses.


“Are you waiting for a seat?” he asked.


“I might play later,” said Travis. “Mostly I watch.”


The kid, good looking in a young, preppy kind of way, asked, “What are you watching for? That’s what I’m wondering.”


Travis smiled. “Anything out of the ordinary. That’s what I watch for.”


“I thought so. You’re a cop, aren’t you?”


“Could be. Not official here. I’m on a different mission.”


“Uh huh. I saw you last night too. You’re guarding Mrs. Powell. I heard she usually has a bodyguard when she’s out in public.”


“I guess being a bartender you hear a lot of stuff.”


“Sure, I do. The more people drink, the more they shoot their mouths off. I hear all kinds of private stuff.” He leaned across the bar and whispered, “Some of it not exactly legal.”


Travis grinned. “What do you do with all that good stuff you hear?”


“Nothing. Wish I could sell it.”


“You can.”


“You’re bullshitting me, right?”


“Nope.” Travis took a card out of his wallet and wrote Farrell’s name on the back. “Same number as on the front, ask for Deputy Donovan. He pays good money for information.”


“Donovan like the guy who’s always in the paper? Dead-eye Donovan?”


Travis winked. “You got it.”


“Fuck, this is a score.”


Travis smiled, picked up his beer and went outside for a smoke. One of the uniformed security guards was making his rounds and passed close to where Travis was standing in the shadows. “Hey,” said Travis. “How’s it going?”


“Didn’t see you standing there.” The guard stopped and shone a light in Travis’s face. “It’s going okay. I work here on the weekends and it’s an easy gig. Nothing ever happens.”


“Are you armed?” asked Travis. “I’m asking for a reason. I’m a cop.”


“Nope. We have pepper spray and a taser on our utility belts in case we need it, but Mr. Selecky says we don’t need to carry guns.”


“Is there a Mrs. Selecky?”


“Used to be, but she was gone before I started working here. Divorce in the works. That’s the rumor and according to my buddy, it’s been dragging on for a long time.”


“What’s the wife’s name?” asked Travis.


“Tanya. Tanya Selecky.”


“Good information. Thanks. Y’all have a nice night.”


 


JESSE played a couple of hands and wasn’t hitting anything. The Carmody woman was losing most of the hands she entered and still she never stopped talking.


“Tell me about your oil company, Miss Carmody,” said Jesse. “Are you pumping crude from your own land?”


“Uh huh,” she said and didn’t look Jesse in the eye.


“Where’s your spread?”


“West Texas.”


Jesse nodded. “You’re a long way from home, then aren’t you?”


“No, I live in Austin.” She stood up a little flustered, her face pink. “Excuse me, I need the ladies’ room.”


I don’t think she knows anything about oil. Blacky should check her out.






 




 


CHAPTER EIGHT


Sunday, April 5th.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


FARRELL slept better in his own bed at the ranch than he’d slept in months. He’d been thinking about moving back home with Annie, and the only thing holding him back was Blacky. He liked living with his foster brother and they had a lot of fun together, but Annie was in a sad place and she was missing both of them so much. Rock and a hard place. He couldn’t decide.


He ambled down the hall to the kitchen to see if coffee was ready and Declan was sitting at the island reading a medical journal. “I thought I was the first one up,” said Farrell.


“I’m an early riser,” said Declan. “Coffee’s ready. Sit down, I’ll get you a cup.”


“I can get it,” said Farrell and took a mug out of the cupboard. “I slept like the dead with those meds you gave me.”


Declan smiled. “You need rest to heal, and you aren’t getting enough. You’re too close to your work. Stay for a couple more days.”


“Umm… don’t know if I can. We’re interviewing tomorrow for more staff, and I like to give the candidates the once over. Blacky has hired the odd one who turned out to be a complete asshole.” Farrell glanced down the hallway towards the bedroom wing. “Mom get in late from the poker game?”


“I didn’t hear her come in, but she’s never noisy.”


“I don’t like the place she’s in,” said Farrell. “All quiet and so sad underneath about Jesse, and a lot of its about the baby. She misses Charity so much.”


“Wish I could do something about that situation, but there’s nothing anyone can do. Jesse made the call and he’s sticking to his decision.”


“Do you think he’s serious about that doctor he’s seeing?”


Declan shook his curly head. “No idea about that one, Farrell. I haven’t heard much about it.”


“He hasn’t mentioned her lately. Maybe its cooling off.”


“It sounds like you’d like Annie and Jesse to reconcile.”


Farrell shrugged, then winced when the motion hurt his shoulder. “Only if it’s what she wants. I don’t think she can weather another failed go-round with Jesse.”


“Exactly what I think. Enough is enough. She keeps repeating and getting the same result. Einstein called that behavior insanity.”


 


ANNIE LAY in bed, tired from the lateness of the hour when she got home from the poker game the night before, but happy it had gone well. No robbery and nothing even hinting that there would be one. Maybe the robbers had changed their minds. After seeing the complexity of Selecky’s setup, she was thinking one robber alone couldn’t pull it off, but it could be one single robber with big balls and a tiny brain.


She should get up and check on Farrell but going back to sleep for another half hour was an appealing thought too. Her eyelids fluttered shut, then her cell on the nightstand signaled a text and she was wide awake. A smile crossed her lips when she saw the screen. Tyler.


“Had fun last night. Want to go again tonight? Jesse isn’t going. Having Jan for Sunday dinner.”


“Sure, sugar. Pick me up.”


“I’ll text you when I’m leaving the ranch.”


“Can’t wait.”


Tyler was so sweet, and she loved him so much, but it hadn’t worked out for them in the past and he was more than a little gun shy. That didn’t mean they couldn’t have fun together, did it?”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE sat alone in his massive kitchen drinking coffee and missing Farrell. Carm was busy making breakfast, but without Farrell the house didn’t feel the same. Misty was in the wind, and Farrell was hurt and staying at the ranch—his whole world was fucked and empty.


His cell rang, and he felt like tossing it in the trash. Instead, he read the screen out loud. “Mrs. Le Jeune, Misty’s mom.”


“Good morning, did you hear from Misty?”


“No, but I had a dream about her and she was sleeping.”


“Sleeping where?”


She’s not sleeping at the Fairfax Inn.


“Doesn’t make any sense,” said Mrs. Le Jeune, “but she was sleeping in a dark place.”


“Like a dark bedroom?” Blaine offered.


“It seemed smaller than a bedroom and I couldn’t see if she was on a bed or on the floor. It was too dark.”


“A small dark room.” Blaine repeated the information.


“Have you heard from New Orleans’ police?”


“Not today, but I was about to call them. Can I do that and call you back?”


“Yes, please, Blaine, and I thank you for looking for her. Sometimes her head is so full of messages, she can’t think clearly, and she forgets about the basics—like letting people know she’s alive and well.”


“It’s hard on the people who love her,” said Blaine. “I’ll get back to you soon.”


He pressed end and scrolled to NOPD. “Is Detective Percival working today?”


“Umm… let me check. No, sir, she’s not in today, but I’ll get someone else to help you.” The line went dead for a couple of minutes, then a male voice spoke.


“Detective Payne speaking, how can I help you?”


Blaine explained, and Payne said he was familiar with the case. He read from a report. “Says here they checked the attic as requested and there was nothing but a mess. Looked like someone had tossed it, dumping out old boxes looking for something.”


“Uh huh,” said Blaine. “No idea what they’d be looking for up there.”


Payne continued, “Then, they talked to some of the neighbors and a lady across the street said she saw Miss LeJeune go into the house on the date you stated, but the neighbor lady didn’t see her come out.”


“She could have gone out the back door,” said Blaine. “You have to park at the back in the lane.”


“True enough,” said Payne. “Note here on the bottom of the page that the same lady believes the house is haunted because she’s seen the curtains moving in the attic window. She’s very worried about Miss LeJeune.”


“Aren’t we all,” said Blaine. “Thanks for the update, Detective Payne. If I hear anything, I’ll be in touch.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


FARRELL AND ANNIE were eating tacos and watching a game in the family room when Farrell’s cell rang. He glanced at the screen. “I’ve got to answer this.”


Annie muted the sound on the TV and jumped up. “I’ll get more coffee.”


Farrell answered, “Hey, Kamps, what’s up?”


“Got something hot if you want it.”


“Sure do. Spill it, and I’ll pay you when I get back to the city.”


“Fuck that,” said Kamps. “When have I ever trusted a cop? I sure as hell ain’t starting today. You meet me downtown if you want this.”


“What time?”


“Roadhouse at four.”


“Okay, I’ll be there.”


Annie returned from the kitchen with a tray of coffee and pecan tarts. “Something interesting?”


“Maybe,” said Farrell. “One of my informants wants to meet later and tell me something.”


“Do you want me to drive you to Austin?”


“Nope. Blacky will come get me. He’s planning on it anyway.”


Annie smiled. “Call him and tell him to come early.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE left home at two-thirty to pick Farrell up. He was hoping Kamps had useful information to sell because he was desperate for a lead. All their cases were stalled and growing colder by the minute. Three of his crew on the disabled list left him with little manpower to beat the bushes and turn up anything new. Blaine’s frustration level had never been higher.


Farrell was freshly bandaged by Declan and ready to go when Blaine arrived at Coulter-Ross, but Blaine took time to have a beer with Annie and catch up on the poker operation.


He listened to Annie without interrupting. “Nothing suspicious, and zero happening so far,” said Blaine.


“Just a game,” said Annie, “but a fun game for lots of money. Tyler and I are playing again tonight, and Travis is meeting us there.”


“I’ll check with Travis,” said Blaine. “He must have some kind of insight into the setup—at least behind the scenes where Selecky might have a gap in security.”


“Travis probably does have info,” said Annie, “He talked to the bartender for more than a minute or two, and I saw him smoking with the security guys outside on the pool deck.”


“Yep, he’ll know something,” said Blaine. “And maybe Farrell’s BFF will give us something too.”


Farrell gave Blacky the stink eye.


 


T n T Roadhouse. Austin.


KAMPS sat in a back booth in the nearly empty roadhouse hunched over a half full glass of clear liquid. Too early for most customers except the few who couldn’t wait for their first drink of the day. Kamps glanced across the table when Blaine and Farrell slid in and he zeroed in on Blaine. “What? I get the super cop today?”


Blaine held his tongue and let Farrell take the lead.


“What did you hear, Kamps? Is it worth the big bucks I’m paying you?”


“You’ve never paid me big bucks, but you should’ve. You cheap assholes could’ve saved the city a million fuckin dollars.”


Blaine nodded. “I’ll give you that one.”


“What’s new?” Farrell prodded him.


Kamps leaned close and whispered even though there was no one anywhere close to them. “Poker robbery is a go for next weekend.”


“Uh huh. I thought it was this weekend,” said Farrell.


“Things happened to some of the team.” He pointed a finger at Blaine. “You got in their faces.”


“Me?”


“The guy had a crew pulled together and now a couple are out of circulation. He had to regroup.”


“Regroup?” asked Farrell.


“Who’s the main brain behind this plan?” asked Blaine.


“How much are you paying, Super?”


“Don’t you fuckin call me that.” Blaine’s voice had a serrated edge to it.


Kamps grinned and showed his gold tooth. “I got the goods. Pay me… Super.”


“You know who’s making the plan?” asked Farrell.


“Heard it from a con woman. I know where she hangs and she’s always shooting off her mouth.”


Farrell pushed an envelope across the table. “Here’s your money. Give me the name.”


Kamps opened the envelope and took out the hundred bucks. He shook his head. “Not enough.”


“How much?” asked Blaine digging his wallet out of his jeans.


“Five.”


Blaine shook his long black hair. “Nope.” He pulled two more Benjamins out of his wallet and laid them on the table.


“One more,” said Kamps.


Blaine reached to take back the bills and Kamps grabbed them. “Okay. I’ll tell you. The guy’s name is McLaughlin.”


Blaine’s eyes widened, and he nodded. “Alex McLaughlin?”


Kamps nodded.


Blaine reached across the table and shook Kamp’s hand. “Thanks. We wind this up I’ll see you get a bonus.”


Kamps grinned. “Fuck. Never got a bonus before.” He turned his bald head and glared at Farrell.


On the way to the truck, Blaine said to Farrell, “McLaughlin is one of the gun vendors with a jacket. One of the ones you guys didn’t see and didn’t question.”


“I thought the name sounded familiar. We got a mug of him then, or Lil does.”


“Yep, we do,” said Blaine, “wonder where the rodeo is at today?”


“I’ll phone Rowdy,” said Farrell. He jumped in the truck and scrolled to Rowdy’s number. “Hey, bro, didn’t wake you up, did I?” Farrell listened and nodded. “Where are y’all?” More listening and Farrell wasn’t smiling. “Okay, we’ll be sending people your way in the morning.”


“What?” asked Blaine.


“One of Rowdy’s buddies was robbed at knifepoint. The guy took his wallet, then stabbed him anyway. He’s in the Killeen hospital.”


“I’ll send Jesse up to talk to him,” said Blaine. “Get his name?”


“I’m writing it on my smokes before I forget.” Farrell printed it. “Texas Kenny Kovaks.”


“Aw, shit,” said Blaine, “He’s a damn good bull rider.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


WHILE HE WAITED for Jan to come for dinner, Jesse sat in a wicker rocker on the wraparound porch and watched Charity play with Red and Bluebelle. He took a swallow of his beer then set the can on the glass table beside him. It was weird how he hardly ever thought about smoking any more, and it had only been a few days. He had a hard time believing he didn’t smoke anymore or even want to.


He checked his watch and it was six fifteen. Jan was late. He was about to get up and go in for another beer when Tyler came out with one for him.


“Molly said dinner’s ready to serve as soon as Jan gets here.”


“I don’t want to call her in case she’s almost here and I piss her off,” said Jesse. “She’s been a little testy lately.”


“Maybe she’s hot for you and you ain’t doing anything about it,” said Ty. “Ever think about that?”


Jesse smirked. “Nope. Never did.”


“Don’t want to eat too late,” said Tyler. “Annie and I are going to the game around eight. I’m picking her up.”


“Wish I was going to the game,” said Jesse. “I enjoyed playing last night. A good group of people and no wahoos or wannabee Unabombers like you always get in the casinos.” Jesse reached for his beer and his cell rang.


“Hi, Jan, I was wondering where you were.”


“Running behind, and I was hurrying a bit too fast. I was rewarded with flashing lights and a speeding ticket. I’m about five minutes from you now.”


Jesse chuckled. “Slow down and get here in one piece.”


“What?” asked Tyler.


“She got a ticket and it slowed her down.”


“That’s funny,” said Ty.


“Funny for you, but not for her,” said Jesse, “Travis going with you guys tonight?”


“He’s meeting us there,” said Tyler. “He has to go. He’s working the robbery detail.”


Jesse snorted. “You sound like a cop.”


“That’s something I never want to be.”


 


West Lake Hills. Austin.


TRAVIS ARRIVED first at the Selecky estate. He announced himself at the gate and was asked to wait for a minute. One of the security guards came running down the driveway waving his arms.


“Sorry, I couldn’t open the gate until I checked. The dogs are loose, and Mr. Selecky is fuming mad.”


“I don’t see any dogs near the gate,” said Travis. “Let me through. I’ll park up yonder and help y’all catch them.”


Once the Rotties were rounded up and safely in their pen, Travis went inside to wait for Annie and Tyler.


“Thanks for helping those bozos, Major Bristol,” said Selecky. His usually calm and friendly demeanor had vanished, replaced by a set jaw and a crimson face. “Somedays nothing goes right.”


“You having a bad day?”


“Just the usual. Employees can drive you nuts.”


“Yeah, I guess so,” said Travis.


Some of the players began arriving and Selecky replaced his grumpy face with a fake smile. “Enjoy your evening, Major Bristol.”


Travis strolled over to the bar, ordered a beer and his cell rang. “Yeah, boss.”


“Kamps came through with a name. Alex McLaughlin is supposed to be the mastermind behind the poker rip off.”


“Wasn’t he one of the gun vendors with a sheet?”


“Yeah, the one you guys never saw. He wasn’t at Round Rock or Belton.”


“Is it going down tonight?” asked Travis.


“According to Kamps, it’s going to be next weekend because we screwed them up arresting Fulton and Brightman and Chris Cadieux’s crazy woman.”


“I hope the rumor is true. We might have more manpower by next weekend.”


“Just the same,” said Blacky, “keep an eye out. These bastards are known for feeding a false story to the grapevine to fuck the cops over. It has happened.”


“I’ll be extra careful,” said Travis.


 


TYLER PARKED the blue Quantrall truck next to a dark green Jaguar and chuckled. “I should buy me a fancier ride for talking you out, baby.” He glanced at Annie’s clothes, “Look at you, so goddam gorgeous in that short leather skirt and riding in a ranch truck.”


“I don’t think you need a fancy car, sugar,” said Annie. “We’ve had some of our best moments in your truck.”


Tyler looked at her over the console and smiled. “Ain’t that the solid truth? Sometimes I can’t get those nights out of my head.”


Annie reached over and touched his face. 


Tyler took her hand and kissed it. “I love you, Annie. I’ll never love anyone else. I tried, and I can’t.”


A tear trickled down Annie’s cheek. “Same. I love you, Tyler. I love Jesse too, but in a different way.”


“Let’s get in there,” said Tyler as a Beemer and a Porche drove by looking for spots to park. “We’ll continue this conversation later.”


“For sure?” asked Annie as Tyler helped her down from the side step.


“Guaranteed.” Tyler pulled her close and kissed her gently for a long moment. “That was so sweet. Now I want to make love to you instead of playing poker.”


“I haven’t heard those words for many years,” Annie whispered.


“You’ll hear them again later tonight.”


 





 




CHAPTER NINE


Monday, April 6th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE’S mood had improved dramatically from the day before. Farrell was back home, sitting at the kitchen table drinking gallons of coffee and complaining about all kinds of shit he read about on his phone. Comforting to know his brother hated injustice as much as he did.


Carm fussed twice as much over Farrell now that he was back on her turf, and again, she was making him waffles. This time with blueberries.


Travis arrived to work early, poured himself a coffee and gave a recap of the weekend at the poker game. “Found out from the bartender, he goes to the U, and tends bar to pay his way. He hears a lot of shit and I gave him Farrell’s number.


Farrell raised an eyebrow. “Hey thanks. What’s his name?”


Travis shrugged. “I’ll get it next time. The kid told me that Tanya Selecky is kicking up a fair bit of dust in the divorce.”


Blaine raised an eyebrow. “Oh yeah? Maybe Mark Selecky is under a bit of financial pressure.”


Lily breezed in, poured a coffee and joined the group at the table with her yellow pad and her Sharpie. “Morning all. Interviews this morning starting at nine thirty.”


Blaine groaned. “Oh, Jeeze, how I hate that.”


“How many coming?” asked Farrell.


“Four that I sorted out of the hundred that applied.”


Blaine made a face. “A hundred fuckin people applied for the job?”


Lily shrugged. “They want to work for the Super Cop, boss. What can I say?”


“Don’t say that, Lil.”


Lily giggled. “Okay, I won’t.”


“Tanya Selecky,” said Blaine. “Check into her, would you? Seems she’s divorcing the poker host and she wants his bucks.”


Lil wrote it down.


“What about Pablo?” asked Blaine. “Any forecast?”


“Bad spot for the wound,” said Lil. “His doctor said after a week of rest, they’ll check the stitches.”


“Okay, no Pablo for another two weeks at least.”


Lily pointed the end of her Sharpie at Farrell. “How long before Dead-eye is off his gorgeous ass?”


“Jesus, Lil, did you have to say that?” asked Travis. “No living with him now.”


Farrell barked, “I’m ready to work now.”


“Bullshit,” said Blaine. “You can work here at home, but you can’t drive or back anybody up for another week at least—maybe two.”


“Fuck that,” hollered Farrell. “I can’t sit around for another whole fuckin week. I’ll go insane.”


The dogs barked and tore into the foyer. “Too early for the candidates,” said Blaine. He returned with Fletcher. “Yahoo, Fletcher is up and running.”


Two seconds later the dogs barked again, and Jesse walked into the kitchen. “Morning team. Am I late?”


“Nope, we’re just getting started.”


Jesse zeroed in on Farrell’s scowl. “What’s up, kiddo? You not feeling any better?”


“I want to work.”


Jesse nodded. “What am I doing? If it ain’t heavy duty, Farrell can go with me.”


“You’re on Kevin Telfer’s funeral in Round Rock, and talking to his father, then Killeen Hospital to see this guy,” Blaine passed Jesse the name of Rowdy’s rodeo buddy that had been stabbed.”


“Texas Kenny Kovaks. He’s a decent bull rider. I’ve seen him a couple times,” said Jesse. “Yep, two easy ones. Farrell can take notes for me.”


Farrell lifted his eyes to the ceiling fan. “Thank you, baby Jesus, for letting me work.”


 


AT NINE-THIRTY sharp, the bell rang, the dogs barked, and the first job applicant entered the foyer. Blaine strode out of the kitchen to greet him and it wasn’t a ‘him’, it was a ‘her.’


Lil rushed down the hall with a clipboard in her hand and introduced the woman. “This is Peyton Starling.”


She stuck out her hand in Blaine’s direction and didn’t smile. “Nice to meet you, Ranger Blackmore.” Peyton Starling was a stunning blonde with shoulder-length hair, a coppery glow to her skin and dark eyes. She didn’t seem to be wearing any makeup and didn’t need it, but Blaine was no expert on women. Farrell would confirm that fact.


Blaine nodded and motioned for Miss Starling to follow Lil to the office. He eased behind his desk wondering how in hell to interview a woman for the job. No doubt if Lil had picked her out of a hundred others and Peyton was in the top four, this woman could do the job, he was just stuck on how to interview her without sounding like a macho asshole. He had no marker.


“Miss Starling, you recently left the Dallas force?”


“I did. I wrote the detective’s exam and passed, but there was only room for one more in homicide and I was passed over for a guy with five years less experience than I had.”


“And you resigned?”


She shrugged. “I’ll admit, I was pissed off. I had a better score on the exam, I was a better shooter on the range and had five years longer on the job.”


“Uh huh. Sounds unfair. Ever fired your gun in the line of duty?” A question Blaine always asked out of safety concerns for his men. What good was backup if they froze when it counted?


“Yes, I’ve used my sidearm several times in the line of duty. I worked the downtown core and things could get hairy sometimes.”


Blaine nodded and ticked that off on his list of questions. “Do you live in Dallas?”


“I do, but if I get this job, I’ll look for an apartment in Austin. I have no ties to Dallas other than my former job.”


“That would be a requirement,” said Blaine, “We don’t work nine to five. There are no regular hours and if we’re called out, we have to be ready to go in minutes.”


Peyton nodded. “Understood.”


“Are you staying in Austin for a while, Miss Starling?”


“I can if you’d like me to wait.”


“Since you’re first this morning, obviously I have to speak to the other applicants. It would be convenient for me if I could see you again later in the day.”


“I have things I can do,” she said with a smile. “I’ll be waiting for your call.”


Lily showed Peyton out then stuck her head in Blaine’s office. “What did you think of her?”


“Good choice, Lil. Nothing negative in her resume. The only thing that bothers me is a woman fitting in with an all-male staff—except for you, of course.”


“Of course.” She winked at him.


 


Round Rock.


JESSE and Farrell attended Kevin Telfer’s funeral service at Haven Memorial Chapel, a small well-appointed chapel inside the sprawling one-storey funeral home. The service was brief with a few family members and friends in attendance, along with a large number of city employees.


Because Kevin wished to be cremated, there was no cemetery interment and the guests proceeded directly to the reception afterwards at his father’s house.


Jesse and Farrell took their time and waited until most of the crowd had come and gone before making their presence known to Mr. Telfer.


A man in his sixties, he seemed to be taking the death of his only son extremely hard.


“Mr. Telfer, I’m Ranger Jesse Quantrall, and this is Deputy Donovan. We’re investigating your son’s death. I realize this is a difficult time for you, but if you can manage it, I’d like to ask you a couple of questions.”


“Okay, Ranger, I want the person who killed my son to be caught and executed in Huntsville. Kevin was a good person and deserved better.”


Mr. Telfer saw two more groups of people to the door, said his goodbyes, then motioned to the small living room and sank into a chair. “I think this is the worst day of my life.” He covered his face with his hands and Jesse gave him a minute.


“Mr. Telfer, I wondered if Kevin mentioned anything about the fairgrounds—about the rodeo or the knife and gun vendors who were following the rodeo circuit. Just anything he might have said in passing?”


“Let me think.” The senior Telfer sat quietly for a few minutes. “He came home the day the rodeo was setting up and told me about it. He loved the rodeo when he was a kid and I took him every year. He asked if I wanted to go watch the bull riding.”


“Uh huh.” Jesse tilted his head towards Farrell, and he pulled out his notepad.


“I’m sorry, I’m not being very helpful. I can barely think.”


“That’s okay,” said Jesse. “I understand.” He pulled a slip of paper out of his pocket. “Let me read you four names and see if Kevin ever mentioned them to you.”


Mr. Telfer nodded. “Okay, that might help me.”


Jesse read each name, then paused for a beat to let Mr. Telfer process it. “Alex McLaughlin. Frenchie Fulton. Dave Brightman. Chris Cadieux.”


“One of those sounds familiar,” said Mr. Telfer. “Give them to me again.”


Jesse repeated each name with a pause between.


Telfer nodded. “I can hear him talking to me in the kitchen when I was making dinner. He said, I saw a guy I went to school with, Dad. Do you remember Dave Brightman?”


“Did you remember him?” asked Jesse.


“No, I didn’t.”


“Was that it, or was there more to the story?”


“I’m trying to remember if there was more to it, but I can’t think right now.”


“Don’t worry, sir. You did well. It may come back to you, and if it does, call me at this number.” Jesse gave him a card.


Mr. Telfer saw them out and they gave him their condolences and promised to be in touch.


On the way to the Range Rover, Jesse said, “Dave Brightman told me he never heard of Kevin Telfer.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE was at his desk rereading Peyton Starling’s resume when he got the call from Jesse. “Funeral go okay?”


“Sad for Mr. Telfer,” said Jesse. “With a little prompting, he remembered Kevin asking him if he remembered Dave Brightman, the day the rodeo came to set up.”


“Great,” said Blaine, “that connects him to the vendors, and that all but rules out a random robbery or killing.”


“Driving up to Killeen. Talk to you later.”


Blaine was jotting down Dave Brightman’s name when Lily came in with John Thomas Hilder. Tall man with a military bearing, short hair, about forty five, clean shaven and neatly dressed in khaki pants and a blue long-sleeved shirt. She introduced John then turned to leave the room.


“Lil, find out if Dave Brightman made bail, and if he did have him picked up.”


“Yep.”


Blaine stood up and shook hands. “Have a chair, sir. Nice to meet you. I’ve read over your resume and it’s quite impressive. We have one former army ranger already, although he’s injured at the moment. Have you been out of the service long?”


“Not long. I retired, and three weeks of down time was about my limit. I did a bit of fishing and tried to decide what I wanted to do, then I registered with a couple of employment agencies and they called with this opportunity.”


“You a resident of Austin?”


“Uh huh. Close by. My mother lives out near Lexington.”


“I know the area. My mother lives north of La Grange.” Blaine went back to his notes. “What was your specialty in the rangers? You were a shooter?”


“Mostly. They drop you in and you do your thing.”


Blaine nodded and realized Pablo hadn’t said a word about his missions. Maybe he talked to Farrell about his specialty. Everybody talked to Farrell.


“Have you worked with a partner?” asked Blaine.


“Yes, sir. I have. Good to know someone has your back.”


“Stay in town, John. I’m going to do call backs later this morning after I talk to everybody once. Injuries are killing me, and I’ve got several open investigations.”


“Happy to do that. I’ve followed your career and you’ve accomplished a helluva lot for someone your age.”


Blaine smiled. “As long as you don’t call me Super Cop.”


“I hear ya.”


 


Killeen Hospital.


AFTER A QUICK inquiry at the desk in the lobby, Jesse and Farrell headed upstairs to the third floor where they found Kenny Kovaks surrounded by a swarm of pretty cowgirls.


“Morning, ladies,” said Jesse, “mind if we have five minutes with Mister Kovaks? We won’t take long.”


“Aww… do we have to leave?” asked a blonde one, making a pouty face.


“By the time y’all get a Coke, we’ll be finished,” said Farrell.


“You guys cops?” asked a slim brunette. “Y’all hurry up and catch the guy who stabbed Kenny.”


“Ranger Quantrall, ma’am,” Jesse touched the brim of his hat. “At your service.”


“Ooh… Texas Rangers. Okay, we’ll be back.” They scurried from the room and Jesse closed the door.


“Your fan cub will be back, Kenny. We need to ask you a few questions about the man who stabbed you.”


“I told the cops what happened.”


“And we probably have a copy of that report, but I’d like to hear it from you,” said Jesse.


Kenny tried to prop himself up on an elbow, winced in pain and changed his mind. “This is all I remember. I bedded down my horse and was walking from the stall to my trailer when a guy jumped me. It was dark, and I didn’t see his face, but he didn’t have a mask on or anything. Just a guy with a knife. He asked for my wallet and I pulled it out of my pocket and handed it to him. Not much cash. He pulled out the bills—couldn’t have been more than sixty bucks—tossed the wallet on the ground then stuck the knife in my side.” Kenny clenched his teeth thinking about it and his hand went to the blanket covering his wound.


“I thought when he tossed my wallet, he would run off. Kind of took me by surprise when he spun around and knifed me.”


“How old would you say he was?” asked Farrell.


“Older. Thirties, early forties. Tall. A big guy.”


“Hair long or short?” asked Jesse.


“Not short,” said Kenny.


“Nobody with him?” asked Farrell.


“Nope. Nobody. People are always around until you need them. There wasn’t anybody in sight at that moment. Weird when you think about it—all the trucks and horse trailers parked in that field and not one person around.”


“Did you bring the mugs in?” Jesse asked Farrell.


Farrell nodded and took the pictures of the gun vendors out of his pocket. “Take a minute to look at these guys.”


Kenny studied each of the pictures. “These look like the guys selling guns and knives in the tents. They started following us back in Bryan.”


“Uh huh,” said Jesse, “these are the vendors with police records.”


“We have Fulton in custody,” said Farrell, “but the others are out on bail or probation.”


“They look familiar, but I don’t think it was one of them,” said Kenny. “Not big enough.”


“Why don’t we have a mug shot of Buster Donaldson?” asked Jesse. “I remember him as being a big guy.”


“Dunno,” said Farrell. “Let me get Lil to send one to my phone.” Farrell stood by the window and talked to Lil, then came back with a picture on his phone. “Buster Donaldson is over six feet tall, two twenty. Bigger than the rest.”


Kenny stared at the picture long and hard. “That might be him, but I’d hate to say for sure if it’s the wrong guy.”


“No problem,” said Jesse. “You did well.” He placed a card on Kenny’s table. “Call if you think of anything. I’ll tell your groupies they can come back in.”


“Thanks, guys. Hope you catch him.”


When they got back to the Range Rover Jesse said, “Have Lil pick up Buster Donaldson. We need to have another little chat with him.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE refilled his coffee mug before beginning the third interview. The first two candidates had been excellent, and he was thinking hard about hiring both of them. “I need to get this over with and research Alex McLaughlin.” He took a sip of his coffee then stared at it thinking it needed more cream.


 Lil opened the office door chatting to a large, muscled up Hispanic dude and he forgot about the cream. “This is Carlos Rios, boss.” She pointed to the leather club chairs in front of Blaine’s desk. “Have a seat.”


Blaine shook hands with Carlos and sized him up. The guy was in great shape and if he was a half decent shooter he’d make a great addition to the team. Blaine jumped right in. “Tell me why you want to work violent crime.”


Looking a bit surprised by the question, Carlos took a minute before answering. “I have to. There’s a lot of shit going down these days and if I don’t do it, who will?”


“You worked gang squad in Laredo?”


“Two years in gangs. My specialty and I thought you might need me.”


“How’s your shooting accuracy?”


“I like to keep sharp. One day a week at the range.”


“I have someone who can give you an edge,” said Blaine. “I’ll test y’all in a day or two.” He stood up and pointed at the door. “I think we can use you, Carlos. Let me show you where Lil’s office is, and she can tell you how we do things.”


“Y’all work from your nice house here?”


“It works best for me,” said Blaine. “I’ve tried other offices, and I work best at home.”


“Wherever you do your heavy thinking best. I like hanging with smart people.” Carlos grinned. “Makes me smarter.”


Blaine stopped at the end of the narrow hallway. “In here. Sit down and tell Lil all your secrets.”


“Thanks, man. Appreciate you giving me a shot. I know this is an elite squad.”


 


PLEASED with his choice of Carlos, Blaine trudged back to his office with only one more interview to do. His cell was ringing on his desk and he hurried to catch the call.


Saint Michael’s Hospital. “Yes, Ma’am, this is Ranger Blackmore.”


“You wanted to be notified when Jack Prima woke up.”


“That’s right. Is he awake?”


“Yes, sir. He’s still in intensive care but he can now have visitors for five minutes at a time.”


“Thank you so much for calling.” Blaine heaved a big breath.


“What, boss?” Lily was standing in the doorway with the last applicant, Luke Hyslop. 


“Jack’s awake. Run out to the carriage house and tell the Junkers.”


“Yahoo,” hollered Lily, “Rick will be stoked.”


Blaine smiled at Luke. Average height, long auburn hair, ripped jeans and a concert t-shirt. He didn’t dress up for the interview—or maybe he did.


“One of our guys was in a coma,” Blaine pointed at the chairs. “and he woke up today. Sit. Do you want a coffee?”


“Yeah, sure, coffee would be welcome.”


He talks like Misty.


“Are you from Louisiana?”


“Yes, sir, I’m from West Monroe.”


Blaine fetched the coffee and set a mug in front of Luke. “My girlfriend has the same accent as you.”


“Uh huh.”


Not much of a talker.


“Did you move to Austin recently?”


“Uh huh.”


Blaine read through his resume again. “Can I ask why you left the force in… Baton Rouge?”


 “Uh huh. “I resigned because of a personal issue. I wasn’t fired, if that’s what you’re thinking. My…” He took a big breath, then spewed it out. “My wife and baby were killed by a drunk driver and I packed up and moved to Texas.”


Blaine sat silently for a minute, feeling Luke’s pain. “I’m sorry for your loss. Is the move helping?”


“It’s been six months now, and nothing seems to help. I need to work.”


“Right, work might help. You sure you want to work violent crime?”


Luke nodded. “I’m suited for it.”


“Okay then, let’s give you a shot,” said Blaine. “Come with me and Lil will get you set up. I have a couple people to call in and we’ll have a meeting.”


Luke stood up and shook Blaine’s hand. “Yes, sir. Thanks for the chance.”


Blaine stepped into Lil’s office where Carlos was completing his paperwork. “Get Luke set up, Lil, and call the first two in for one o’clock. I’ll give Carm a head’s up.” To Carlos: “Carlos, when you’re finished in here, have a coffee in the kitchen and talk to Carm in Spanish until the others get here. She’ll appreciate someone more fluent than I am.”


Carlos grinned. “I’ll do that.”


Blaine returned to his office, closed the door and called Annie, “Mom, Jack’s awake. I can’t go until later.”


“Fantastic. I’ll go right away, sweetheart. Is he still in ICU?”


“Yep. Five minute visits. I have orientation for new people and I won’t be able to go until tonight.”


“I’ll call you after I see him.”


“Thanks, Mom. I love you.”


Blaine hunkered down and spent a few free moments digging up everything he could on Alex McLaughlin. “What’s his home address?”


The one listed on his mug shot wasn’t the one he found online. He wrote down both, hoping one was the real deal. Thirty-seven years old. He’d done time for armed robbery in Travis County.


Wonder if Fletch knew him when he worked at the jail?


He wrote that down. Ask Fletcher.


“What’s his connection to the other gun vendors? Is that how they know each other?”


“Why did he target Selecky? Does he know him? Does he know the wife? Tanya Selecky?”


He was about to go to the kitchen and start the meeting when Chief Calhoun called. “Morning, son. Haven’t had an update in a while.”


“Hang on, Chief. I’m having some guys brought in and Jesse should be there later to give you the downlow on how we’re going—or not going. Interviews all morning for more manpower.”


“Anybody good?”


“I think so. How’s tomorrow morning looking for you, to get them deputized?”


“Sure. I’m anxious to meet them. How many?”


“Four.”


“Four at once?”


“Hate interviews,” said Blaine. “Maybe this will hold us for a while if any of them don’t work out.”


“Hope so.”


 


AFTER INTRODUCTIONS to the new staff members, Carm served burritos and salad and when the crowd couldn’t eat another bite, she gave them coffee. Carlos thanked her in Spanish for the wonderful food and she smiled at him.


Blaine glanced around the table at the largest staff he’d ever had. “Okay, let’s start. As y’all already know, the Blackmore Agency is not a regular law enforcement agency. Yes, we answer in a minimal way to Chief Calhoun, Chief of the Texas Rangers, and y’all will meet him tomorrow morning when y’all are formerly deputized, and we help out Governor Campbell from time to time, but other than that, Jesse and I work on our own.”


John Hilder asked a question. “If we don’t work for any of the normal employers like city or state, who pays us?”


Jesse smirked. “Are y’all worried that you won’t get paid?”


“No,” said Hilder, “I’m not worried. I can’t figure it out is all.”


“You work for me,” said Blaine. “Jesse and I are partners and we cover the costs. On some specific cases we’re subsidized by another party, or on occasion by the state, if Cat’s involved, but not always.”


“Whose Cat?” asked Peyton.


“Governor Catherine Campbell,” said Jesse. “We work closely with the Governor. Right now, she’s wounded, but she’ll be back to work soon.”


“I heard she got shot by that maniac y’all caught,” said Carlos. “Ewing Thompson.”


“The governor is working at home this week,” said Blaine, “but should be back at the Capitol on Monday—even though I think it’s too soon.”


“You tell her that, boss?” asked Farrell.


“Course I did.”


“Lil said Rocky picked up Dave Brightman,” said Jesse. “I’ll go to headquarters and interview him when we’re done here.”


“Yep,” said Blaine. “Farrell’s done for today. Travis you take Peyton and John, Fletch, you take Luke and Carlos and y’all give them a tour of headquarters. Include the morgue and the lab and the forensics’ garage. Introduce them to anybody that’s working, then come back and we’ll talk about weapons, training at the range, and open cases.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


DAVE BRIGHTMAN was chained to the table in room three when Jesse arrived at headquarters. Ranger Rockford stood outside the room chatting with the Chief.


“He’s ready for you, Jesse,” said Rocky, “Mad as a wet hornet. Make sure he don’t spit on you.”


“Did he spit on you, Rocky?”


“Tried but I was too quick.”


“I can imagine how you outsmarted him,” said Jesse.


“Uh huh.” Rocky winked. “Don’t think you can.”


Jesse opened the door and set his notes and a small recorder on the table. “Afternoon, Mr. Brightman, did anyone offer you a cold drink?”


“Don’t want a fuckin drink. I want to know how you can pick me up any fuckin time you feel like it? I have rights.”


“Yeah,” said Jesse, “you have a few, but they’re dwindling fast. You’re on parole,” Jesse tapped the page in front of him, “and right here in black and white it says you’re in violation if you’re in possession of weapons.”


“That ain’t gonna fly. I had no weapons on me when that asshole picked me up.”


“Well this might fly a little higher,” said Jesse. “You said in a recorded interview that you didn’t know Kevin Telfer and that’s an out and out lie. You and Kevin Telfer went to Round Rock High together.”


“So what?”


“I’ll tell you what, Mr. Brightman, you are gonna sit on your ass downstairs serving the balance of your parole—says here you got eleven months to go—until you confess to killing Kevin Telfer, or until you tell me who did.”


Jesse picked up his notes and left the room. “Lock him up, Rocky. I’ll see about sending him to Travis County.”


Rocky smiled. “Good job, Jesse. Couldn’t have done it any better myself.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE sat on the top porch step smoking and waiting for the crew to return from headquarters. Lexi and Hoodoo romped and played on the front lawn displaying energy Blaine wished he had a tenth of.


Were four new hires going to be difficult to integrate? What about Peyton? Would she have trouble with the men? He had so many things to think about and his decision making wasn’t on target like it usually was. The missing Miss Misty hung over him like a dark shroud and clouded his every thought.


Travis was first to return, He navigated the big silver Ford through the iron gate and parked. John and Peyton jumped out of the truck, smiling and talking. Good. He needed all of them to bond and work as a unit.


“Come on in,” said Blaine, “we’ll have a beer, talk a bit about tomorrow, then call it.”


 





 




CHAPTER TEN


Tuesday, April 7th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


AT TEN MINUTES to eight all available Blackmore Agency employees crowded into the kitchen. Coffee was ready in both coffee makers. (Mostly out of self-interest, he’d sent Lil out for a second appliance, so they’d have a constant supply.)


An eager looking bunch. Blaine smiled to himself—that won’t last until the end of the week. “Okay, let’s get started. First things first, y’all can’t work until you have some kind of official status so Chief Calhoun will take care of that at headquarters. Once that’s done, Farrell will take y’all to Coulter-Ross where the best firearms instructor in Texas will evaluate your skills.”


“You’re not coming to watch us shoot?” asked Peyton.


“Farrell can take care of it,” said Blaine, “I have work to do and Farrell Donovan is one of the most accurate shooters on the planet.”


“Dead-eye Donovan,” said Carlos with a grin. “Didn’t make the connection.”


“On another subject,” said Blaine to Fletcher, “when you worked corrections did you know a guy named Alex McLaughlin at Travis County?”


“Yep, sure did. Mean as they come, boss.”


“Lil, call McLaughlin’s PO and make an appointment for Travis and Fletcher to talk to him,” said Blaine. To Travis: “I came up with two addresses on him. Check both and bring him in.”


Travis nodded, and he and Fletcher left.


“They brought Buster Donaldson in again this morning, Jesse. He’s relaxing in an interrogation room waiting for you.”


Jesse grinned. “I’m out of here. I’ll see y’all at headquarters.”


“I’m sure Lil explained to y’all that we have no staff vehicles—at least not yet. We use whatever is handy and keep track of our expenses best we can.”


“My old clunker ain’t up to much.” Luke said his first words. This morning he was clean shaven, and his long auburn hair was tied back with a blue bandana.


 “Don’t matter,” said Blaine, “as long as you can get here by eight in the morning, you can go with your partner.”


“Have you decided who our partners will be yet?” asked Peyton.


Blaine shook his head. “I’ll have a better idea after Farrell gives me his report on your skills.”


Farrell drained his mug and stood up. “Let’s get going. I can’t drive yet, so who wants to volunteer?”


“I can drive,” said Peyton. “My SUV is close to the gate.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE returned from the hospital and called Blaine. “Jack’s a little more aware than he was last night, but he only wants to sleep.”


“I think Andy and Rick are going this afternoon. I’ll go tonight.”


“What time are my shooters coming?”


“Right after they finish at headquarters.”


“Any of them have problems I should know about?”


“All of them included range results in their resumes and three qualified for the force. Hilder was an army ranger—he should be a cut above the others. Pick up on any weaknesses they might have and pinpoint them. They aren’t admitting they have any.”


“This should be fun, baby. Is Farrell coming?”


“He’s with them, but I didn’t let him drive. The girl is driving. Her name is Peyton.”


“Former cop?”


“Uh huh. Dallas PD. I’m iffy on a woman fitting in but she has lots of experience on the job, and that’s what I want.”


“I’ll pick them apart, sugar pop. Farrell will help me.”


“Love you, Mom. Let’s have dinner soon. Just the two of us.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


JESSE closed the door to interrogation room three and sat down opposite Bertram (Buster) Donaldson, second time in a week he’d looked across the table at this guy. “I’ve got a victim in a hospital bed who says you’re the guy who robbed and stabbed him.”


“Calling bullshit on that. Cops lie and make shit up to scare you into saying stuff you don’t want to say. I know better. Way better.”


“A forensic team is tossing your trailer right now, Mr. Donaldson, and when they find the knife the bullshit will be over.”


“I want a lawyer.”


“As soon as you’re booked, you can call your lawyer.”


“Book me then and give me my phone call. I ain’t talking to you for another fuckin minute.”


Jesse smiled.


 


Parole Office. Berkley Square. East Austin.


TRAVIS AND FLETCHER arrived at ten minutes to nine to meet with Alex McLaughlin’s parole officer.


Wanda Briggs showed them into her tiny office and searched through a pile of folders on her desk for the right one. “Here it is. Alex McLaughlin. He was here yesterday. Reported in, right on time. What’s he done that I don’t know about?”


Wanda was a short black woman about five feet tall, with bleached blond hair and sparkling purple eye shadow.


“We think he’s planning a robbery, possibly this weekend.”


“Wouldn’t surprise me. Robbery is what he’s good at.” She grinned. “I’ll rephrase that—semi good at. He’s been caught a bunch of times, but we don’t know how many times he wasn’t caught, do we?”


“Nope.”


“Who or what is he going to rip off this time?”


“Mark Selecky,” said Travis.


“The TV dude?”


“Yep, that’s him.”


“Why? He’s not one of the rich and famous in Texas. Why not aim higher?”


Travis explained about the poker game.


“Uh huh. That makes more sense. A lot of cash in one place. I can see it being a temptation.”


“We’re looking to bring him in for questioning, and these are the two addresses the boss came up with,” said Travis. “Any idea which is the current one?”


Wanda studied them for a minute and tapped one with a sparkly purple nail. “This one is still good.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


FARRELL directed Peyton down highway seventy-one and showed her where to turn into the ranch.


“Long laneway,” she said as she navigated the tree-lined path. She stopped at the ten-foot iron gate and waited for the guard to open it. “High security for a ranch,” she said.


Farrell nodded. “This is my Mom’s ranch. She’s going to work with y’all on your shooting skills.”


John Hilder raised an eyebrow. “Your mother’s going to monitor our target practice?”


“That’s right,” said Farrell, “and I’ll help her.” Farrell pointed to a spot in front of the six-bay garage. “You can park there, Miss Peyton.”


 


ANNIE greeted them on the front porch, a long, wide wooden porch that stretched the whole width of the massive stone and timber structure. “Glad to meet y’all. Did y’all bring your own sidearms, or do some of you need a loaner to practice with?”


“I don’t have a hand gun right now, ma’am,” said Luke, “I’ll need to borrow one.”


“You come with me and you can see what I have and pick something that suits you.”


“Thank you, ma’am. Appreciate it.”


Farrell led the others around the side of the house and Luke followed Annie inside.


“Beautiful home, ma’am. Don’t know when I’ve seen a nicer one.”


“Thank you, Luke, it suits us. We have a big family.”


Annie unlocked the gun cabinet in the family room and let Luke get the feel of several of the handguns.


“I think I’ll try this one, if you don’t mind.”


“Farrell shoots an SW,” said Annie. “He likes it.”


“Farrell said you was his mama, but you look too young. Forgive me for saying that if it offends you.”


Annie smiled. “Farrell is my foster son and Blaine is my adopted son. My biological son is only seven.”


“That explains it.”


“You have a big family, Luke?”


Luke turned, stared at her and froze. Tears rolled down his face and he was unable to speak.


Something terrible happened to him.


Annie took his hand, led him into the bedroom and pointed to the table in front of the floor to ceiling windows. “Sit there for a minute and I’ll get you a shot of bourbon.”


She rushed back, and Luke was slouched over, his head resting on his folded arms. “Drink this.”


He downed the liquor in one gulp and nodded. “I apologize, ma’am. Just starting a new job and knowing I’d have to explain to people that my wife and baby are dead and I’m nearly dead because of it… I don’t know if I can do it.”


Oh, my God.


“Are you living alone?” asked Annie.


He nodded. “In a rooming house in Austin.”


“You can’t live alone right now,” said Annie, “I know about losing people you love. I want you to stay here for a while.”


“Why would you say that? You don’t even know me?”


“When the shooting is over for the day, I want you to stay behind and talk to me. We’ll work something out.”


“You must be the kindest person I’ve ever met.”


Annie pointed. “Clean yourself up in the bathroom and we’ll join the others outside.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE was researching Tanya Selecky when New Orleans PD came on his cell. “Detective Percival, do you have anything for me?”


“I’m sorry, no, Ranger Blackmore. Miss LeJeune is not using her credit cards or her cell phone, and we’ve had no luck locating her here in the city.”


“When I saw your number come up, I was hoping you had found a trace of her.”


“Nothing yet, I’m sorry.”


“Okay, thanks.” Blaine pressed end and headed to the kitchen.


He pulled a Corona out of the Sub-Zero and said to Carmelita in Spanish, “They can’t find her, mi Corazon.”


Tears rolled down Carm’s cheeks as she hugged him. “They will find her soon.”


 


Alex McLaughlin’s Residence. East Austin.


THIS was the second address in McLaughlin’s file and the one his PO said was the most recent. The other address was up in Longview. Maybe he had both on the go.


The house looked deserted as Travis parked in front. “He rents a room over the garage and he’s gonna hear us coming up to get him.”


“Maybe he’ll be cooperative and come quietly,” said Fletcher.


“You’ve been watching too much TV.”


They climbed the outside staircase as silently as possible. The wood was old and weathered and creaky and unless Alex McLaughlin was either deaf or an extremely sound sleeper, he would have already heard them.


Travis knocked on the wooden door at the top of the stairs. A solid door with no view of the apartment inside No answer. There was no sign of another entrance or exit. This was it. He knocked again. “This is the police, Mr. McLaughlin. We need to ask you a few questions.”


The door swung open and a naked Alex McLaughlin stood in front of them. “Could you give me a minute to get some goddam clothes on?”


“Sure thing,” said Travis. He stepped inside the one-room rental and Fletcher followed.


One large room with a sagging brown fabric sofa, a flat screen on the wall and a double bed in the corner. Nothing else. A closed door could lead to a bathroom. These were temporary digs.


McLaughlin emerged fully dressed in jeans and a plaid shirt. “What do you want to ask me?”


“The boss wants us to bring you to headquarters, sir. The questioning is going to be formal.”


“Fuck off. I ain’t going anywhere. I’m not leaving here and that’s that.” He folded his arms over his chest and refused to move.


“Do I have to cuff you?” asked Travis.


“You can try.” McLaughlin laughed. “Ain’t happening.” He was solidly built with a mop of dark hair and a day’s scruff on his face.


“Okay, let’s do this the hard way.” Travis pulled out his weapon and cocked it. He held it against McLaughlin’s left temple while Fletcher cuffed him. Without another word, McLaughlin marched down the stairs and got into the truck.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE sat at the picnic table analyzing the first round of targets while the shooters drank a cold Coke. The sun beat down from a clear Texas sky and the temperature was on the rise. She pulled out a pen and made notes on each chart.


“Okay, let’s go again.”


Farrell put up fresh targets and the four shooters took their positions.


Annie walked from shooter to shooter, correcting their stance, pointing out which muscles were too tight and correcting any flaws she noticed. She spent considerably more time with Luke. He had great control of his weapon, but with his nerves frayed the way they were, he wasn’t as steady as he might have been before… his life turned upside down.


They finished, cleaned their guns at the picnic table and talked about how much each of them enjoyed shooting. Annie sized them all up, and figured overall, Hilder was the best—like Blaine had predicted. He had little to improve on, but they hadn’t touched on rifles or their non-dominant hand yet. She’d save that for next week.


“I’ll write a little note about each of you and send it to Blaine and let him discuss your strengths and weaknesses. Next week we’ll work a little on rifles, but mostly concentrate on your non-dominant hand.”


Peyton nodded. “I’ve always wanted to do that.”


Carlos reached across the table and shook Annie’s hand. “Thank you, Mrs. Powell. I learned more from you in one session than I ever learned from the academy instructor.”


“My pleasure. You’re welcome, sugar pop.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE pulled a Corona out of the Sub-Zero and didn’t even have the top off when his cell rang. “Chief, something up?”


“Gang rape and murder on state property. There’s a witness.”


“Is the scene secure?”


“Rocky and Ruskin have it and Mort’s on his way.”


“Okay, where?”


“West campus at the U, behind one of the dorms.”


“Shit.”


The dogs raised hell at the front door as the crew came in to check out for the day. Blaine met them in the foyer and pointed at the trucks. “Something came up. Let’s go. Peyton, we’ll need two vehicles. Take Luke and John and follow me.”


Rolling towards downtown, Blaine said to Farrell, “Call Travis and tell him to go to Quantrall, pick up the dogs and meet us at the U.”


“Yep.”


“What’s up, boss?” asked Carlos from the back seat.


“Gang rape behind one of the dorms. The girl is dead.”


“Fuck,” said Carlos.


 


University Campus. Austin.


MEDIA VANS monopolized most of the parking spots by the time Blaine arrived with the team. “Goddam fucking assholes,” he hollered as he tried to back into a space too small for the huge truck. “Y’all jump out. The fucking doors won’t open when I get parked.”


Carlos grinned as he hopped out. “The boss can get worked up.”


“Jesus Christ, nobody has a shorter fuse,” said Farrell.


Blaine glanced around the crowded parking area. “Where’s Peyton?”


Farrell waved his good arm at the far end of the parking lot. “She’s way down there. Only spot open, I guess.”


“Wait until she sees you, then catch up,” said Blaine.


“Uh huh.”


“And call Mary.”


“Uh huh.”


Media people close to their vehicles surged towards Blaine. “Ranger Blackmore, can you give us any details? Is a serial killer loose on the campus?”


Blaine held up a hand. “Sorry to disappoint y’all. No serial killer. I’m not letting y’all close enough to film anything, so go for a coffee. What you can do, is film the dogs working when Travis gets here. For anything else, wait until I know something more.”


“Great, thanks,” said one reporter and he was sincere. “People love to watch the dogs work.”


Blaine and Carlos circled the building and found Doctor Mort Simon kneeling beside the girl, with his helper, Tim, beside him.


The victim was small, just over five feet tall, short blonde hair tangled up with dirt and leaves, naked from the waist down. Her top was torn and pulled off one arm. Dried blood around her mouth and nose.


“What Mort?” asked Blaine.


“Beaten and choked during. I’m undecided why she died.”


“Okay,” said Blaine. “Tim, let me know when you’ll have her on the table.”


“Will do, Ranger B.”


Farrell and Carlos showed up at the scene with Peyton, Luke and John. Blaine waved them over. “There’s a witness and I’m going to talk to her. You guys split up and canvas door to door inside—the rooms facing the back—anybody who could potentially see this area. Take names and numbers of any maybes. It’s barely dark now. Somebody had to see or hear something.”


Peyton started to leave with the men. “Peyton, you’re with me on the witness.”


“Sure, boss. Where is she?”


“Sitting in Ranger Ruskin’s squad,” said Blaine, “I don’t want to surround her with a lot of men at this moment.”


“Good thinking, boss.”


 


REGAN MIDDLETON was taller than the victim, long dark hair and a prominent nose. She sat in the front seat of Ranger Ruskin’s vehicle sobbing into a wadded-up gob of tissues.


She turned her head and glanced over the console when Blaine and Peyton slid into the back seat.


“I’m sorry for your loss, Miss Middleton,” said Blaine, “but I have to ask you to tell me what happened.”


“I already told it to her,” she pointed at Ruskin. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”


“I’m afraid we’ll have to talk about it if we want to catch whoever killed your friend.”


Regan sobbed for a moment, took a drink from the bottle of water in the cup holder. “Okay, you’re right. I can do it.”


Blaine flipped on a recorder he pulled from his pocket and set up the statement. “Go ahead when you’re ready.”


“Lori and I were jogging back to our dorm after class—a thing we did every day—kind of a race.” She blew her nose and Ruskin offered her more tissues. “We ran past the big clump of trees with the flower bed around it, and three guys jumped out of the bushes and scared us. One of them said, ‘boo’ then started laughing while the other two grabbed Lori and dragged her under the bushes. I screamed and ran, and a fourth guy chased me all the way around to the front of the dorm. I ran inside and pressed 911 on my phone. When I looked out, he was gone. As soon as I heard the sirens I ran back to where Lori was, and she was just lying there. She wasn’t moving.” Regan sobbed.


“Were the boys wearing anything you could remember?” asked Blaine, “Like leather vests or jackets?”


“Vests, like tough guys and bandanas around their foreheads. They had on vests with no shirts, ripped jeans and boots. I saw the boots when one of them kicked Lori in the stomach.”


“Did any of them call out to the others,” asked Blaine, “Like holler out a name?”


“Umm… I can’t think, but they were yelling a lot of stuff and laughing a lot. My, God, they were hurting Lori and laughing.”


“Thank you, Regan, that was helpful. Do your parents live here in Austin or are you from out of state?”


“They live out near Barton Creek Park. They wanted me to commute to school from home, but I wanted to stay in the dorm with Lori.” More sobbing.


“Deputy Starling will drive you home now.” Blaine passed her a card. “If you think of anything else, give me a call on my cell.” To Peyton: “Before you leave her, speak to her parents—don’t just drop her off.”


“Right, boss. And after that, do you want me back?”


“Not tonight. The boys will work the dogs and I’ll do the notification. That’s all we’ll get done. Get some sleep. We’ll be busy tomorrow.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE was finishing up at the barn when Travis called about the dogs. “That’s okay, Trav, don’t bother coming this way. Go straight to the scene and help Blacky. I’ll leave right now with the dogs.”


“Okay, boss. See you there.”


Jesse loaded the dogs into the back of the Range Rover, then ran into the house for his cred pack and his gun. Charity was in her high chair in the kitchen with Molly feeding her dinner. She saw Jesse getting ready to leave and started hollering, “Me, Daddy. Me.”


“I’m taking the dogs to a crime scene, Molly, and I shouldn’t take her.”


The housekeeper smiled. “Your call, Mr. Quantrall.”


Charity sat with her arms in the air waiting for Jesse to pick her up. He blew out a breath. “Okay, you can come for the ride.”


 


University Campus. Austin.


BLAINE sat on the grass outside the yellow tape waiting for Jesse to arrive with the dogs. Exhausted and depressed he wondered what good he’d be on a new case. All members of the team were inside talking to students in hopes somebody had seen or heard something.


Ranger Ruskin had offered to do the notification to free Blaine up, and he had gladly accepted. Notifications were the worst part of the job.


Blaine’s phone signaled a text and it was Jesse in the parking lot with the dogs. Blaine called Travis inside the dorm. “Hey, Travis, Jesse is in the parking lot with the dogs. Take Fletcher and go get them.”


“Yep, I’m gone.”


Five minutes later, Travis and Fletcher returned with Red and Bluebelle on their leashes. Jesse followed behind carrying Charity.


“Hey, her first crime scene,” said Blaine.


“She wanted to come and I’m not good at saying ‘no’ to her.”


“You’ll get better when she wants a red convertible, boss,” said Travis.


Jesse chuckled. “Yeah, I’ll have to.”


“Boobelle,” said Charity. “Mine.”


“Mine,’ is the new word,” said Jesse. “Everything belongs to Charity.”


“Got flashlights?” asked Blaine.


The dogs sniffed all around the crime scene and spent a while in the bushes where the attack had taken place. Travis walked in an ever-widening circle from the spot where Lori had been found hoping Bluebelle would pick up the scent of one of the boys. At least they’d have a direction.


Red alerted first and took off running towards the parking lot. Without pause, he crossed the paved area, passed another building and stopped at the road running through the campus.


“Shit,” said Fletcher.


Blaine called it a night at the crime scene and sent everybody home. Jesse had gone earlier to put Charity to bed and Travis planned to take the dogs to his apartment overnight. They might be needed again the following day.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


WHEN the crew arrived back at the agency, Farrell pulled Carlos aside. “You got anything pressing at home?”


“Shit no,” he grinned, “wish I had something hot waiting for me, but sad to say, I don’t. What you got in mind?”


“I got a bit of a network downtown. Want to go for a pitcher and see what the talk is?”


“Sure, as hell do. I want to get to know Austin better than I do now. I used to have my own little network in Laredo when I worked gangs. Helpful sometimes when you’re stuck. I can drive.”


“Let me see if my brother wants to go.”


“You don’t look like your brother,” said Carlos.


“How could I?” asked Farrell. “His father was an educated Latino and mine was filthy white trash.”


Carlos nodded and offered nothing further.


Farrell stuck his head in the kitchen where Blacky was reaching for a Corona. “Me and Carlos are going to Grady’s to see if there’s any talk.”


“I’m dead beat, but I want to come with.”


 


Grady’s Irish Pub. Downtown Austin.


FARRELL entered the dimly lit bar first and glanced around for any familiar faces. None. Not yet. The people he wanted to see were night people. They were thieves and drug peddlers and hookers who spent their days sleeping and their nights working the streets.


He gave a wave to the bartender who knew him from previous visits. “Give me a couple of pitchers of Shiners and three glasses over there.” Farrell pointed to an empty corner booth. The Irish music was so loud he wasn’t sure if Mike heard him, but the fat bartender nodded and filled up a couple of pitchers.


Blacky and Carlos trailed in behind and sat where Farrell was pointing. “Any of your buddies here yet?”


Farrell shook his head. “Not yet.”


“Do they hear about gang activity?” asked Carlos.


“They seem to hear everything,” said Farrell. “How? I have no fuckin idea.”


Mike brought the pitchers and the glasses and asked if they wanted any food.


“Food,” said Blaine. “We haven’t had any food. What have you got that’s worth eating?”


Mike grinned. “Not much, but the all-day breakfast is about the safest thing we got. Not much the asshole in the kitchen can do to ruin bacon and eggs.”


“Give us three double orders,” said Blaine, “with double toast and jam and extra home fries.”


“You got it.”


“I’m fuckin fading,” said Blaine. He chugged the first glass and refilled it.


After the first pitcher was empty, Farrell hit the men’s room. When he returned, Taffy was sitting at the bar. “Hey, girl, come sit with me. I’ll get you some food.”


“Hey, Farrell.” She followed him to the table and Carlos moved over.


“This is Taffy. Want a shot, girl?”


She nodded. “Bad night so far. Asshole hit me in the throat.” She pointed. Her voice was coming out in a whisper.


“Hear anything about the campus rape?”


She nodded her head slightly. “Those fuckin maniacs on George Street. I wish you jerks would round them up and fry their asses.”


“I’d be happy to, girl. Any names?”


“You got cash for me?”


“Cash, food and a shot of Petron.”


“Give me food first. I ain’t eaten in two days.”


“Shit, girl, you can’t spend every cent getting high. You’re gonna kill yourself. Know that?”


“I know it, but I still do it.”


Mike brought their food and the platters filled most of the table.


“Bring Taffy a plate and a shot of Petron, Mike, and we need cutlery.”


“Who the fuck do I look like? Martha Stewart?”


“Close,” said Farrell.


Mike returned with cutlery, a shot for Taffy and a second order of toast. He plunked the jam caddy down and lumbered back to the bar.


“I can’t eat anymore,” said Blaine after they polished off most of the food.


Taffy was still eating.


Farrell put another piece of toast on her plate. “You gonna tell me the names of the George Street fuckers you hate so I can get them out of your pretty face?”


“Antonio,” she said between bites. “I hate his ass the worst. And coming in a close second, is his brother, Franco. They’ve ripped me and my friends off more than once.”


“They live on George Street?”


“A lot of the gang does, or the next block over. I don’t think they got much territory and they’re pressing. Know what I mean?”


“Small time, looking to get bigger?” asked Farrell.


Taffy looked up from her empty plate. “They act big time—but they ain’t.”


“They have a leader?” asked Blaine.


“I haven’t seen any cash yet.”


Blaine pulled out his wallet and slapped a Ben Franklin down.


Taffy eyed the money and said, “Gus Andreas is a creep. I hate the fucker. You need to kill him.”


“Okay,” said Blaine. “Thanks, Taffy.”






 




CHAPTER ELEVEN


Wednesday, April 11th.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


AT SIX A.M. Blaine sat staring at his computer screen doing research into the ganger names Taffy had provided. Almost daylight and he couldn’t sleep worth a shit for worrying about Misty, so he might as well be getting something done. Coffee was brewing, and the dogs were in the yard.


Carm was fretting because Hoodoo was eating less and might get sick because he was missing Misty. Another thing to worry about.


Blaine tried to focus. Gus Andreas: Twenty years old and he had a thick jacket. Trafficking, possession with intent, assault, the list went on. He’d served six months in Travis County for the current charge of assault and was out on parole. He had an address on George Street and Blaine wrote it down.


Not much luck with Antonio and Franco. He needed last names. The gang squad might know. 


Farrell came into the office with two mugs of coffee, one in each hand. “I heard you up. Did you hear from Misty?”


Blaine shook his head. “It’s driving me nuts and I can’t sleep. I don’t know what to do to find her.”


“Want me to go to New Orleans? You’re a fuckin mess and I ain’t doing much to help out here with my arm the way it is. Can’t even fuckin drive the newbies around.”


“Where would you look?”


“I wouldn’t look. MP is doing the looking. I would listen.”


Blaine looked up from his keyboard and focused on Farrell’s face. His foster brother had street smarts, and keen insight into the undercurrent of the city. He felt things and was right on the money almost always. “Uh huh. Sure, why don’t you do that today. I’ll get you a reservation at the Fairfax house. That’s where Misty likes to stay, and she might pop in there and reclaim her room.”


“How many days since she hasn’t popped in to her room?” asked Farrell.


“Too goddam many.”


Farrell sipped his coffee. “Find me a flight.”


 


AT SEVEN FORTY-FIVE A.M. the crew reported for work. Blaine pointed at the coffee maker and focused on his list. The boys were moving a little slow this morning and not saying much, but a mug of caffeine might get them out of low gear. They fixed their coffee, most grabbed a muffin from the basket Carm had set out for them, then they made their way back to the table, sat down and waited for Blaine to speak.


“We did a little after-hours digging last night and the rumor on the street says that members of the George Street gang are responsible for the murder of Lori Bradburn. This may or may not be true, but it’s a lead and we’ll follow it up. I have an address for the leader. His name is Gus Andreas and Travis and I will bring him in this morning. Jesse usually handles the interrogations because he’s better at it than anyone else.”


Blaine checked his notes and pointed his pen at Peyton. “Peyton, and Fletcher are back on campus talking to security and getting copies of anything we might be able to use. Security systems are Fletcher’s area of expertise for those of you who don’t know. You saw the path the dogs took, so concentrate on the cameras in that area and the ones front and back of the dorm. It’ll take you most of the day to view the tapes, but we need something solid. We have to place the gang members on campus to make a case for the DA. If we can’t do that, there’s very little point in arresting them.”


“Carlos and John are talking to APD gang squad. Talk to Ted Ortiz or if he’s not around go straight to Lieutenant Doug Cooke. They’re always happy for the help, and we need any and all information they have on these guys. Also, if the George Street punks are in a battle with a rival gang, we need to know who they’re fighting with. The rape and murder of an innocent might be part of a pissing contest. It’s been known to happen.”


Carlos nodded as he made notes.


“Carlos worked gangs in Laredo and he knows how these assholes think.”


Blaine took a sip of his coffee and kept going. “Jesse is already at headquarters working on another case, so he’ll fill the Chief in on what progress we’ve made.” He pointed at Luke. “Luke, stay behind for a minute.”


Blaine stood up and walked the crew outside. “Keep in touch with Lil, she holds us all together and I call her regularly for updates. Call me with anything important on my cell.”


Blaine returned to the kitchen and Luke and Farrell were the only two left. Luke sat slouched at the table with his empty mug in front of him. Blaine got him a refill, one for himself and sat down. “Farrell is going on a personal job for me and I want you to help him.”


Luke looked relieved. “Okay, no problem.”


“My girlfriend, Misty, is missing and has been for too many days. Missing persons can’t find her, and Farrell wants to try another approach. Farrell is a street guy and he’s good at what he does, the problem is, he doesn’t know the city and I think you might be the one to help him with that.”


“Where was Misty when she went missing?” asked Luke.


“New Orleans.”


“Okay, that makes sense. I’ve worked some in the city and I know a few people.”


“I thought you might,” said Blaine. “You don’t mind this assignment, do you?”


Luke shook his head. “I don’t mind anything as long as I’m working.”


“I got you both on a noon flight, booked you a Jeep and got you a room at the Fairfax Inn. You have an hour to go home and pack a bag before Lil takes y’all to the airport.”


“Yes, sir. Do you have a picture of Miss Misty?”


“I have some eight by tens that MP printed.” Blaine pulled a half dozen colored pictures out of his briefcase.


“Oh, she’s a LeJeune.”


“Does that mean something?” asked Blaine.


“Old New Orleans’ family. I know the name.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


AT NINE A.M. Jesse entered interrogation room two with a Starbuck’s container in his hand. He set up the recorder and spread out his notes in front of him ready to go.


McLaughlin watched with detached interest. “I ain’t saying a word until my lawyer gets here.”


“Uh huh. That’s fine.”


The door opened a few minutes later and Barry Weiss entered the room. Well dressed in a dark gray suit, Mr. Weiss looked to be in his late fifties. Dark hair with no gray showing, and a dark moustache, he was slim and trim.


“Ranger Quantrall, nice to meet you.” He offered his hand and Jesse shook it. He sat at the end of the table and opened his briefcase. “Have you formally charged my client?”


“Not yet, but I will charge him,” said Jesse, “He’s in violation of his parole. He’s been associating with known felons, some of whom are in holding cells downstairs.”


“It seems to me, you’re nit picking, Ranger Quantrall. Why would you care if Alex violated his parole? You and the violent crime team have bigger fish to fry, don’t you? What’s the real reason you had Alex brought to headquarters?”


“We have substantive information that Mr. McLaughlin is planning a robbery for the coming weekend.”


Weiss smiled. “And who is my client going to rob?”


Jesse focused on McLaughlin’s face as he said the words. “Mark Selecky.”


At Weiss’s request, Jesse vacated the room and allowed the attorney private time with his client.


Jesse tapped on Chief Calhoun’s door and brought him up to date on the campus murder.


“At least you have a few leads on that one,” said the Chief. “On Kevin Telfer’s murder, they found a knife in Donaldson’s trailer when they tossed it, and Sue is trying to match it to Kevin Telfer or Kenny Kovaks, or possibly both.”


“Great,” said Jesse, “hope she gets a match and closes those cases for us. Donaldson is sitting downstairs waiting.”


“Would be nice to close a couple and hand them off to the DA’s office, wouldn’t it?”


“Damn right,” said Jesse. “Make my day.”


 


Gang Squad. Austin PD.


LIEUTENANT COOKE greeted Carlos and John as they entered the cramped space on the second floor—the home of the gang squad. Neatly dressed in a suit and tie, he smiled and pointed at the chairs in front of his desk. “Heard Blacky caught the one at the U. Uh huh. State property. Makes sense. What can we do to help y’all?”


“The boss wondered if y’all had a file on the George Street gang?”


“Might have, but they’re below tier three. I haven’t heard that they were doing much beyond petty stuff. Does Blacky think they did the deed at the U?”


“He heard a rumor and we’re following up.”


“Weird for them to do something that violent in broad daylight,” said Cooke. “Talk to Ortiz in the squad room. See if he knows what’s going on.”


“Thanks.” Carlos and John both stood and shook Cooke’s hand.


Ted Ortiz was the only detective in the squad room. Long black hair and lots of tats, Ted looked the part of an undercover gang cop. He was hunched over his keyboard writing a report.


“Sorry to interrupt,” said Carlos. He introduced himself and John Hilder. “We’re looking for anything you might have on the George Street gang.”


Ted nodded and thought for a moment. “Most of our time is tied up with M-13 and the Tangos. The punks on George Street haven’t been getting much of our attention, but I think I have an old file on them.” Ted strode over to a gray metal cabinet and pulled out a beige folder. “Pretty thin, but there might be something you can use.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Copier is in the next room.”


John took the file and assumed the copying chore.


“You haven’t heard that they might be pushing for ground and trying to show strength?” asked Carlos.


“Haven’t heard, but if that were true they’ve always been at odds with the Circle,” said Ortiz. “Those guys own a dozen blocks to the east of George Street and they wouldn’t be keen on giving an inch to the George Street bandits.”


 


George Street. Austin.


BLAINE cruised the dead-end street, both sides lined with run down bungalows mixed with short runs of row housing in even worse repair. Paint peeled, chain link fences sagged, lawns had given way to dirt and debris—and dogshit. Many houses had a kennel out front with a dog chained to it or just a stake in the ground holding an angry beast at bay. 


Travis looked for the number. “Okay, I see it. It’s one of the row houses. Second from the end.”


“Yep.” Blaine pulled over and parked at the curb. A few gang members strolled down the block staring at them, doing their best to look threatening.


Blaine hopped out and screwed up his nose. The air reeked of poverty and feces.


“No pigs allowed on our block,” hollered one of the kids who’d come out to stare at the cops.


“Any of you assholes, Antonio or Franco?” hollered Travis.


Blaine watched for a reaction as two of the punks turned and looked at a taller guy with blue bandana tied around his head.


Travis grabbed the kid and snapped a cuff on his wrist.


“Hey, you can’t touch me.” He jerked away, spit at Travis and tried to kick him. Twisting and turning, he tried to break free of the big ex-Marine’s grasp. “I ain’t done nothing.” Travis was six inches taller and fifty pounds heavier. He had him.


“Lock him in the truck,” said Blaine. He pointed at the rest of the punks. “Who wants to go with him?”


Two of the kids took a step back. One walked towards the truck, peering at his buddy through the window.


“Touch my truck and you’re dead,” said Blaine. He whipped his Beretta out of the holster so fast the kid sucked in a breath and backed up.


Travis knocked on the door of the row house and Blaine ran to catch up. A dark-complexioned guy with long dark tangled hair opened the door looking half asleep. “What do you want?”


“Gus Andreas?” asked Blaine.


“Yeah, so what?”


“We’d like you to come to DPS and answer a few questions,” said Blaine.


Andreas tried to close the door and Travis lunged forward, crashing into the door and forcing it wide open with his shoulder. He held it open and Blaine stepped into the narrow front hall.


“Down on your knees. Hands on your head,” said Blaine.


Andreas dropped to the floor and assumed the position. “Why you dirty fuckers rousting me? I ain’t done nothing.”


Blaine snapped cuffs on him and Travis jerked him to his feet. “Let’s go talk about it.”


As they marched him out to the truck his pack rallied around, yelling, threatening. A big husky kid about sixteen pulled a knife and made a move towards Travis who had hold of the prisoner.


Quick as lightening, Blaine had the Beretta in his hand and he fired. The bullet took the kid just above the wrist, blood fountained out and the kid let out a bellow of pain. The knife dropped to the ground and the rest of the support team fled.


Travis shoved Andreas into the back seat of the truck and secured him while Blaine pointed his Beretta at the bleeding kid and said, “Sit on the ground and don’t move until the ambulance comes. If you move one fuckin inch, you’re dead.”


Clutching his bleeding arm, the kid nodded.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


JESSE greeted the boys as they brought Andreas and the other bandit in and secured them in two separate interview rooms. “Only two?” Jesse asked with a smirk.


“Nope, one more,” said Travis. “One for the infirmary. The kid tried to knife me, and the boss shot him. The ambulance will be dropping him off at the back door.”


“Looks like my afternoon is filling up,” said Jesse. “I’ll start with Andreas in room two.” He walked in, sat down and started the recorder. “Mr. Andreas, I’m Ranger Jesse Quantrall, and we have information that your gang was responsible for the rape and murder yesterday on campus.”


“Bullshit.”


“Uh huh, it may be bullshit, but my crew are all out there right now gathering evidence to prove it isn’t.”


Andreas stared at his cuffed hands. “I was nowhere near the U yesterday when that was going down.”


“Where were you?”


“In Mexico.”


“And can you prove that?”


Andreas stared and said nothing.


“Which of your gang members was responsible? A witness places four of your boys at the scene.”


“The witness is wrong. Weren’t my crew.”


“We’re running the security tapes right now and if one of your crew is on the tape, all of you are going down.”


“Get me a lawyer.”


“As soon as you’re booked I’ll have someone call a PD for you.” Jesse stood up and opened the door. “Rocky, book Mr. Andreas and the gentleman in room four on suspicion of rape and murder and give them separate cells. I’m arranging a lineup with the witness.”


“You got it, Jesse.”


 


BLAINE and Travis finished the paperwork with the help of Ranger Ruskin, the Chief’s assistant, and were on their way to the truck when Governor Campbell called Blaine’s cell. “Cat, are you feeling better?”


“I’m anxious to get back to work. Stokes is a royal fuck-up and I’m going nuts wondering what he’s messing up. Penny is phoning me every ten minutes telling me something else the asshole has done. But enough about the good times, I want to know what’s going on with the campus thing. I should say something.”


“Yeah, you should. Let me round Mary up and we’ll come over. Make me and Trav some lunch.”


“Did you miss lunch, sweetie?”


“Yep. I was busy shooting people.”


Cat giggled thinking he was kidding.


Blaine called Mary Polito, then cruised by the newspaper and picked her up in front of the building where she worked. She hopped in the back seat with her laptop and Raj Singh was with her.


“I didn’t know if we’d need Raj, or if the Governor is ready for pictures,” said Mary.


“She might be ready,” said Blaine. “She wants to get back to work and might welcome a little press.”


“Okay, good.”


 


Governor Campbell’s Private Residence. West Austin.


CATHERINE’S HOUSEKEEPER, Vivian, opened the door and welcomed them into the foyer. She pointed to the sitting room on the left and Mary headed that way with the photographer behind her.


Catherine appeared from the kitchen and hugged Blaine first and then Travis. “I feel like a hermit who never sees another human being.”


“I’m glad you’re better,” said Blaine. “What did the doc say about going back to work?”


“Half days for two weeks starting Monday, but I don’t know if I can stick to that.”


“Your energy level will be down. You might be ready to go home at noon or one.”


Catherine pointed down the hallway. “I made some sandwiches for you poor starving guys, and there’s coffee on the warmer. I’ll talk to Mary while you eat.”


Travis, who’d been silent up to that point said, “I want to apologize for you getting hurt, Governor. It happened on my watch and I’m not over it.”


“It was a stray bullet, Travis. Not your fault.”


Blaine steered Travis towards the kitchen. “Let’s eat, Trav, then I have to brainstorm with Mary.”


“Shit, boss, I feel terrible about her getting shot.”


“Me too, so let’s help her get back to work and get over it.”


After inhaling their roast beef sandwiches, Blaine and Travis joined the others in the sitting room. Catherine had posed for a few pictures and Raj was finished.


“What am I saying, sweetie?” Cat asked Blaine, and Mary pulled out her recorder.


“Three suspects were arrested this morning by the violent crime team. They’re being held at DPS pending a lineup tomorrow morning that is currently being arranged. Security footage taken from cameras at the University is being viewed and more arrests are pending.”


“Wow, that was fast work,” said Cat. “I didn’t know you caught them already.”


“Thanks to Farrell and his little network of street people.”


“The problem is,” said Travis, “we have to have solid evidence against these guys to make a case for Mr. Leighton.”


“That’s the part I understand,” said Cat, her green eyes looking a little sad. “I miss being on the bench.”


“Do you want to add a paragraph at the end, Governor, about exercising extra caution?” asked Mary. “At night, walk with a friend, and that type of thing?”


“Of course,” said Cat. “That always makes sense.”


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE and Travis were drinking a brew on the front steps with Carlos and John, when Fletch and Peyton arrived with the tapes.


“Got something?” asked Blaine.


“A little grainy, but I think we can ID at least two of them,” said Fletcher.


“We’ll show what we’ve got to the gang squad tomorrow,” said Blaine. “They’re more familiar with these guys than we are.”


“Some of the mug shots are in the file we copied this morning,” said John. “We might match them up.”


“Let’s try that now,” said Peyton. “Did you bring in the leader, boss?”


“Uh huh. Gus Andreas and two others we haven’t ID’d are in cells at DPS.”


“Well, one ain’t in a cell,” said Travis. “Blacky shot him and he’s in the infirmary.”


Peyton lifted an eyebrow. “You had to shoot someone?”


“Yep. It happens.”


 


AFTER A quiet dinner with Carm, Blaine sat on the back porch while the dogs had a run and he called Farrell. “You guys get there okay?”


“Yep, all good. Picked up the Jeep and checked into our fancy bed and breakfast. Never stayed in one before, but it sure is nice, and the lady that owns it is super friendly. She put a plate of cookies in our room.”


Blaine smiled. Farrell loved sweets. “How’s Luke?”


“He’s good. We’re going to the French Quarter for good food and some good music in about an hour. He knows a couple of bars where people hang.”


“Great. I hope y’all hear something, bro. Appreciate you doing this.”


“Hey, Misty is family. We have to find her.”


“I’m worried when we find her…” Blaine couldn’t stand to think about it.


“Don’t go there,” said Farrell. “Not yet. Give us a chance to turn over a few stones here first.”


Blaine brought him up to date on the case, then wished him luck and whistled for Lexi and Hoodoo.


 


New Orleans.


ABOUT NINE, Farrell and Luke took a cab to the busiest part of the city. Luke knew the streets like the back of his hand. He’d worked in Baton Rouge for a while, up until the time he’d packed up and moved to Texas, but before that he’d been a rookie cop in New Orleans. For two years he’d walked the beat downtown.


They grabbed a table at a tiny crowded eatery that specialized in Cajun food. Farrell ordered a pitcher of draft and glanced around. Posters of fish and seafood tacked up on the bare wooden walls were the extent of the decor. The lighting was poor, and all the tables and chairs were mismatched. The two waitresses were large black women with white aprons shuffling along at snail speed. Good thing he and Luke weren’t in a hurry.


But it was all about the food. The place was noisy, packed with locals and the simmering smells saturating the air made Farrell’s stomach growl. He loved hot and spicy and that’s what the aroma promised him.


Luke drank half his first beer and leaned in close across the table. “Be best if we didn’t start off by telling her name.”


“Why, ain’t Misty a good name?”


“We can say Misty when we show her picture but be better to steer clear of LeJeune.”


“Why? Does her family have a bad rep?”


“People fear that name,” said Luke. “The LeJeune’s are known to have powers.”


“Powers, like being a psychic like Misty?”


“Uh huh. And more.”


“What else?”


“They say her father was a … powerful man and he still lives. He won’t die.”


Farrell frowned. “She told Blacky her father was dead.”


“He’s supposed to be dead,” whispered Luke.


One of the large ladies brought their food and set it on the table in front of them. “Y’all have everything y’all need?”


“I think so, for now.” Farrell picked up his fork. “Smells so good I can’t wait to taste it.”


 





 




CHAPTER TWELVE


Thursday, April 9th.


 


Blackmore Agency. Austin.


LEXI WHINED and scratched at the door of Blaine’s room. He rolled over and opened his eyes. “It’s still dark. Why are you awake? Did you hear something?”


She hates the phone. Maybe it woke her up.


He reached for his cell on the nightstand and checked the screen.


Missed Call.


“Lieutenant Lopez, you were calling me?”


“Hey, Blacky, you usually answer on the first ring.”


“I was beat and didn’t hear it, I guess. Sorry. What’s up?”


“Got a body in an alley downtown and before I get started, I like to check with you. ‘Specially when they have Donovan’s card in their purse.”


“Oh, fuck, do not tell me this.”


“That’s right. I think she belongs to Donovan’s little group of bandits.”


“Do you have an ID?”


“Hooker. Nineteen years old. Thelma Bond. Goes by ‘Taffy’ according to her jacket. Ring any bells?”


“I’ll be there in half an hour. Farrell is out of town on a job.”


“Bring me coffee.”


Blaine grunted and staggered towards the bathroom.


 


Starbucks. Downtown Austin.


SITTING and waiting in the drive-through line at Starbucks he made some calls. “Lil, call everybody in for seven and issue them all vests. Print out the list of George Street gang members from the file—the one with the addresses on it—and give one to each team. And phone me with the clubhouse address. We’re gonna sweep them and tear apart their digs.”


Lil asked sleepily, “They do something else, boss?”


“Killed Farrell’s informant. I’m on my way to the scene.”


“Shit,” said Lil, “does Farrell know?”


“Negative. I don’t want him to. You know how he blames himself for everything, including global warming.”


Lil giggled. “Where do you want the troops?”


“When they’re ready send them to DPS. I’ll try to round up more manpower, then we’ll leave from there all at once.”


“Do you want Mary?”


“Yeah, good idea. Wake Mary up and tell her to bring Raj Singh.”


 


Fairfax House. New Orleans.


FARRELL SMILED at Miss. Thibodeau, the lady who ran the bed and breakfast. “This is about the best breakfast, I ever had, ma’am.”


“Why thank you, Farrell, dear. I’ll pass your praise on to Ethel in the kitchen.”


Luke nodded his head in agreement. “I’ve never stayed in such a fancy place,” he whispered. “The muffins are huge.”


“Boss wants us staying here because it’s Misty’s favorite and she never checked out of her room. She might happen to come in.”


“What’s our plan for today?” asked Luke. “We should check out Jackson Square if we have time.”


“And we’ll check in with MP downtown. I’ve got the name of the Detective handling Misty’s case, then we’ll go to Misty’s house. Blacky gave me the keys to the new locks he had installed.”


“I’ve heard things about the house on Saint Gillian,” Luke whispered.


“I ain’t afraid of ghosts,” said Farrell.


“I think I am,” said Luke.


 


Alley behind Grady’s Pub. Austin.


BLAINE arrived solo at the crime scene with a large coffee for Lieutenant Lopez from Austin homicide.


“Morning, Blacky, and thanks for the caffeine.”


Blaine nodded and took a few steps towards the corpse. He could barely stand to sneak a peak at Taffy to make sure it was really her. He hoped against all odds that it wasn’t, but it was. The emaciated body of a young hooker with a drug habit. Strangled. Another wasted life.


Goddammit, Farrell. I wish it wasn’t her.


“Send her to our morgue,” Blaine choked out the words to the ME on duty. “She belongs to a case I’m working on.”


“You stirring up a hornet’s nest, Blacky?” asked Lopez.


“I’m going straight from here to make it a lot worse than it is already—I’m gonna tear down the hive.” He downed the last of his coffee and tossed the container into the blue dumpster next to Taffy’s body.


I’m not telling Farrell until he’s back from New Orleans.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


TRAVIS stood on the front steps of the building smoking and talking to Chief Calhoun. The rest of the crew were standing around with coffees in their hands waiting to go.


“Was it Taffy?” asked Carlos when Blaine jumped out of his truck.


Blaine nodded. “Each team have an address?”


“Yep, Lil sorted it all out,” said Fletcher.”


“Who’s on the clubhouse? I’ll need four in there. I want it ripped apart.”


“Me,” said Travis and pointed to the gang squad detectives he’d recruited to help him, and Blaine nodded. Lil had it sorted. She always did. A better assistant was never born.


“Vests on everybody? The little fuckers are gonna panic and go sideways so don’t hesitate to use your weapons. That’s what you have them for—self-preservation.”


The Chief nodded and came down the steps. “I’ll ride with you, Blacky.”


“Where do you want me?” asked Mary. “I didn’t see Farrell.”


“He can’t work until his shoulder heals so he went to New Orleans looking for Misty.”


“I hope he finds her.”


Me too.


Blaine pointed. “Follow at the back of the line, Mary. I don’t want you or Raj on the street until we’re putting the punks in the bus. Then you can take all the pictures you want. Try to get some good shots of the clubhouse too.”


I want to show them to Andreas.


Raj nodded. They were ready.


 


George Street. Austin.


GEORGE STREET was a dead end. One way in and one way out—in a vehicle. On foot, you could jump fences, run through yards and try to escape any number of ways. Blaine placed uniforms at the open end to plug the gap. Then he sent everybody to their assigned addresses while he and the Chief went with the crew to the clubhouse.


The clubhouse sat on a vacant piece of dirt next to the dead end marker. What was once a fifty-foot mobile home now had an addition—a room built along one side constructed from chipboard and strips of corrugated tin. No windows and no door. The access to the add-on was from inside the trailer.


The take-down team kicked in the door and swarmed the interior. Blaine and the Chief followed behind. Blaine was hoping some of the club members slept there to keep an eye on their product.


“Two in here,” hollered one of the lead officers. “Cuffing them.”


Blaine stuck his head in the room and spotted two gangers stretched out on a bare mattress on the floor. “Toss them in the bus with the rest,” said Blaine. “Hope you guys find their stash.”


“We’ll find it.”


Blaine and the Chief strode down the street and watched the rest of the team bringing handcuffed kids out of houses and loading them into the police bus. No trouble so far. A few parents or a single parent—most of the gangers didn’t have two—one or none—stood on their front step watching. A couple hollered out curses but most just stared.


Peyton and Fletcher came out of a rowhouse halfway down the block with two gang members between them that strongly resembled each other—possibly brothers. Big guys, both of them, and Blaine was concerned Peyton might not be able to hold her prisoner if he decided to bolt.


“Yeah, I see it,” said the Chief, and Blaine took off running.


Peyton’s ganger jerked quickly away from her and launched a vicious kick to her leg. She fell to the ground, rolled in the dirt and was back on her feet in seconds with her taser in her hand. A good move, but the guy was gone—running through the yard across the street, his hands cuffed behind his back.


“Stop or I’ll shoot,” hollered Blaine, and the guy never looked back.


Bang.


The ganger fell face-first into a pile of dogshit in his neighbor’s yard.


“Another one for the infirmary,” said the Chief. “Two in two days.”


“I’m pissed,” said Blaine.


Calhoun grinned. “I can see that.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


THE POLICE BUS backed up to the rear entrance of the building and the gangers, yelling and hollering curses and threats, were unloaded in twos and taken to booking.


Jesse sauntered outside to watch the proceedings and stood with Blaine and the Chief. “Y’all had a busy morning.”


“We did,” said Blaine, “and I’m about fuckin starved.”


“Shooting gangers always makes him hungry,” said the Chief with a smirk.


“You got a good supply coming in for my lineup.” Jesse checked his watch, “In about an hour.”


“Are the witness’ parents coming with her?” asked Blaine.


“Uh huh. I requested it.”


“Good. She might be upset when she sees these guys again.”


“Where’s Travis?” asked Jesse.


“He’s at the clubhouse helping with the search,” said Blaine. “I hope to hell they find enough to take these assholes down.”


Peyton came out the door and joined the group. “So sorry about my guy getting away from me like that, boss. Shouldn’t have happened.”


“We needed more manpower for a sweep that big,” said Blaine. “Don’t worry about it. He’s in custody.”


“I feel bad you had to shoot him.”


“Don’t,” said Blaine. “His own fault. I told him to stop.” He hooked a thumb towards Calhoun. “The Chief heard me.”


“Sure did. And did he stop? Nope. Not until Blacky shot him and he did a nosedive into dogshit.” The Chief chuckled.


 


George Street. Austin.


TRAVIS searched walls, floors and ceiling in the trailer/clubhouse for anything that looked like a hiding place for the drugs belonging to the gang. Nothing he could see on the inside and he’d been thorough. He started looking outside and crouched down low enough to see under the added-on section. When this addition had been built on, the club might have incorporated a spot to hide product.


Travis shone a Maglite underneath in an arc, back and forth until the beam of light came to rest on something metal. “That’s attached to the floor, but it’s farther under. It’s under the original trailer. What room is it?” He stood up and got his bearings, circled the unit and he was staring at the small bathroom window. “Okay, the bathroom. Let’s check it again.”


Back inside, he went straight to the stinking hell-hole of a bathroom. These guys never heard of toilet cleaner or air freshener. He should have worn a gas mask but didn’t have one. Instead, he pulled his shirt up over his nose while he searched. He looked everywhere, and the room was so small, it couldn’t be too many places. Finally, he pulled back the torn plastic shower curtain and stared at the grubby bathtub.


Why would these animals have a tub mat? Are they afraid of slipping?


He pulled up the rubber mat with the suction cups on the back and bingo—there was a square of plywood covering a hole about a foot square, maybe a bit bigger. Travis pried the wood up and underneath was the lid of a metal lockbox. “In here, guys,” he hollered. “I think this is what we’re looking for.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


JESSE GREETED Regan Middleton and her parents in the lobby of the DPS building and escorted them to the lineup room near the back of the Ranger’s section.


Regan appeared to be nervous and close to tears as she followed Jesse. Her father stuck close with a comforting arm around her shoulder.


“None of the men will be able to see you,” said Jesse as he tapped on the one-way glass. “They’ll be brought in possibly five or six at a time and you can take all the time you need to look at them. You don’t have to hurry, and if none seem familiar, just say no.”


“Okay, I understand,” said Regan.


Blaine came in before the lineup started and introduced himself.


“Nice to meet you, sir,” said Mr. Middleton. “I’ve seen you a few times on TV. You do a lot of good work against these gangs.”


The door opened again, and Perry Leighton came in. “Morning, all. Hope I’m not interrupting.”


“Not at all,” said Jesse. “Mr. and Mrs. Middleton and Regan, this gentleman is Perry Leighton, Austin’s district attorney.”


Leighton shook hands with the three of them.


Jesse called for the first six and a uniformed officer brought them into the room on the other side of the glass.


Regan took a step closer to the glass and inhaled sharply. Blaine took it as a sign that she recognized one of the gangers.


“What do I do?” Tears rolled down her face and her hands shook.


“Just say the number,” said Jesse, “If one of them looks familiar.”


“Two,” she whispered. “He was the one laughing when he hurt Lori.”


Blaine made a note and they went on to the next group. Gus Andreas, the gang leader, was in the second group and Blaine hoped she’d ID him, although he might have sent junior gang members looking to prove themselves to do the deed at the University.


Regan stared for a long time at each dark-haired ganger in the line. They all looked a little alike, and she’d only seen them for seconds at the scene before she’d run to the dorm to call 911.


“Number six was there. I’m pretty sure.”


“Thank you,” said Blaine. He let out the breath he was holding.


Andreas was there himself. He wasn’t in Mexico like he claimed.


After another dozen, Regan hadn’t identified anyone else and Jesse sent her home. She’d done well, and everyone thanked her for coming.


The Chief convened a little meeting in his office while Perry Leighton was on his turf. “Two positive ID’s and I think we’ve matched one more up from the security tape. At least three of them will go to trial for the rape and murder.”


“Great work,” said Perry Leighton, “and fast too. The sweep was a great idea. They weren’t expecting it.”


“Travis found their stash and it’s being removed from the clubhouse right now by a crime scene unit.”


“A good day all around,” said Chief Calhoun.


 


New Orleans.


“IT DOES LOOK kind of creepy,” said Farrell, as he and Luke parked in the laneway behind Misty’s house. Farrell shaded his eyes from the New Orleans’ sun and peered at the upper windows. “I think it’s the lace curtains.”


“Do we have to go in?” Luke tossed his smoke to the ground and stepped on it.


Farrell laughed. “Course we do. What kind of investigators would we be if we just stayed out here and wondered what was inside?”


“Yeah, I guess,” said Luke. “I’m not scared, it just gives me the shivers.”


Farrell clomped up onto the back porch. “Besides, Blacky’s already been here, checked the whole place out and had all the locks changed. He didn’t see anything creepy. Not one spook.”


Luck chuckled. “He was lucky.”


“Either lucky, or there was nothing inside in the first place. He said all the old furniture and pictures are still there.” Farrell turned the key and the door creaked open. He watched Luke’s face. “That was scary, wasn’t it?”


Luke wasn’t laughing. “Let’s get the job done. We’ll make sure she hasn’t been here since the boss was here, then we’ll go have a Po’boy and a beer.”


“I’m for that,” said Farrell. “I’m in love with those Po’boys.” He pointed at the stairs. “Let’s start with the attic and work our way down. MP said somebody tossed the attic and made a big mess up there.”


Luke’s eyes widened as he followed Farrell up the first set of stairs.


“Wonder which door leads to the attic?” Farrell opened a couple and they were bedrooms full of furniture. Every room had that closed-up stale smell. He pulled open a third and revealed a narrow staircase. “Bingo.” He pointed. “You go first.”


“I ain’t going first.” Luke chuckled. “I’ll catch you if something pushes you down the stairs.”


Farrell climbed the stairs, the heels on his cowboy boots tapping on the bare wood. No runner on these stairs like at Blacky’s house. These babies were slippery.


There was a small landing at the top of the stairs with a window looking out at Saint Gillian Street. “Good view from up here,” said Farrell.


Luke joined him at the window, then stuck his head into the room to the right of the landing. “Jeeze, it’s a pigsty up here.”


“Wonder what they were looking for?” asked Farrell. “It might have been Misty looking for something, although I’ve never known her to be messy. Not like this.”


“The book of shadows,” said Luke. “Mr. LeJeune was known far and wide for his powerful spells.”


Farrell raised an eyebrow. “His spells? Like witch spells?”


“Men can be witches too,” said Luke. “Witches aren’t only women.”


“If they didn’t find it,” said Farrell, “I wonder if its hidden somewhere else in the house?”


“A lot of these old places had secret rooms,” said Luke.


“How we gonna find a secret room?”


“We could measure the rooms, make a little drawing and compare to the outside measurements to see if any space is unaccounted for.”


“That’s smart thinking, Luke.” Farrell grinned. “Let’s do it.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


BLAINE exited the front door of the DPS building and was swarmed by the media. They’d heard about the sweep and were lying in wait for him to appear.


“We heard you rousted the George Street gang early this morning, Ranger B. Were they responsible for the murder of the girl on campus?”


Before he could answer the first one, another twenty questions were hurled at him. “We have evidence that Gus Andreas and his gang were responsible. A lot of arrests have been made and names of all those charged will be released later today. A large quantity of drugs were seized from the George Street clubhouse and more charges will be forthcoming when the crime scene unit is finished processing the evidence.”


“My source said two of the gangers were wounded,” said one reporter.


“Uh huh. That is true,” said Blaine and didn’t elaborate.


“Will Mary Polito have details for us?”


“As soon as I get copies of the reports, I’ll have Mary send y’all an email.”


“Will Chief Calhoun be making a statement?”


“I’m not sure. He may.”


 


Jackson Square. New Orleans.


FARRELL and Luke strolled around Jackson Square sizing up the tarot readers, fortune tellers and all the others wondering if any of them knew Misty or anything about her.


“Blacky mentioned a woman named ‘Zara’, said Farrell. “See if you can spot her.” He removed his hat and wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Too fuckin hot out here.”


“Down at the end,” said Luke. “She’s been here for years and I’ve seen her before. That woman is Zara.”


When they worked their way through the crowd of tourists and managed to reach Zara’s tent, Farrell was thankful for the shade.


She glanced up from the doll she was making as they came in. “Gentlemen, do you wish me to read for you?” Zara had skin the color of coal and eyes as bright green as a gecko. A startling combination. Farrell stared.


“Misty LeJeune is missing,” he spit out the words. “Can you tell me where she is?”


In a deep, gravelly voice, Zara responded, “The black-haired boy was here looking for her and I told him.”


“Maybe he didn’t understand,” said Farrell. “Could you look into your crystal ball or whatever you do and give me an update?”


 Luke’s eyes widened.


“Fifty dollars is my fee.”


Farrell raised an eyebrow. “Fifty bucks?”


Zara shrugged and the chains of crystals around her neck tinkled together.


Farrell opened his wallet and pulled out two twenties and a ten. He laid the money on the table and Zara picked it up. Her hands were huge with long curling nails painted in the same bright green as her eyes.


She turned her head, focused on Luke and said, “The one with the damaged soul should take the choice he was offered.”


Luke sucked in a breath and nodded his head.


Farrell glanced at Luke, realized his partner had lost all color and wondered if Luke was going to faint.


Zara closed her eyes and sat perfectly still.


Farrell sat silently watching her and wondering if his fifty bucks was down the drain.


Same deep voice, she began speaking. “Matthias desires the LeJeune book of shadows and will stop at nothing. He searches.” She stopped and inhaled sharply. “The book is hidden. Its location known only to the last of the line. She is trapped and soon the last and most powerful of the LeJeunes will succumb.” Zara opened her green eyes and stared at Farrell.


What the hell does that mean?


“Is Misty trapped?” asked Farrell. “Where is she?”


“You passed close to her today. You were there and failed to help her.”


Farrell jumped to his feet. “I’d help her if I knew where the hell she was,” he shouted.


“She must be in the house,” said Luke. “Let’s go.”


 


The Old Stonehouse. Smithville.


JESSE sat across from Jan Wagner, happy that she’d finally agreed to a real date. The pretty dark-haired doctor had helped him achieve a new level of health and now that he was stronger, maybe their relationship would get rolling. It had taken a long time to get off the ground with her holding back because of his health every time he tried to move forward. In the weeks he’d been seeing her on a personal level, all he’d done was kiss her a few times. He wanted more. A solid loving relationship was what he needed.


The waiter brought their drinks and Jesse ordered the prime rib for both of them. Specialty of the house and it was always cooked to perfection.


Jan sipped her vodka cooler and smiled across the table at him. “This is a lovely restaurant, Jesse. She touched the white tablecloth and pointed at the vase of flowers. I’ve never been here before.”


 I rarely bring anyone here. It holds too many memories for me.


“You seem quiet tonight,” she said. “Is everything going well for you?”


“We had a busy day at work. A lot of activity, and thanks to you, I’m able to work a full day a couple times a week.”


“Police work is one of the most stressful occupations. I’m not happy you chose to go back even part time.”


“Hey, I quit smoking. You got your way on that one.”


“I’m proud of your effort. You’ll start feeling the benefits soon, I’m sure.”


“The crazy thing is, I don’t even miss smoking. I passed the book along to Blacky.”


“He’s your young partner, right?”


Jesse nodded.


“I hope the book helps him too.”


The waiter arrived with their salads and there was little conversation until the coffee arrived at the end of the meal.


“Thank you for the lovely dinner, Jesse, and I don’t know how to say this without hurting you, but I don’t think we should see each other anymore.”


Jesse was surprised by her words, but more surprised that he felt nothing when she said them. “You have a reason you’d like to share?” His voice had an edge he hadn’t intended.


“You sound angry.”


“More surprised than angry. What’s the reason?”


“I’m moving in with a friend. I’ve known her for a long while and we’re attracted to each other.”


Jesse stared and tried to digest the information. Suddenly he wished he’d had more to drink. A lot more.


“Okay, I’m processing it,” he said, “and if that’s where you’re headed, I wish you all the best.”


“I’ll still see you as a patient, Jesse. I wouldn’t want you to lose all the progress you’ve made.”


“I’m okay with it.” He smiled. “A helluva lot better than I’d be if you were tossing me over for another man.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


THE CREW were in the kitchen having a beer before they went home for the day. Blaine was standing in front of the Sub-Zero helping himself to another Corona when Cat called.


“Hey, sweetie, congrats on the sweep. You had a busy day.”


“Yeah, we did, Cat. Overall, it went well.”


“You have new team members I haven’t met, and today after your success, it seems like a good time to meet them and to celebrate a little at the same time.”


“It does?”


“I want all of you to come over for drinks and I’ll order some pizzas.”


Blaine chuckled. “Okay, I think we can do that.”


“What are we doing, boss?” asked Travis.


“Drinking beer and eating pizza at Cat’s house.”


 


Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans.


ARMED WITH a bag of newly purchased tools, Farrell unlocked the back door of Misty’s house and flicked the light switch. It wasn’t dark yet, but the sun was setting, and it soon would be. Nothing happened. The hall light didn’t come on.


“Blacky said he had the power turned on for the property management woman,” said Farrell, “but the lights aren’t coming on.”


“Good thing we bought flashlights,” said Luke.


“Yeah, good thing, but having nothing but flashlights might slow us down.”


“Where do you want to start?” asked Luke.


“Might as well start here and work our way to the front of the house. We have to account for every inch of space. Then we’ll move upstairs.”


 


Governor Campbell’s Private Residence. West Austin.


BLAINE AND TRAVIS both drove to the Governor’s house and transported the others.


“Can hardly believe the Governor invited us over for pizza,” said Peyton. “Doesn’t seem real.”


“She’s lonely and bored right now,” said Blaine, “and I’m her go-to. Not that I want to be.” He gave a little laugh but found no humor in it. “Her gunshot wound is almost healed, and she’s getting antsy.”


“I have a few policy questions I’d like to discuss with her,” said John, “but maybe I’ll save them until I know her a little better.” He laughed and that was a first. Hilder was a serious guy most of the time.


Two state security agents stood on the front porch when they arrived and checked all their ID’s before letting them in the house.


Cat stood in the foyer dressed in jeans and a black sweater, a corner of the white bandage underneath her sweater showing in the vee. Her red hair had been cut and styled since he’d last seen her and her weight was down. She was pale and thinner than Blaine had ever seen her. Too thin. He pulled her into a gentle hug and whispered, “You’re too fuckin pale. You need more rest.”


She smiled. “Introduce me to all the new recruits, then I’ll get everybody drinks.”


After everybody was acquainted and had settled in with a drink, John Hilder seemed less intimidated and more attentive to her Governorship than the rest. He was in his forties and closer in age than anyone else and he chatted at length to her.


The doorbell rang. The pizzas arrived, and it was party time.


 





 




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Friday, April 10th.


 


Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans.


IT WAS AFTER one a.m. when Luke found the discrepancy in the third bedroom they measured on the second floor.


“There’s five feet missing between this bedroom wall and the wall in the next room. You can’t notice it because in the hallway, there’s a linen closet with a door, but that closet is only two feet deep.”


They were handicapped working with flashlights and fumbling along mostly by feel. Everything was out of perspective. “I wish we had some goddam light,” hollered Farrell. “How are we gonna find the way in?”


“We’ll find the way,” said Luke. “You take the wall in the next bedroom and I’ll do this one. Search every inch for a hidden button or hinge or a join in the wood that doesn’t belong.”


“Okay, you’re right. We’ll find it.”


Farrell searched with the flashlight and by feel for the next hour and he didn’t find anything. “What if she’s in there and she’s not dead and we don’t find a way in?” He tore at his hair and went back to searching. He’d done the walls twice and now as a last resort he was feeling every inch of the ten-inch high baseboard. His fingers felt the rough spot where the two pieces of wood didn’t meet perfectly. He grabbed the light and shone it on the spot. “Luke, get in here and help me.”


Luke came running from the bedroom next door. “What did you find?”


“I don’t know. Shine your light here.”


“Okay, I see it. Did you press it?”


“I did, and nothing happened.”


“Okay, let’s play around with it.” Luke dropped to his knees and fiddled pushing on one side of the join and then the other.


Farrell heard the click and a piece of the wall rolled back into itself leaving a narrow doorway. He shone his light into the pitch-black interior of the small space and there she was.


Misty was tied up with wide black ribbon, wrapped head to foot and a piece in her mouth for a gag. She wasn’t moving.


“Is she alive?” asked Luke.


“Don’t know,” said Farrell. “I hope to God she is.” He pressed 911 and gave the street address.


“I’ll get her out of there,” said Luke, “and carry her downstairs. The ambulance will come to the front.”


While they waited in the dark in the front foyer for first response, Luke held the light and Farrell used his boot knife to cut all the ribbons away from Misty.


“Should you call the boss?” asked Luke.


“Nope, not yet,” said Farrell. “He’ll fire a hundred questions at me and expect me to know the answers. We need to know more.”


“I’ll stay here with the scene and you go in the ambulance,” said Luke. “We’ll meet at our hotel when we’re both finished.”


“Yep, you’ve got the keys to the Jeep?”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE was dead asleep when his phone rang. Exhaustion, plus too much beer from the night before kept him from opening his eyes. The phone kept on ringing and he grabbed for it. He checked the time. Five a.m.


Farrell.


It was Farrell. His heart almost jumped out of his chest. “What, tell me you found her?”


“Good and bad. We found her, bro. You better come.”


Blaine shook off his pending hangover, woke right up and sat on the side of the bed. “How bad is it?”


“It’s bad. She’s in a coma.”


“Where is she?”


“Let me know the flight time and Luke and I will pick you up.”


“Right, that makes sense. I’ll look now for a flight.”


He’s not telling me much. It must be terrible. Fuck.


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE was in the dining room eating breakfast with his brothers when Blacky called.


“Hey, you’re calling early. What’s up?”


“Farrell found Misty in New Orleans. She’s in a coma and I have to go. I have a flight at ten, so I’ll start everybody before I leave. They’ll be drowning in paperwork from yesterday, but maybe you can check on them later. Travis will have a handle on them.”


“Sure. I can do that. I’ll be at headquarters anyway interviewing. There’s another dozen that haven’t been questioned yet.”


“Great. I have to pack, speak to the team then Lil is driving me to the airport.”


“Call me with an update when you get there.”


“I will, partner. I’m coming unglued right now.”


“I understand.”


 


Louis Armstrong International Airport. New Orleans.


LUKE AND FARRELL sat in arrivals waiting for Blaine’s plane to touch down. It was on time and there were no problems reported.


Farrell had called the trauma center twice already and both times they’d told him the same story. Misty was breathing on a respirator, still in a coma and doing as well as could be expected. Her doctor had said her chances were slim to none. None of these details had been conveyed to his foster brother. Farrell couldn’t bear to tell Blacky Misty probably wouldn’t make it. She’d been deprived of fluids way too long according to her doctor and it would take a miracle to save her.


Blacky came blasting through the arrival doors with an overnight case in his hand, unshaven in the last twenty-four, his black hair flying and his expression telling the tale. He was stressed to the max.


Farrell stood up and gave him a hug.


“Hey, guys. Thanks for picking me up. Anywhere we could get a decent coffee?”


“Sure,” said Luke. “We’ll get you one, boss.”


“Thanks for finding her,” Blaine said as he climbed into the back seat of the Jeep Wrangler. Luke was driving. “Before you tell men any of Misty’s details I have to tell Farrell something.”


“What is it, bro? You sound bummed.”


“One of your informants was killed, bro, and that’s the last thing I want to tell you.”


“Who?” asked Farrell. “Not Taffy.”


“Taffy,” said Blaine. “I’m so sorry.”


Farrell fell silent and Blaine spoke to Luke. “Tell me all the details about Misty.”


“I’ll tell you while Luke finds the coffee.” Farrell twisted around in the shotgun seat to see his brother and recounted everything they’d done since they arrived in the big easy.


Blaine listened without interrupting.


“You guys did great. Better than I did.”


“There’s still some murdering creep out there named Matthias that we have to find. He tried to kill Misty to get her father’s spell book.”


“Jeeze,” said Blaine. “Who would want an old book that bad?”


Farrell wasn’t good with Taffy being sacrificed, but he was covering it up well. It would come out later when Blaine least expected it.


 


University Trauma Centre. New Orleans.


BLAINE stood beside Misty’s bed in the ICU looking down at her pale face wondering what he could have done to prevent this tragedy from happening.


Why does she always run off on her own? Doesn’t she trust me?


It felt like only seconds before a nurse tapped him on the shoulder and told him his time was up. He couldn’t have another moment with her for a whole hour.


At the nurses’ station he asked for Doctor Lee Chang and was told he wouldn’t be available until the following morning when he came for rounds.


“Who is going to watch Misty until then?” asked Blaine.


The head nurse smiled. “We are, sir. We’ll call the doctor if there are any changes. Don’t worry.”


Don’t worry? You gotta be out of your mind.


The three of them hung out in the cafeteria and ate the lunch special while Blaine waited for an hour to pass. After the food was consumed, they retired to the smoking area and Blaine made calls. He’d already called Mrs. LeJeune before he left Austin and she was trying to get a flight from upper New York State.


“Mom, Farrell and Luke found Misty.” He filled her in on the details and Annie began sobbing.


“Don’t cry, Mom. Just think good thoughts for her. You have to be strong for tonight. Talk to Travis. He has the poker strategy all organized.”


“Okay, don’t worry. We can handle it.”


Jeeze, Mom. I hope you can. You’ve been a little off center lately.


Blaine ended Annie’s call, called Carm and talked to her in Spanish. She was crying too when he hung up.


Missing persons was the third call he made, telling them Misty had been found, and she was in the hospital.


“Okay, after my five minutes in ICU, we’ll go to the house and look at the crime scene.”


 


Saint Gillian Street. New Orleans.


THE CRIME SCENE van was parked in the back lane and the techs were laboring on the second floor with makeshift lighting.


Blaine introduced himself and asked what they’d found so far.


“Lots and lots of prints, but hard to tell how old they are. This house is very old, and this little hidden room might not have been touched in years.”


“Take my card and please copy my office on anything you have.”


Blaine spent a moment in the bedroom examining the wall where the secret door was. “The mechanism is old, but it still works, obviously.”


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


TYLER was shaving in his ensuite before the poker game at Mark Selecky’s when Jesse stuck his head in.


“I think I might go with y’all to the game. Molly said she’d listen for Charity and I’m kind of at loose ends since I got dumped.”


Tyler looked in the mirror at his older brother. “The doc dumped you?”


“It seems I’m batting from the wrong side of the plate and Jan is moving in with a woman.”


Tyler chuckled. “Not what I thought you were gonna say.”


Jesse couldn’t help but laugh. “Not what I thought she was gonna say either.”


“Sure, get ready. We’re picking Annie up in half an hour.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE hugged the boys at the door when they arrived and invited them in for a beer. She was ready to rock dressed in a black pant suit with a black lace cami under the jacket. The black made a stunning background for her turquoise jewelry and her high heeled boots made her almost as tall as Tyler.


“You look good, Ace, and smell even better.”


“Thanks. Two dates instead of one.” She winked at Tyler. “Double the fun.”


“Is Travis meeting us there?” asked Jesse. “This is his case.”


“Yep,” said Annie, “he called earlier and he’s going around eight thirty. He wants to meet the players as they arrive and make sure they’re all legitimate.”


“Okay, good,” said Jesse. “According to the rumor, tonight is supposed to be the night.”


“Are you armed?” asked Annie.


“Affirmative,” said Jesse.


“I’m not,” said Tyler. “Hope I don’t get fuckin shot.”


“I’ll protect you,” said Annie. “If there’s trouble, get behind me.”


Tyler snorted. “How will that look? Me jumping behind a woman and letting her protect me.”


“Who cares how it looks?” said Annie, “I don’t want you getting hurt.”


 


Selecky Estate. West Lake Hills.


TRAVIS arrived around eight twenty-five and checked in with the hired weekend security and with Mark Selecky.


“Are you still convinced someone is going to try to rob the game?” asked Selecky. “I think you’re wasting your time, Major Bristol, although you’re welcome as a player.”


“We were leaning hard on some of the suspects,” said Travis, “and with the added pressure, they might have changed their minds. I hope they have.”


“If you know who the robbers are, why haven’t you arrested them?”


“We have most of the gang in custody, but a couple of them were clean. We brought them in and questioned them, but we had nothing to hold them on.”


“That doesn’t make me feel better.”


“I thought you weren’t concerned?”


“You sound so certain, I think you’re making me paranoid.”


“All I want is for you to exercise a little caution. Make sure you know all of your guests.”


Selecky nodded. “That makes sense. I’ll pay close attention when they arrive. I’ve talked to most of them on the phone already, and I know almost everyone who’s coming.”


“Are you expecting a large group tonight?”


“The three tables will be full, and a couple of players are bringing their wives to watch the game.”


Travis made a rapid calculation. “So about thirty people?”


“Uh huh. I’d say so.”


“Jesse called and said he’d be coming with Annie and Tyler.”


Selecky smiled. “Mr. Quantrall is playing again?”


“He is.”


“I’ll make sure I reserve a seat for him.”


 


Fairfax Inn. New Orleans.


BLAINE took Farrell and Luke out for dinner at Louisiana Bistro after visiting hours ended at the hospital. When they couldn’t eat another bite, they drove back to the Inn.


“That food was so good,” said Luke, “I fear I ate too much.”


Blaine smiled. Something he hadn’t done all day. “It was fantastic, and I’d like to try a lot more of the great restaurants they have here in the city.”


“How long are you staying, boss?” asked Farrell.


“I don’t know,” said Blaine. “If the coma is going to last a while I have to go back to work, but I won’t leave Misty until her mother comes.”


“Want us to stay with you?” asked Farrell.


“No point. I’ll put y’all on a flight tomorrow.”


“What about the guy who did this to Misty?”


“The New Orleans PD has all the information we have,” said Blaine. “Let’s see what they come up with.”


“What if he finds out she has a house in Austin?” asked Farrell. “Think he’ll toss that one too?”


“Jesus, he might,” said Blaine. “Didn’t think of it. I’ll send Rick and Andy over there.”


Luke nodded. “She would take the book with her when she left New Orleans. No way she would leave it behind. She needs it.”


Farrell rolled his eyes.


 


Selecky Estate. West Lake Hills.


A LITTLE AFTER MIDNIGHT, Travis stood out by the pool smoking with one of the security guards. The dogs started barking but they sounded far away, maybe at the back of the property.


“The dogs are barking,” said Travis. “Should you check the cameras?”


The security dude with Wendell embroidered on his navy blue shirt listened for a minute. “They stopped. Probably just a rabbit.”


“Maybe you should check the monitors anyway,” said Travis.


“You nervous?”


Trying not to show his annoyance, Travis said, “I’m being cautious. Please check.”


“This will be a goddam waste of time,” mumbled Wendell as he lumbered off. Travis butted out and went back inside.


What a waste of cash those assholes are.


Travis ambled through the room to table three and waited until Jesse looked up and noticed him. Travis tilted his head towards the men’s room and headed that way.


Jesse joined him a moment later. “Something?”


“The dogs were barking at the back of the property and I asked one of the security dudes to check the monitors and he’s doing it now. Might be nothing.”


“Where are the monitors?”


“In a room behind this one—directly behind the cash cage.”


“Let’s take a look.” Jesse and Travis emerged from the washroom and the lights went out. “They cut the power.”


“Everybody relax.” It was Selecky’s voice. “The emergency generator will cut in in a minute or so.”


“Will it?” asked Travis in a whisper. He pulled his Maglite out and shone it at the cash cage. The female cashier that had been standing at the barred window was gone.


The generator didn’t come on. The whole place was steeped in total darkness.


The patio doors opened, and a voice hollered out, “Don’t move. Everybody keep your seats and you won’t get hurt.”


“McLaughlin,” whispered Jesse. “They’ll be coming to the cash cage, Trav. Get ready.”


 


ANNIE was seated next to Tyler at table one. She reached for his hand when the power went out. “Stay here. Don’t move.” She reached under her chair and pulled her Beretta out of her purse, then quietly stood up and waited until her eyes became more accustomed to the blackness.


Some players were holding up their phones for light, trying to see what was going on and making themselves visible. Others were getting to their feet and moving around, not knowing where they were going. Dangerous.


“I’ve called the police,” hollered Selecky, holding up his cell phone and making himself a target. “Whoever y’all are, you’re five minutes from going to jail.”


Bang.


Selecky dropped to the carpet.


Annie had edged closer to the door in the darkness and when the gunman fired at Selecky, she fired at the flash point and dropped him.


Women screamed and ran from the room, and the men followed. After the shots were fired, the room emptied. Annie edged her way along the wall to the back of the room, trying to find Jesse and Travis. She figured they would stake out the cash cage.


 


TRAVIS SHONE the light in a quick arc around the room trying to zero in on where the robbers were without giving them time to take him out.


“Annie dropped one of them,” Travis whispered to Jesse, “That helps. Wish we knew how many were left.”


“Where are the security guards?” asked Jesse.


“Ran home to their mamas,” said Travis. “Useless.”


There was a noise behind them. Two men were arguing in whispers, but their voices were growing louder the angrier they got.


“The bandits are in the cash cage,” said Jesse. “Get Annie over here.”


His eyes working better now in the dark, a hint of moonlight coming through the patio doors, Travis crossed the room saying her name in a whisper, “Annie, where are you?”


“Here.” She stood up close enough to touch him and he almost crapped himself.


“I didn’t see you down there.”


“I’m trying to stop the bleeding. Mark was shot in the chest.”


“I’ll do it,” said Tyler, who was standing right beside her. “You go.”


“We should hear sirens soon,” said Travis as he took her hand and led her around the empty tables to the end of the room. “Jesse has a plan.”


“What is it?” she asked.


“As soon as we get to the cash cage, you aim, and I’ll flick on the Maglite. You shoot through the bars and take another one out.”


“Jeeze,” said Annie, “give me something hard.”


Travis chuckled to himself. “Okay, ready? On three.”


“Ready,” said Annie.


Travis counted down. “One, two, three.”


 


THE MAGLITE came on and it was so bright Annie couldn’t see dickshit for a second. She blinked, focused on the space between the bars and then she saw the two men hunched over the safe.


Bang.


She hit one of them and he crashed to the floor. The other one ran like a rabbit.


 


JESSE FIGURED when Annie shot into the cash cage, the last guy would run, and he figured right. The door that was locked from the inside, flew open and McLaughlin came running out with a bag in one hand and a gun in the other.


“Stop right there,” hollered Jesse. His Beretta was ready, but he couldn’t see the target. McLaughlin didn’t stop. He pushed Jesse aside and ran out the side door into the darkness. Jesse hurried out the door and fired twice in McLaughlin’s general direction, but he couldn’t see his target and McLaughlin was gone.


“Travis,” hollered Jesse. He couldn’t run, and he’d never felt more useless.


“Here, boss. I’ve got this.” Travis blew by Jesse and booked it after McLaughlin.


 


TRAVIS ran down the sloping front yard to the road. He could see the car waiting and he saw someone in the driver’s seat as the interior light came on when McLaughlin jumped in. He was too far away to see who was driving.


 Sirens were fast approaching from the east and were only a minute away. Travis ran behind the car and got a quick glance at the plate as it pulled away. He punched the number into his phone and called it in.


“That tag belongs to a dark blue Lexus owned by a Tanya Selecky,” said the dispatcher. “I’ll get the BOLO out for you right away, Deputy Bristol.”


“Thanks.” Travis was winded as he trudged back up the hill to take control of the crime scene.


“Get him?” asked Jesse. “I didn’t hear you fire.”


“I was phoning in the tag when I could have been shooting at the tires.”


“Shooting at tires with a hand gun is a wasted effort most times,” said Jesse, “unless your name is Annie. Whose vehicle was it?”


“Tanya Selecky. The wife was in on the robbery.”


 






 




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Saturday, April 11th.


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


THE FRONT DOOR blasted open and Neil dropped his bag in the foyer and ran into the kitchen searching for his family. “Mom, I’m home.”


Annie ran down the hall with tears in her eyes. “Oh, my baby’s here. I missed you so much.”


“Where is everybody?” asked Neil. “It’s nine thirty.”


Annie giggled. “It is nine thirty. What time did you leave Dallas?”


“Early. I couldn’t wait to get here. Where’s Farrell? Is he at Blacky’s house?”


“Umm… I think he’s in New Orleans, but I’ll see when he’s coming home.”


Neil made a sad face. “New Orleans? I want him to be home. I need to see him right now.”


“Me too. Let me call, sweetheart.” Annie pointed at the counter. “Pour us both a coffee.”


Blaine answered on the first ring. “Hey, Mom, I miss you.”


“I love you, baby. How’s Misty this morning?”


“I’m at the hospital now waiting for the doctor to finish his rounds and talk to me. I’ll let you know what he says.”


“Please do. Can you tell me when Farrell will be coming home? Neil came home from school this morning.”


“He and Luke are coming today. Maybe you can pick them up at noon.”


“Sure, I can.”


“Did Luke mention that I asked him to stay here for a while?”


“Nope. Not to me. Maybe he told Farrell. Why did you do that?”


“Because he’s so lost and alone without his wife and baby. He shouldn’t be sitting alone in a rooming house.”


“He does seem a little depressed.”


“A little?”


“Okay, a lot. I don’t care where he lives,” said Blaine, “as long as he shows up for work on time.”


“Call me after you talk to the doctor. I want to know what’s going on.”


“I will. I’m waiting for Misty’s mother to arrive too. I haven’t met her yet.”


“Maybe she can help find the man who hurt Misty.”


Blaine inhaled a big breath. “I never thought of that, but maybe she can.”


Neil put the mugs of coffee on the table and waited for Annie to share. “We’re picking Luke and Farrell up at noon. They’re flying home.”


 


University Hospital. New Orleans.


BLAINE pressed end, happy that Neil was home for the summer. He checked his watch and was about to look for Doctor Lee Chang when Travis called and gave him a blow by blow on the robbery.


“How much cash did McLaughlin get?” asked Blaine.


“No clue. A lot of money was still in the safe when he ran.”


“Do you have an update on Mark Selecky’s condition?”


“He’s in ICU,” said Travis, “that’s all I could find out.”


“I’m surprised that Mrs. Selecky was in on the robbery. Do you have wants out on her and McLaughlin?”


“Jesse took care of it, and we have a BOLO on her car.”


“Did Jesse alert border patrol for McLaughlin and for the car?”


“Uh huh. He did.”


“Good,” said Blaine. “Any ID on the two guys Annie shot?”


“Not yet. They’re both in the morgue but they’ve probably been printed.”


“They might be familiar faces from the gun vendor group.”


“I couldn’t get a good look at them with the power out like it was,” said Travis.


“Don’t matter,” said Blaine. “Two less to worry about. Good job, Travis.” He pressed end and Doctor Lee Chang was standing in front of him.


“You wanted to see me?”


“I did, sir. I’m Blaine Blackmore-Powell and Misty LeJeune is my girlfriend. I was wondering about a transfer for her. I live in Austin.”


“Not yet. Much too soon. Maybe in a week or two if she lives and if she stabilizes.”


“If she lives?” Blaine repeated the words and almost choked on them.


“The young lady is on the threshold of death, sir. She’s holding on by a thread and might let go at any time.”


Jesus, are you trying to give me a heart attack?


 


Austin-Bergstrom Airport.


ANNIE, NEIL and Jackson waited in arrivals to greet Luke and Farrell. Annie showed Jackson how to look on the screen and see the incoming flights. He could read well for his age.


“New Orleans landed, Mommy. Farrell is here.”


“Watch that door over there,” said Annie.


Jackson stared at the door without wavering.


Farrell’s face lit up when he saw Neil. He grabbed him in a hug and held on tight.


“Me and Mommy want to go for steaks and beer,” said Jackson.


“I could so do that, buddy,” said Farrell. “How many beers can you drink?”


Jackson made a face. “I had a sip of Mommy’s and I like Coke better.”


Annie hugged Luke. “How are you doing, sugar?”


“Definitely better, ma’am.”


“You can call me, Annie, if you like. I bet y’all are hungry.”


“I know I am,” said Neil. “I could eat a whole Angus.”


Jackson laughed at his brother.


 


University Hospital. New Orleans.


BLAINE didn’t realize he had dozed off in the waiting room between his five-minute visits with Misty until he felt someone touch his arm.


“Mr. Blackmore-Powell. Do I have the right person?”


Blaine looked up into a beautiful face, so much like Misty’s he thought it was a dream. “Mrs. LeJeune?” He stood up to shake her hand. “Sorry, I’ve been sitting here for a long time.”


“No need to apologize. I’m thrilled that you were here for my daughter. And I want to thank you for finding her and saving her from that dreadful Matthias Rush.”


“You know him? You know his last name?”


“I don’t know him personally, but my husband did and we’ve all heard stories about him.” She sat down and straightened her filmy skirt. Her clothes were much like Misty’s or vice versa.


“Why would he want your husband’s spell book?”


“Everyone does. It holds secrets known to only a few who practice the craft.”


“Oh.” Blaine was none the wiser. “And Misty has it?”


“It’s hers now. She is the last LeJeune. I’m only a LeJeune by marriage, but she is the last of the blood line, and…”


“And?”


“She has her father’s power, but it’s untrained.”


“Oh.” Blaine said again.


“Do you mind if I see her? Will they let me in?”


“Ask at the desk. They have rigid rules.”


Mrs. LeJeune returned from her short visit visibly shaken. “She’s so thin and pale. I had no idea.”


“How long can you stay?” asked Blaine. “I have to fly back to Austin to take care of a couple of cases, but I can be back here in two hours if you need me.”


“I’ll stay as long as I need to. I have friends in the city. Many friends.”


“That’s good,” said Blaine. “The coma… her doctor didn’t have any idea when she’d wake up.”


Mrs. LeJeune put her head down and closed her eyes, then she sat up and smiled. “She will awaken at Beltane.”


Blaine’s eyes widened. “She will? When’s that?”


“Last day of April, first day of May.”


“Fantastic,” said Blaine.


 


New Orleans PD.


AFTER spending a few minutes with Detective Percival in Missing Persons—the only person he knew on the New Orleans’ force—and filling her in on Misty’s condition, she hooked him up with the detectives working Misty’s case.


“I’ve just come from the hospital, Detective Cauldwell, and Misty’s mother gave me a last name for the suspect. His name is Matthias Rush.”


Cauldwell, a forty-something man with a streak of gray through his black hair, raised an eyebrow when he heard the name. “Is that the crazy guy who calls himself a witch?”


“I believe it is, yes. You know him?”


“He’s well known in the city and has a jacket. Thanks. That will put us on the fast track if we know who the perp was.”


Blaine stood up. “Could you copy my office with any progress? I have a couple of hot cases and I have to go back to Austin for a couple of days, but I’ll be back.” He placed a card on the detective’s desk.


“Sure, Ranger Blackmore. Happy to do that. And I hope Miss LeJeune makes it.”


“Me too.”


She’s waking up at the end of April. I’m holding on to that.


 


Fairfax Inn. New Orleans.


BLAINE took a hot shower and booked his flight for the following morning. He hated to leave Misty, but her mother was there watching over her, and if you could believe Mrs. LeJeune, Misty wouldn’t wake from the coma for two more weeks. The woman seemed sure of the date.


Wish I knew stuff like that. It would make solving cases a helluva lot easier.


He laid on his comfy bed, the aroma of the fresh flowers in the crystal vase on the table lightening his spirit. He made calls bringing everybody up to date, then he called Carm and talked to her in Spanish. “I’m coming home tomorrow morning.”


“How is Misty?”


“She sleeps, and her mother is with her.”


“Good. Her mother will take care of her. I want you to come home.”


“Manana.”


His last call was to Farrell. “Hey, bro. Can you pick me up at the airport in the morning?”


“Sure thing. Everything okay at the hospital?”


“Mrs. LeJeune is here.”


“But should you leave? What if?”


“I know what you’re thinking, and I was worried about leaving too, but Mrs. LeJeune said Misty won’t wake until Beltane.”


“First of May, uh huh,” said Farrell. “And she knows this… how? The date came floating in on the wind?”


“Something like that.”


“Long as you’re good with it.”


“I think I am.” 






 




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Sunday, April 12th.


 


Quantrall Ranch. Giddings.


JESSE was enjoying a relaxing Sunday breakfast with his brothers when the call came in. Charity pointed a chubby finger at the phone the way she did when it rang, and Tyler laughed. Everything Charity did was amazing to her Uncle Tyler.


Jesse glanced at the screen then stepped out of the dining room into the foyer to take the call. “Lieutenant Lopez, you working on the weekend?”


“Not for long if I can dump this one on you guys. I tried Blacky, but his phone is turned off.”


“He’s on a flight home. Be back by lunch.”


“Okay, well here’s what I’ve got. A woman identified as Tanya Selecky was fished out of the river near the route one bridge on Lake Austin Boulevard.”


“Mrs. Selecky. Too bad. Yep, she’s mine. Loop one? I’ll be there as soon as I can. I’ll send Travis on ahead. He’s the lead on this one.”


“Okay, great,” said Lopez. “I’ll turn the scene over to Travis when he gets here.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE was all smiles having her boys gathered around the harvest table for Sunday breakfast. “Everybody is home except for Blaine,” she said. “But he’s on his way. Are we picking him up?”


“I am,” said Farrell. “I’ll take Neil with me.”


“I hope Misty is going to be all right,” said Annie. “I can’t imagine what it will do to Blaine if she isn’t.”


“Her mother believes Misty will come out of the coma at Beltane,” said Farrell. “Two weeks.”


Annie raised a dark eyebrow. “I hope that’s true.”


“The weird thing is,” said Farrell, “Blacky seems to believe it. He’s a skeptic and it ain’t like him at all.”


“He needs to hang onto something,” said Annie.


“Yeah, I guess that’s it.”


 


Loop One. West Austin.


TRAVIS joined Lieutenant Lopez, the medical examiner and a number of others on the bank of the river. “Hey, Lieutenant, haven’t seen you for a while.” They shook hands.


“Always glad to see you, Bristol. Even more so when you’re taking a murder off my hands.”


“That’s why you’re looking so happy.”


Lopez chuckled. “Yep, I’m done for the day now that you’re here. Your boss will be along soon, and you guys can have at it.”


Travis studied Tanya Selecky’s corpse lying on the bank. She was a little bloated, her face badly damaged from the bullet wound and the subsequent bashing against rocks in the river. McLaughlin probably dumped her Friday night right after the robbery. The ME readied the body bag and Travis was afforded a better look. Small caliber to the right temple. McLaughlin had shot her from the passenger seat then tossed her off the bridge.


Wonder if the robbery was her idea to get back at her husband and she recruited McLaughlin, or his idea because he heard about the poker money and he cozied up to the wife? Might never find out.


Jesse arrived as the ME’s helper was loading Tanya Selecky into the van at the top of the embankment. “Anything?” he asked Travis.


“Small caliber to the head, then he dumped her. She didn’t drown,” said Travis, “and I’m guessing it happened Friday night right after they took off from Selecky’s house.”


“Uh huh. Makes sense. Once McLaughlin had the money—or all of it he could grab—he didn’t need her anymore. Let’s go see if the next of kin is up to receiving the news.”


 


Saint Michael’s Hospital. Austin.


JESSE inquired as to Mark Selecky’s whereabouts and was directed to the sixth floor. Selecky was in intensive care.


“He might be in no shape to hear about his wife,” said Travis. “We may have to come back.”


Jesse nodded. “We may have to get permission from his doctor.”


They stepped off the elevator and went straight to the nurses’ station. Jesse showed his creds and posed his question. “Is Mark Selecky awake?”


The head nurse carefully read the information laid out in front of her and said, “Mr. Selecky underwent extensive surgery to remove the bullet and he’s heavily sedated. I’m afraid he won’t be allowed any visitors today.”


Jesse placed a card on the desk. “Could you have Mr. Selecky’s doctor call me?”


“I’ll do that, Ranger Quantrall.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


CARM wore red oven mitts and stood in front of the stove holding a huge pan of enchiladas she’d just taken out of the oven.


Blaine ran across the kitchen and hugged her. “I missed you so much.”


Farrell was next with his hugs, then he introduced Neil, “This is my little brother, Neil. Hermano.”


“Si, hermano.” Carm smiled at Neil and rattled off a long sentence in Spanish that Farrell got none of.


Blaine grinned. “She thinks you look alike.” He strode over to the fridge and got them all a beer. “Sit down and we’ll eat before we worry about anything else.”


“Rick and Andy moved over to Misty’s house for the time being,” said Farrell. “Maybe later we’ll go over and look for the book.”


Blaine chugged down half his Corona. “We should. We have to find it and put it in a safe or a safety deposit box or something, if people are willing to kill for the damn thing.”


Neil frowned. “What kind of book is it?”


“A book of spells.”


“Uh huh,” said Neil. “Book of Shadows. I wouldn’t mind reading it when you guys find it.”


Farrell smirked at his younger brother. “You cast any spells lately?”


“No, but I wouldn’t mind trying a couple. Could be interesting.”


“Who you aiming these spells at?” asked Farrell. “Anybody in particular?”


“Couple of girls at school are Wiccan and I might be able to impress them if I knew a spell or two.”


“Oh, I get it,” said Farrell, “this is all about hitting on hot chicks at your college.”


Neil chuckled. “What else is there?”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


ANNIE sat on the porch and watched Luke park his truck in the row of vehicles near the garage. She was happy that he’d decided to come and stay at the ranch for a while. He wore his sadness on his sleeve like a black mourning band he would never remove. She’d lost so many people she loved, she felt a kinship with him.


He walked towards the porch with a small duffel in his hand. “Afternoon, ma’am. Hope I’m not too early.”


“Time doesn’t matter too much here at the ranch. We’re pretty relaxed.”


Luke smiled, and he was handsome in a rugged way. His long auburn hair was tied back today with a blue bandana.


“Come on in and we’ll get you settled.”


“Are you sure this isn’t an imposition, ma’am?”


Annie shook her head. “Call me ‘Annie’, please, Luke.” She led the way through the kitchen and down the hall to the bedroom wing. “I put you in here.” She opened the door to one of the guestrooms she’d decorated herself and was particularly proud of.


Luke placed his duffel bag on the floor next to the dresser and glanced around. “I don’t need anything this nice, ma… Annie.”


“Of course you do, Luke. You’re just as deserving as anyone else, and I want you to feel at home here.”


“I don’t know how long I’ll stay.”


“Doesn’t matter. Healing takes a long time,” said Annie, “and then it’s never completely done, is it?”


“You sound like you’ve lost someone close to you.”


“Many people I loved, and it’s changed me. Not for the good, I’m afraid.”


Luke smiled. “You seem good and kind to me.”


“Come on. Let’s have a beer to celebrate your arrival, then we’ll saddle up and I’ll take you on a tour of the ranch. A long ride is relaxing and soul restoring.”


“I haven’t done much horse riding. Might have to have a refresher. ‘Specially on the saddling part.”


Annie took two Lone Stars out of the Sub-Zero and handed a can to Luke. “Don’t worry. I’ve got lots of cowboys who can give you a hand. I can saddle Target myself, but the boys rarely let me do it. They like to help the boss.”


After a tour of the barn and the Appaloosas, Annie let Luke choose a horse to ride. “Any one in particular appeal to you, sugar?”


He pointed half way down the row of stalls. “That one I liked a lot.”


“Ranger. He’s a sweetheart. Let’s take him out of his stall.”


Luke struggled a little with the saddle and Wayne was there to help him, but after a couple of mistakes were corrected the saddle was on and Ranger was anxious to get out of the barn.


Monroe had Target saddled and held the door open for them to exit. “Have a good ride, boss.”


“Thanks, baby,” she leaned down and touched Monroe’s long black hair. “I love you.”


They let the horses walk until they passed the garage and headed down the laneway towards the river, then they galloped across open fields, along the river bank past the safe-house, and back towards the barn through the three hundred acres of pine woods.


Annie dismounted at the barn door and smiled at Luke. “How did you like my ranch?”


“Beautiful property. I couldn’t believe how the river runs through it. Amazing.”


“A lot of the boys fish on Sundays. Tradition.”


“I better take care of Ranger,” said Luke. “He’s a little sweaty.”


“Uh huh. Cool him out and give him a carrot. He’s your responsibility now. Take good care of him.”


 


Misty’s Bungalow. Southeast Austin.


BLAINE parked behind the junk truck and turned off the engine. Misty had purchased a brand new bungalow only six blocks away from Blaine’s old Victorian. She’d bought the house in a hurry when she was mad at Blaine and wasn’t thinking clearly. Now she didn’t like it and rarely stayed there. Lately she’d talked about selling it.


“Let’s try to look thoroughly, but not mess anything up while we’re doing it.”


“I can be thorough and neat at the same time,” said Neil. “It’s a gift.”


“It’s a gift a lot of us don’t have,” said Blaine. “When I’m looking for something I tend to make a bit of a mess.”


“A new challenge for you, bro,” said Farrell. “Let’s do it.”


Rick opened the side door and let them in. “We’re settled into our little bungalow, boss. Nice big flat screen and air conditioning that works like a charm.”


“Glad you guys are happy,” said Blaine. “You won’t be so happy when the nutbar man-witch comes calling.”


“What’s he look like?” asked Andy. “Any pictures?”


“I’ll check the internet,” said Blaine, “but no. None at the moment.”


“How big is the book we’re looking for?” asked Neil.


“Large,” said Blaine. “I Googled it and its about twelve inches high by ten inches wide, and it’s thick—like two or three inches thick.”


“Can’t be in a small space then, can it?” asked Farrell. “It’s a big fucker.”


“Okay,” said Rick, “We’re only looking in places where a really big book could hide.”


After an hour of searching, and a half hour of cleaning up after themselves, they decided the book of spells was not in Misty’s house.


“Why wouldn’t it be here?” Blaine asked no one in particular. “Her mother said Misty always kept the book with her.”


“Lately she’s been spending all her time at your house, bro,” said Farrell. “Think she might have toted it over there?”


Blaine shrugged. “If she did, I never saw it.”


They said goodbye to Rick and Andy who remained at Misty’s lying in wait for Matthias Rush, and returned to Blaine’s Victorian.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE blazed through the front door and he could smell a roast in the oven. “Oh, I’m starving. Carm,” he hollered, “and that meat smells so good. I need to ask you something.”


“What?” she answered him in Spanish.


“Did Misty ever bring anything over here from her house—like to keep it safe?”


She nodded. “Si.”


“What was it?”


“Libro.”


Blaine’s eyes widened as he asked her in Spanish. “Where is the book now?”


“Secreto.”


“Right, it’s a secret.”


Farrell was grinning.


“Can you show me where it is?”


“Un lugar seguro.”


“It’s in a safe place?”


Carm headed towards the staircase and all the boys followed her to the second level. She walked along the wide hallway and stopped at the door to the top floor.


“It’s up there? I haven’t started fixing up that floor yet. It’s all dirty and dusty.”


Carm opened the door and climbed the stairs—considerably narrower than the first flight. At the top of the stairs she opened the door to the right of the landing and walked into the empty room. She stopped and pointed to the wall.


“It’s in the wall?” asked Blaine. “Do I have a fuckin secret room too?”


Farrell snorted. “This house is as old as Misty’s house in New Orleans. Why wouldn’t you?”


Carm pressed something with the toe of her shoe and the wall slid back.


“You knew this was here?” he asked in Spanish.


“Si.”


Blaine squinted into the darkness of the small space and couldn’t see a thing. He reached his arm in and his hand touched the book. “Uh huh.” He picked it up and showed it to Farrell and Neil.”


“Can I look at it?” asked Neil.


Carm shook her head. “Magia.”






 




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Monday, April 13th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


“MONDAY MORNING meeting,” said Blaine. “Hope everybody had a great weekend. If you didn’t, don’t bother telling me about it because mine was worse.” He wasn’t smiling.


Lil smiled at him anyway and wrote the date at the top of her page. “Jesse couldn’t be here. He has a nine o’clock doctor’s appointment.”


“That’s okay,” said Blaine, “I’ll catch up with him later.” He pointed at Travis. “Give us the lowdown on the Selecky robbery.”


Travis gave details of everything that went down on Friday night and finished with Tanya Selecky’s watery demise. “The notification ain’t done. We can’t do it until the doc let’s Selecky wake up.”


“ID on the two robbers shot during?” asked Blaine.


“Not yet.”


“I’ll have Farrell talk to Sue. ID should be quick and easy if they have sheets.” He turned and winked at Farrell. “The best we can hope for is McLaughlin gets flagged at a border crossing. He’s had plenty of time to get to Laredo and we’ve heard nothing. He could be in the wind.”


“Maybe he needed to cross farther west,” said Hilder, “for some reason.”


“Maybe,” said Blaine, not sounding convinced. “Usually they take the closest exit when they’re rabbiting, but lots of times the assholes are plain stupid. They go home and wait to get arrested.”


“Do we have somebody on McLaughlin’s residence?” asked Fletcher.


“Yep. You and Peyton. Let Longview PD know you’re on it when you get there. They’ve been patrolling for me.”


Fletcher grinned. Peyton didn’t look so happy.


 


Medical Building. Downtown Austin.


JESSE had hurried, cleaning up after chores, packing a bag for Charity and dropping her off at his brother Paul’s house, but despite his efforts he was late for his weekly appointment with Doctor Wagner. He wasn’t looking forward to coming face to face with her after their breakup even though it had been amicable and none of his doing.


He sat down in the waiting area outside her office and reached for a magazine but didn’t have time to pick it up before Jan’s receptionist called his name.


“Mr. Quantrall.” He stood up and followed Kathy down the short hallway. She opened the door and showed him in.


Jan beamed a smile from behind her desk and she glowed with a radiance Jesse hadn’t noticed before. Maybe it was the new relationship. Shit, he didn’t want to think about it.


“Good morning, Jesse. You look well. How have you been feeling?”


She sounds like she’s talking to a stranger.


“I’m fine, Jan. And you? You look especially happy.”


“Yes, I am.”


“Honestly, I thought about not coming this morning. I was worried things were going to be weird between us,” said Jesse. “I considered cancelling my appointment.”


Jan shook her head. “Please don’t do that. You’ve made so much progress.”


“Let’s see how it goes, I told myself,” said Jesse, “but now that I’m here I’m having trouble coping. I thought we had a relationship and now I’m convinced it was totally one-sided.” Jesse stood up and paced. “I feel like a goddam idiot, Jan, and I don’t think I can continue coming here.”


“Sit down for a minute and calm yourself.”


Jan took his blood pressure and shook her head. “You might be right, Jesse, and the last thing I want is for you to suffer a setback. Why don’t I see if I can set up an appointment with a colleague for next week?”


Jesse blew out a breath and tried to slow his heart rate. “Would you mind doing that?”


“Not at all. It’s probably for the best.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


STILL UPSET from his encounter with Doctor Wagner, Jesse tried to calm down in the Chief’s office. He sipped his coffee and brought Calhoun up to speed on the Selecky case.


“Do you think the wife engineered the whole thing?” asked the Chief.


“Hard to say if it was her idea or if McLaughlin heard about the possible score and got to know her on purpose.”


“Yeah, that could’ve happened too. He stalked her and met her by accident—on purpose.”


Jesse checked his Rolex. “I’ve got to interview a lot more of those George Street boys that are lounging downstairs. I better get started.”


“I think I’ve got a list of them here somewhere,” the Chief shuffled through a pile of papers on his desk. “Here it is. Eleven down there that haven’t been interviewed.” He passed the list to Jesse.


“Jeeze, I might be here all week.”


The Chief picked up the phone. “Give me the first name and I’ll have him brought up for you.”


“Let’s start with Tomas Sanchez. He’s at the top of the list.”


Jesse picked up his coffee and sauntered down the hall to room number three and waited until Tomas arrived. The deputy on cell duty secured Tomas to the desk and gave Jesse a little salute as he left the room.


“Thanks, Fergie.”


Tomas was a solidly built Latino kid with medium length black hair and dark eyes. His jaw was set, and Jesse read him as a challenge.


“I ain’t answering no questions, so don’t even ask me.”


Jesse had already turned on the recorder and set up the interview. “Nothing at all you want to tell me? That’s too bad. I thought you looked a lot smarter than that.”


“I am smart, cop. A lot smarter than you.”


Jesse grinned. “Then why am I sitting here drinking a coffee and you’re chained to the table?”


His dark eyes flashed hatred and he jerked his right wrist against the cuffs. “Shut up. Y’all are gonna be sorry you messed with us.”


“Oh, yeah? Why’s that?”


“You messed in our business and the boss ain’t happy.”


Jesse prodded him. “The boss is sitting in a cell in Travis County lockup waiting for his trial. What’s he gonna do about it?”


“Y’all will see soon enough.” He smiled, and he was a good-looking kid. “Payback is a bitch, ain’t it?”


“Sure is, Tomas.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


WITH THE CREW on the streets taking care of their assignments, Blaine settled in his office with his third coffee and tried to find anything he could on Matthias Rush, the so-called male witch who tried to kill Misty.


Information was sketchy and precious little was based on fact. Most of Rush’s claim to fame were stories and rumors—folklore about the man. According to his birth records he was fifty-four years old. Born deep in the bayou and raised by his mama who sewed voodoo dolls for a living, he was reportedly able to do powerful magic. Blaine dug up one story of particular interest where Matthias and Misty’s father had physically fought in a park in Houma trying to kill each other.


After reading that story, Blaine wondered how Mr. LeJeune had actually died, and he called Mrs. LeJeune.


“Good morning, Blaine. I was going to call you to say, Misty’s vital signs have improved. The doctor was pleased this morning with her progress.”


Blaine blew out a breath. “That’s the best news. I can barely stand being away from her, but I’m working on finding Matthias Rush.”


“Oh, you’ll never find him, Blaine. He can make himself invisible.”


I don’t believe that.


“Uh huh. Could I ask a question without upsetting you?”


“Of course. I don’t get upset easily. Go ahead and ask me.”


“How did your husband die? Misty never told me the details or the cause.”


“He was poisoned, and I maintained to the police that Matthias did it, but the detectives on the case never found any evidence that Matthias Rush was ever in our house.”


“Mr. LeJeune died in the house on Saint Gillian?”


“Yes, he did, and that’s why Misty thinks he’s still there.”


“If he’s still there,” asked Blaine, “or his presence is still there, why didn’t he help Misty?”


“I wondered that myself. I’ll be speaking with friends this afternoon and I may have an answer later. I’ll call you.”


Blaine hung up thinking he’d completely lost it. “I need facts. Not something I can’t touch or see.” He emailed New Orleans Homicide and asked for a copy of the investigation into Mr. LeJeune’s death.


Let’s see if Rush has a vehicle or a DL.


“Yep, he’s driving an old Ford clunker, ten years old.” Blaine called DPS and put a BOLO out on the truck. “Let’s see where this invisible fucker is right now.”


He wandered to the kitchen to refill his mug and to tell Carm that Misty was improving, and the dogs ran by him heading for the front door. Happy barking so they knew the visitor.


Jesse stepped into the foyer and tossed his hat on the side table. “Hey, Blacky, got a coffee for me?”


“Sure do. Come on in the kitchen. I think Carm is baking something too. She usually is.”


Jesse sat down, and Blaine poured him a coffee. “I interviewed a couple more of the George Street kids and didn’t get a heck of a lot from them, but one thing that Tomas Sanchez said, I didn’t like much.”


“What was that?”


“They’re planning some kind of payback.”


“Aw, shit,” said Blaine. “Andreas is driving the truck from inside the slam.”


“He didn’t give any hints on what they were planning, but I want you to be careful all the same.”


“Sure, I usually have somebody watching my back.”


“Where is everybody?” asked Jesse.


“Working,” said Blaine. “I like to keep them busy. Farrell is at the lab picking up results, but he’ll be back any time. I’ll wait for him before I show myself in public.”


“Please do,” said Jesse. “If the gang is planning something they’ll aim for the top,” he pointed, “and that’s you.”


 


Saint Michael’s Hospital. Austin.


BLAINE worked another half hour on his Matthias Rush research and Farrell still hadn’t returned from the lab.


Maybe Sue locked him in.


No one else had come back from their morning assignments and Blaine grew tired of waiting. He had to visit Jack Prima and Gene Wyman in the hospital and get updates on both of them. All his phone calls were getting the same responses.


‘Good as could be expected and resting comfortably.’


He need to talk to both their doctors and find out the facts.


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL poked his head into the Chief’s office to say goodbye before he left the building. With copies of several lab reports in his hand and a couple from ballistics, he was on his way.


The Chief looked up from his computer screen and said, “Good, you’re here. I wanted to see you before you left. Did Jesse tell you about his interview with one of the George Street gang members?”


“Nope. Guess I was downstairs when he left.”


“The little shits are planning some kind of retaliation. Blacky engineered the sweep and the takedown of their club,” said the Chief, “so it will probably be aimed at him.”


“Does Blacky know?”


“Jesse was on his way to tell him in person when he left here.”


“I’ll watch his back,” said Farrell, “My arm is almost healed.”


Farrell jumped into his truck and tried Blacky’s cell. “Hey, where are you?”


“I’m at Saint Michael’s tracking down doctors. I want to know about Jack and Cat wants to know if she can visit Gene Wyman.”


“Stay inside until I get there.”


“Why? Do you think the punks will make good on their threat?”


“Uh huh. Yeah, I do.”


“I doubt if they’d try anything in broad daylight in a busy hospital parking lot.”


“All the same,” said Farrell. “Wait for me.”


“I’ll be in the lobby having a coffee when I’m finished.”


 


Saint Michael’s Hospital. Austin.


BLAINE grabbed a seat at one of the tiny round tables in the coffee shop off the lobby and checked his cell for messages. He’d had his phone turned off when he was upstairs talking to the doctors.


Beaumont PD. He played back the message. A highway patrol officer had a visual on the BOLO, but he couldn’t give chase at the time. Eleven o’clock in Beaumont.


Matthias is headed our way.


Blaine called Rick at Misty’s house.


“Hey, boss. Got something?”


“The tag was spotted by an officer in Beaumont on I-10. Matthias has crossed into Texas.”


“What time was the sighting, boss?” asked Rick.


“About eleven.”


“Okay, then, thanks for the heads up. Andy and I are on full alert.”


Farrell arrived twenty minutes later and found Blaine in the coffee shop. “Where’s your truck?”


“Parking lot.”


“No good. Give me the keys and I’m gonna get it and drive it home. You take my truck.”


“Jeeze,” said Blaine, “The last thing I want is those assholes shooting at you. You don’t need to babysit me. I can take care of myself.”


Farrell smirked. “Negative. Somebody’s got to take care of you.”


“You can get my truck and bring it to the loop, but that’s it. I’m driving it home. I won’t let you be a target.” Blaine handed over his keys and followed Farrell to the front doors.


 


FARRELL took off running from the front doors and booked it to the parking lot. He was sure the punks gunning for Blacky would be terrible shots, and unless they had an automatic weapon or a rifle with a scope, they had little or no chance of hitting him.


He reached visitor’s parking and did a three sixty checking tall trees and any overlooks. He saw nothing, then as he pressed the fob to unlock the big diesel he saw a glint of sun on metal.


Rifle.


His reaction was instant as he zeroed in on the top of the kid’s head peeking over the safety wall on the roof of the building next to the parking lot.


Farrell drew his SW and fired one shot, then he ran back to the hospital entrance for Blacky.


“What? Change your mind?”


Out of breath, Farrell huffed out the words. “Building next door. On the roof.”


“Let’s go. I’m right behind you.”


Farrell led the way to the back of the building and pointed. “There. An access ladder.”


“Yeah, we climb that ladder and we’re both dead meat if they’re still up there,” said Blaine, “Let’s see if there’s roof access from the inside.”


The two-storey brick building housed doctor’s offices in conjunction with the hospital. Mostly specialists and surgeons, so said the red-headed receptionist.


Blaine showed his creds and said, “We need to get up to the roof. Is there access from inside?”


“I’m sorry. I don’t know.”


“Can we look?” asked Farrell. “It would be on the second floor.”


“I guess if you guys are cops it would be all right.”


“Thanks, Miss,” said Blaine. They took off running, didn’t wait for the elevator and used the stairs.


“Other end of the hall,” hollered Farrell as he spotted something. He jerked open a door and nodded. Narrow stairs with handrails, almost ladder-like in their steepness. He raced to the top and opened the door a crack. Blacky was right behind him on the ladder and couldn’t come any higher until Farrell went through the door.


“See anything?”


“Nope.”


“They could be waiting,” said Blaine. “Don’t take any chances.”


With his SW in his hand, Farrell opened the door wide, blasted through and rolled. Nothing. He laid on his belly and aimed his gun around in a quick arc. Still nothing. He was facing the opposite way from where the shooter had been.


A large aircon unit monopolized the center of the roof and Farrell ducked behind it while he cleared the rest of the roof. He worked his way around slowly, expecting the shooter to spot him and fire a round, but there was no sound.


He rounded the last corner of the AC unit and that’s when he saw the kid. Lying close to the safety wall, the rifle beside him. No others around. Maybe they’d run off or maybe the shooter was alone. Unlikely. A gang was a gang.


Farrell went back to holler clear, and Blacky was already running his way. “Do you have to do that? Take chances when I tell you not to?”


“Sorry. I didn’t hear anything, so I thought it was clear.”


“I clipped the top of his head,” said Farrell. “He’s dead. I called it in.”


 


Roof of Saint Michael’s Medical Building.


“THEY TRIED for me, Chief, in the hospital parking lot. Farrell clipped the kid and if there were more with him, they’re long gone.”


“I already called Travis County and had Andreas moved into solitary,” said the Chief. “Obviously not soon enough if he’s getting the word out. I’ll send Rocky and a couple more squads to pick up everybody showing their faces on George Street.”


“I’ll have Travis and Carlos join in,” said Blaine. “Calling them now.”


 


Coulter-Ross Ranch. La Grange.


TRAVIS, Carlos and Luke were finishing up their weekly target practice and coaching session with Annie when the boss called.


“Yeah, boss.” Travis grabbed his cell and set the rag and the Hoppes down. “What’s up?”


“The George Street punks are pissed, and they tried for me an hour ago. Calhoun is sending a couple squads to clean up the street.”


“Yep, we’re on our way,” said Travis. “You okay?”


“I wasn’t even in range. I was still in the hospital. Farrell spotted the kid and capped him.”


“Fuck,” said Travis. “So… you’re stuck there? Wherever that is.”


“Roof of the building next to Saint Mike’s.”


“Gotcha. We’re out of here.”


“You guys have to go?” asked Annie.


“Boss needs us on George Street right now.”


“Better bust it then,” said Annie. “Grab your guns and leave everything else. I’ll take care of it.”


 


George Street. Austin.


TRAVIS drove up seventy-one into the city, smoking a Marlborough light, windows down, radio blasting southern rock.


Carlos hollered questions at him over the music. “The little banditos tried for the boss?”


“Farrell only saw the one he capped, but there could have been more with the wannabe sniper.”


“Probably was,” said Carlos. “Gangers never do anything alone.”


“Andreas must be getting the orders out to his crew somehow,” said Luke from the back seat.


“Most gangs have a network inside and out,” said Carlos. “Girlfriends or family help them out too.”


They arrived, and George Street was buzzing with activity.


“The squads are already here,” said Luke.


Travis drove by the parked vehicles, went straight to the dead end and parked in front of the clubhouse. “Do they think they’re safe in there?”


“Maybe,” said Carlos, “if they’ve got AK’s or some stolen shit like that. They might be feeling bulletproof.”


“Get your aprons on,” said Travis. “Blacky will kill us if we end up dead.”


Luke chuckled as he struggled into his Kevlar.


Rocky jogged down the road with his partner and stood by the open door of Travis’ F-450. “Need some help?”


“Sure,” said Travis. “How many did you nab?”


“Only two so far. With so many in holding, I don’t know how many are on the outside.”


“Must be a couple dozen on the loose at least,” said Carlos. “Let’s see how many are hunkered down inside.”


 


Roof of Saint Mike’s Medical Building. Austin.


BLAINE and Farrell left the scene in the hands of the Medical Examiner and the crime scene team and walked across the roof to the door with the access ladder inside. Farrell’s hand was on the knob when Blaine’s cell rang.


He grabbed the phone off his belt, looked at Farrell and said, “Unknown caller.” He hated those—it was never good. He shrugged and pressed talk. “Blackmore.”


“Hey, Blackmore, you asshole.” Lots of laughing in the background. “We’ve got your bitch witness so you better let Andreas out of jail. You’ve got two hours to deliver the boss to us before I slit her throat.”


“Fuck that,” Blaine hollered at the top of his lungs and Farrell let go of the door handle.


“What happened?”


“Those goddam pricks have our witness.”


“The girl that did the lineup for Jesse?” asked Farrell.


Blaine didn’t answer because he was already at the bottom of the steep ladder and running towards the stairs to the lobby.


“Travis,” he hollered into his cell as he tore down the steps two at a time, “Don’t touch the clubhouse. They’ve got Regan… I forget her name. Surround them and wait. I’ve got to talk to the Chief.”


“Jesus Christ, we were just going in.”


“We need eyes or ears inside. They gave us two hours to let Andreas out of jail.”


“Fuck that,” said Travis.


“Leave your truck,” hollered Farrell to Blaine as they ran across the parking lot. “Mine’s closer. Get yours later.” He jumped into his red Silverado and started the engine.


Blaine jumped in still on the phone and they were gone. “Chief, the George Street assholes have our witness, at least they say they do. I’ll get Lily on that end to confirm with the school or the parents. I’m headed to the clubhouse.”


“Jesus, no. What do they want?”


“Andreas out of jail. We’ve got two hours.” He checked the Cartier. “Nope. One hour and forty-three minutes.”


“I’m sending more squads to the site,” said the Chief. “The media will be all over you.”


“Do they know about it already?” He asked as he called Lil’s cell.


“I don’t think so, but they will any second. They all have scanners.”


“If I’m lucky I’ve got about five more minutes before the assholes swarm me,” said Blaine. To Farrell: “Where’s Hilder?”


“Doing that job for Cat. You sent him to her office.”


“Right. I forgot. Call him.” To Lil: “Check around and see if you can confirm Regan… the witness… her whereabouts. The George Street fuckers say they have her.”


“Regan Middleton. Aw, no. I’ll check parents, school, friends. Let you know.”


“Yep.”


 


George Street Clubhouse. Austin.


UNIFORMS manning the barricades at the end of George Street pulled two saw horses out of the way to let the big red truck through. Farrell zoomed down the street and parked at the dead end behind Travis’ truck.


“Got your vest on?” asked Blaine.


“No. You?”


“We both better get them on right now. Ears too.”


They joined Travis in front of the clubhouse. He had the trailer surrounded. “We’re not even sure the girl is in there, boss. What if they’ve got her someplace else?”


“One door. It ain’t gonna be easy to find out,” said Farrell.


“I’ve been thinking about alternate access the whole time I’ve been waiting,” said Travis. “If the crime scene people removed the lock box from under the tub, is the hole still there?”


“Good thought,” said Blaine. “I’ll check it.”


“You can’t check it, boss,” said Carlos, “One of us will do it.”


“Fuck that,” said Blaine. “I’m not letting any of y’all get killed.”


“You doing it is a shit idea,” said Farrell. “Let me do it.”


“You’re too big,” said Blaine. “I’m doing it.” To Travis: “Got a couple of your toys handy?”


“Yep. In my pocket.” He grinned. “Can’t wait to toss them.”


“As soon as I’ve got the girl. Do it. Scare the fuckin bejesus out of them.” Blaine removed his jacket and his harness, tossed both to Farrell and stuck his Beretta in his waistband.


“Good luck, boss,” said Luke.


Blaine strode around to the side of the trailer that had the decrepit add-on and dropped to his knees. He crawled underneath shining his pen-light up at the underside of the trailer looking for the bathroom plumbing. He crawled to his left and saw the rough-sawn hole in the subfloor under the tub.


Up on his knees, he stretched his right arm up and felt whatever was over the hole. Felt like a piece of wood but too flimsy, maybe heavy cardboard. He pushed it out of the way and stood up, poking his head up in the middle of the bathtub. The ripped and filthy shower curtain was half closed and the stink of the bathroom made him want to puke. Without touching the plastic curtain, he could see denim-covered legs sitting on the toilet.


Thank God they locked her in the bathroom.


“Regan,” he whispered, “It’s me Ranger Blackmore. I’m here to help you.”


She didn’t answer, and Blaine figured she was gagged. He boosted himself out of the hole and the rough edges caught his jeans where they were torn and ripped a bigger hole.


He pulled back the curtain and startled her a little.


She jumped, then Blaine saw her visibly relax a little when she recognized him. Regan was secured, wrists and ankles with plastic ties and gagged with a dirty rag in her mouth. Tears rolled down her cheeks.


I hope they haven’t raped her.


Blaine held a finger to his lips as he removed the gag, then pulled the knife out of his boot and cut the ties.


“Thank you,” she whispered.


“You’re getting out of here.” Blaine spoke into the earwig. “I’m lowering Regan down the hole in the tub. Come help her.”


“Luke is crawling under,” said Travis. “Put her in the hole.”


Blaine helped the girl into the tub and stood beside her. “Watch the edges of the hole. They’re rough and you’ll get scratched.”


“Okay,” she whispered.


“I’m going to hold your weight and let you down slowly,” said Blaine. “When you feel your feet hit the dirt, duck your head and crawl out. There’s a deputy under the trailer to help you. His name is Luke. Okay?”


She nodded and followed instructions.


Luke’s voice sounded in Blaine’s ear. “Got her, boss. Taking her to the truck.”


The second Regan was out of danger Blaine gave the order. “Do it, Travis. Take the trailer.”


 


TRAVIS heaved the big rock he had in his hand through the window in the side of the trailer. Glass smashed, and he tossed in a flash bang.


Bang.


 


BLAINE blasted out of the bathroom as soon as he heard the canister explode. The gangers were yelling and firing automatic weapons in the direction of the explosion. It had landed in the middle of the kitchen and started a fire. Gas seeped out and fogged the air.


“Drop your weapons, kneel down and put your hands on your heads,” hollered Blaine.


Two kids spun around and fired wildly. He shot them both in the head. Blood and brains splattered over the kids close to them and two gangers dropped their guns and surrendered. Blaine cuffed them. “Don’t move.”


A huge crash sounded when the front door was bashed in and the rest of the gangers turned and ran the other way. First impulse, but there was no exit at the back unless they could escape through a bedroom window. The trailer was surrounded.


“Drop your guns and walk forward with your hands on your heads,” hollered Travis. “If you don’t surrender, you will be shot dead. Do it now.”


Three or four guns clattered to the floor and as many kids showed themselves. Farrell, Carlos and Hilder cuffed them and escorted them plus the two in the kitchen to the bus outside.


Two wouldn’t come out of the back room. They screamed out curses and fired several rounds through the bedroom door.


Blaine walked quietly down the short hallway and stood to one side of the opening, trying to get a locate on where they were standing.


Farrell returned from outside and joined him on the other side of the doorframe. “On three,” he whispered.


“One. Two. Three.”


They both jumped into the room at the same time and dropped the kids with knee shots.


Ten of them all told. Two dead. Two wounded. Six arrested in the clubhouse and two more that Rocky had. An even dozen all together.


Sirens sounded on the street signaling the arrival of more help. Paramedics burst through the front door with a stretcher and Farrell hooked a thumb over his shoulder.


“Back bedroom. Two wounded.”


Blaine’s phone rang as he stood next to Farrell’s truck. “Cat, did Hilder fix that problem for you?”


“He did and he’s so nice, but that’s not why I called. What’s going on? The TV says there’s a hostage situation.”


“Past tense. It’s over now. Just cleaning up. If you hang on for five, I’ll walk down to the end of the street and you can hear about it live.”


Cat giggled. “I’m watching.”


 


THERE WAS A MEDIA circus at the end of George Street. The noise was deafening as the reporters saw Blaine jogging down the street towards them and they flung a hundred questions at him.


“We’re all done, people. Just mopping up. If you quiet down for a minute and let me talk, I’ll tell y’all what happened.”


 “How many did Dead-eye shoot?” hollered one reporter.


“Why don’t you ever ask how many of them tried to kill us?” asked Blaine. Sometimes the questions pissed him off.


“Was there a hostage involved?”


“Yes, there was, and the situation has been resolved.”


“Who was the hostage?”


“I’m not telling you that. What else do you want to know?”


“What did the gang want in exchange for the hostage?”


“They wanted their leader released from jail,” said Blaine.


“Were you considering it, Ranger B?”


Blaine shook his head. “Not for one second.”


“Will there be more charges added when Andreas goes to trial?” asked a woman near the back of the pack.


“I guarantee there will be.”


“Was the shooting at Saint Michael’s this morning related to the hostage taking incident?”


“I believe it was a diversionary tactic. So, yes. It was.”


“Who was the target at the hospital?”


Blaine grinned. “Me. They were waiting for me, but Deputy Donovan took care of it before I came out of the hospital.”


“I’m glad you weren’t hurt, Ranger Blackmore.”


“Thank you.”


 


Middleton Residence. West Austin.


BLAINE and Farrell drove Regan Middleton to her parents’ home and escorted her inside. Her father was at work and her mother knew nothing of her daughter’s plight until Lily called with questions she had no answers to. As far as the mother knew, Regan was at school studying for exams.


From that point on, the Middleton’s were frantic, but Chief Calhoun had kept in constant touch and advised them the instant Regan had been rescued.


Mrs. Middleton hugged her daughter in the foyer and they both shed a few tears. Then her father hugged her and held her close.


He shook hands with Farrell and Blaine and thanked them for their efforts. “Is it over now?” he asked. “Will there be any more trouble for Regan?”


“I don’t think so,” said Blaine, “Extra precautions have been put in place.” He offered Mr. Middleton a card. “If your daughter needs to talk to someone about her ordeal, set up an appointment with one of these people. They can be helpful.”


The phone rang, and Mrs. Middleton shook her head. “Reporters have been calling. They want to interview Regan.”


Blaine shook his head. “Ignore them. Keep her out of the public eye until after the trial. She’ll be a lot safer.”


“Yes, we’ll do that. We might take a little family vacation.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


CLOSE TO exhaustion when he got home, Blaine still had calls to make.


Farrell fetched them beer from the Sub-Zero and sat down at the table across from his brother. “Tough day.”


Blaine nodded and started his list.


“I can call some for you, bro,” said Farrell. “You look whipped.”


Blaine grinned. “Get an update from Fletch and give him and Peyton the names of the two guys Annie nailed in the robbery. Have them question anybody living at the home addresses of those two and they might turn up something on McLaughlin.”


“Have the notifications been done?”


“Yep. Done.”


“Should they get a room?” asked Farrell.


“Two rooms. I can’t see Peyton and Fletch getting it on.”


Farrell chuckled. “Me neither. But on that note, I’ve seen her looking at you. I think she’s got a thing for you.”


“Fuck off.” Blaine called Jesse and brought him up to speed, informing him there were more punks to interview. Then he checked in with Rick and Andy to see if there had been any Matthias Rush sightings.


“Nothing yet,” said Rick. “He may wait until dark.”






 




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Tuesday, April 14th.


 


Misty’s Bungalow. Austin.


THREE A.M. Rick thought he heard footsteps in the hallway and sat bolt upright in bed. He was sleeping in the guest room at the back of the house and Andy was on the sofa in the front sitting room.


Rick picked up his gun from the nightstand and crept to the bedroom door. He stuck his head into the hall and saw nothing in the pitch dark. No sound, the house was deathly still. As quietly as possible, he made his way to the sitting room where Andy was sleeping and touched his partner’s arm. “Andy, wake up. Somebody’s in the house.”


Andy didn’t move and didn’t open his eyes. Rick shook Andy’s arm and got no reaction.


Is he dead?


Rick touched Andy’s neck and felt the pulse. His partner was breathing, but something was wrong. Andy was a light sleeper. “Andy, wake up.” Rick gave his shoulder a good shake and nothing.


“Jesus, he’s drugged or something,” he mumbled to himself and pressed Blaine’s number.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE heard the ringing in his dream. He was in the back seat of his father’s car and he heard the phone ring. He almost remembered something, and he didn’t want to wake up. “No. No. I can’t wake up now.” He was yelling out loud when he opened his eyes and Farrell was bursting through the door of his room. Blaine grabbed the phone. “Blackmore.”


Rick was whispering. “He’s in the house. He did something to Andy.”


“Five minutes.” Blaine jumped out of bed. “Somebody’s in Misty’s house.”


“I’m getting dressed.” Farrell ran next door to his room.


 


Misty’s Bungalow. Austin.


BLAINE slammed on the brakes in the driveway, shut off the engine and flew in the side door. Farrell ran around the back. No sign of Rush’s old truck he was supposed to be driving. Maybe he stole something else.


“You beat the ambulance,” said Rick. Lights were on in the front sitting room that Misty used for customers and Rick hovered over his partner. Andy looked like he was sleeping.


“He won’t wake up?” Blaine stared down at Andy. “Have you searched the house?”


“I glanced around and didn’t see anything out of place. Maybe I scared him off when I woke up.”


“I didn’t see an old Ford clunker on the street,” said Blaine.


Farrell came in from the back with a shiny tarot card in his hand. “I found this on the patio out back.”


“He could have dropped it,” said Blaine, “or it could be from Misty’s deck.”


The ambulance arrived, and the paramedics tried to revive Andy with no success. “He has no symptoms,” said the short girl with Breanne on her name tag. “But he’s definitely unconscious.” They started an IV and wheeled him to the ambulance. “Taking him to Saint Mike’s.”


“I’ll follow in my truck,” said Rick. “I want to find out what the bastard did to him.”


“Yep,” said Blaine. “You go and call as soon as you know anything.”


The ambulance roared out the drive and into the street. Farrell lit up a smoke and asked, “Do you think it was some kind of a magic spell on Andy?”


“Hell no,” said Blaine. “More like a syringe stuck in his fuckin arm. He’s out cold.”


“We going home to bed or camping here?”


“You can go home if you want,” said Blaine. “I’ll stay here in case this is exactly what he wants—everybody out of the house so he can search for the book.”


Blaine laid on the sofa where Andy had been sleeping and pulled the blanket over him. He closed his eyes and opened them again when his cell rang. Had he been asleep? How long?


“Shit, it’s Rick.”


“Hey, boss, they can’t find a single thing on Andy. No needle marks, no drugs, no poison, nothing, but they can’t rouse him. They’re keeping him for observation and hoping whatever it is will right itself.”


“Like just go away?” Blaine couldn’t believe it. “What the fuck are they thinking? That he lost consciousness for no apparent reason?”


“It happens,” said Rick. “Rarely, they said, but it happens.”


“Fuck that. I’m not buying it.”


Farrell stumbled into the room and plopped down in a chair. “What ain’t you buying?”


“Andy lost consciousness for no reason they can find.”


“That’s pure bullshit,” said Farrell. “Andy is a runner and in top shape.”


“Rick’s on his way back from the hospital,” said Blaine. “Maybe he’ll have more details.”


Rick returned visibly upset about Andy, his sorrow deepened by the loss of the two other members of the Junker team—Greg, murdered by Ewing Thompson and Jack, lying in ICU because of the same murdering maniac. Rick was the only functioning Junker left.


I have to phone the man.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


DAWN WAS BREAKING in the east when Blaine left Rick at Misty’s wondering if he should call the man and give him a recap on the team, or if Rick would do it himself. The Junkers answered to a higher power and were assigned to the Agency strictly to protect Blaine.


When he and Farrell arrived home, they let the dogs out, brewed coffee and talked about the work that had to be done.


Suddenly Farrell stopped talking and stared at Blaine like he remembered something important. “What were you dreaming when you were yelling out in your sleep this morning—before the phone rang?”


Blaine blew out a long breath. “Jeeze, I almost forgot all about that, and I think it was a breakthrough. I dreamed about a phone ringing—because it was ringing on the nightstand—but in my dream it was ringing in my father’s car and I was in the back seat. It was right before the accident. I’ve never had a memory before waking up in the fairgrounds in Odessa, and this memory was before that. It was in the car—before the accident.”


“Wow,” said Farrell.


“Yeah, wow,” said Blaine, “but I don’t know what it means.”


 “It means you’re close to something,” said Farrell.


“Close to what?”


 


Saint Michael’s Hospital. Austin.


BLAINE checked in with the nurses’ station outside intensive care. “I was informed Mark Selecky is awake and I could see him for five minutes.” He pushed his creds across the desk. “His doctor called me this morning.”


The nurse, a short round woman on the far side of forty glanced at a clipboard and said, “You can see him for five minutes, Ranger Blackmore, but he’s heavily medicated and may fall asleep on you. I’ll show you where he is.”


She led the way. Blaine and Farrell followed through the glass door and down a long row of beds. She stopped and pointed. “Five minutes.”


Blaine stood beside the bed and looked down at Selecky. He seemed smaller and his tan had faded. “Mr. Selecky.” Blaine said his name and waited for him to open his eyes. “Mr. Selecky, I have something to tell you.”


Mark Selecky opened his eyes and stared in Blaine’s direction but didn’t seem focused.


“Mr. Selecky, I have some bad news.”


Mark opened his eyes a little wider. “What?”


“Your wife, Tanya, is deceased, sir. I’m sorry for your loss.”


“Tanya?”


“Yes, I’m afraid she’s dead,” said Blaine.


Mark shook his head slightly then winced like it hurt him to move an inch. “She hates me.”


“Did she know a man named Alex McLaughlin?” asked Blaine.


“I don’t know.” He closed his eyes and went back to sleep.


They left the ICU and headed for the elevator. “Let’s check on Andy while we’re here,” said Blaine. “See if they know any more.”


“Sure,” said Farrell. “What floor is he on?”


“Third.”


 


Lazy Lake Trailer Park. Longview.


FLETCHER AND PEYTON arrived at the mobile home park at nine in the morning to talk to anybody they could find who knew the two dead robbers, Winky Osborne and Billy Scarlett.


While Peyton drove, Fletcher read the information Lily had supplied. “Winky Osborne lives at thirty-three Whippoorwill Lane. Want to do his place first?”


“Doesn’t matter who we do first, Fletcher. We have to do a lot of the people here. It’s going to take all day.”


“Sounds like you don’t like our assignment,” said Fletcher. “We got to go out of town and sleep in a hotel, why are you so pissy?”


“I’m not pissy. I just think the boss is sticking me with shit because I’m a woman.”


“Hey, I’m not a woman and I got the same job as you.”


“You know what I mean.”


Fletcher shook his head. “No, I don’t know what you mean. Blacky is fair minded and a lot of investigation is boring and repetitive. He does more of the shit work than any of us and we’re getting paid top dollar. Why don’t you stay in the truck and I’ll do the goddam questioning myself.”


“Fuck you, Fletcher.


Peyton wheeled around and went back the way she’d come looking for the address. After a couple of tours around the park she said, “Got it. This is the street.”


She parked in front of thirty-three, jumped out and didn’t wait for Fletcher to catch up. She ran up onto the porch, pulled open the screen door and knocked on the inside door.


A lady in a yellow apron came to the door and Peyton held up her identification. “I’m from the police, ma’am and I’d like to ask you a few questions about Alex McLaughlin.”


“I got nothing to say about Alex, or about anybody else. I mind my own business.” The lady started to close the door and Fletcher closed in behind Peyton.


“It will only take a minute, ma’am,” said Fletcher. “Sorry for your loss.”


The lady nodded, and her eyes welled up. “My Winky was a good boy. Hanging around with Alex got him killed. That’s a fact and that’s exactly what happened.”


“I think you’re right, ma’am,” said Fletcher. “Do you know where Alex is now?”


“No. Haven’t seen him.”


“But he has a trailer in this park?” asked Peyton.


“On Oriole Street.”


“Thank you,” said Fletcher.


“Same street as the late Billy Scarlett,” said Peyton as she slid in behind the wheel. “Winky’s mother was lying when she said she hasn’t seen McLaughlin.”


“Think so?” asked Fletcher.


“For sure. Let’s talk to Mrs. Scarlett, then check McLaughlin’s trailer.”


“We might need backup if he’s there,” said Fletcher.


Peyton went twice around looking for Oriole then found it. A short street close to the woods. “What’s Scarlett’s number?”


“Twenty.”


“No vehicle at number twenty. Looks like nobody home.”


“I’ll knock,” said Fletcher. He hopped out when Peyton slowed down to park. Nobody answered, and no lights were on inside.


Peyton was on her cell when Fletcher got back to the truck. “Okay, thanks, Lily.”


“You called in?”


“To see if Lily knew about McLaughlin’s trailer and she had an old address for him—twenty-four Oriole.”


“Two trailers away from Billy Scarlett,” said Fletcher, “that’s convenient.”


“Let’s leave the SUV here and go check it out,” said Peyton.


“Hang on for a minute,” said Fletcher. “I’m calling for backup in case he’s in there. The guy is a wanted fugitive and he’s no model citizen.”


Peyton made a noise with her tongue and sneered at Fletcher. “We’re two against one. We can take him on our own.”


Fletcher called it in anyway and didn’t get out of the truck. “I’m just getting over being shot and I’m not up for a repeat,” said Fletcher. “I’m waiting until a squad gets here.”


Peyton smirked at him. “Never figured you for a wussy, Fletch. Well, I’m not waiting.” Peyton jumped out of the truck and jogged down the street to number twenty-four.


“You’re a pain in the ass, Peyton,” mumbled Fletcher. He jumped out of the SUV and jogged down the road. Peyton was banging on the door when Fletcher caught up. He ran around to the back and waited on the back step until he heard McLaughlin go towards the front of the trailer. He tried the door and it wasn’t locked. Fletcher drew his weapon and as he pushed inside, he could hear McLaughlin talking to Peyton.


“Well now, this is a nice surprise. Who’s this pretty little lady at my door?”


Fletcher crept along the hallway trying not to gag at the overpowering smell of sweat and body odor hanging in the air. As he passed the kitchen door Fletcher saw McLaughlin reach down and pull a knife out of the sheath on his belt.


Fletcher pointed the Glock at McLaughlin’s back and hollered out the words. “Drop it. Drop the knife and get down on your knees. Put your hands on your head.”


McLaughlin laughed as he spun around with Peyton in front of him, one arm holding her tight to his body for a shield and the other holding the knife to her throat.


“Let her go,” said Fletcher. McLaughlin had the knife pressing tight against Peyton’s throat and if he took a shot McLaughlin would cut her for sure. He kept the Glock pointed, but he couldn’t fire.


McLaughlin backed out the door dragging Peyton with him. “Don’t even think about it, asshole, or she’s dead.” He kicked the screen door with his boot and it slammed shut.


Fletcher ran out the back door—the way he’d come in—rounded the trailer hoping to get a shot from a different angle and arrived in time to see Peyton foolishly grappling for her sidearm.


“Stop it.” McLaughlin tightened his grip on her and the tip of the knife cut into her neck. Blood trickled, and she screamed


“Stay still, bitch, and get in the truck.” McLaughlin opened the back door of his truck and tried to push her inside. Peyton hollered curses at him, struggled, twisted and kicked him, but McLaughlin was a big guy and Peyton had no chance against him. He pounded her in the face three times with his right fist and her head flopped to the side.


Fletcher tried to line up a shot. Too much movement. He was going to hit Peyton.


McLaughlin roared once in fury and jammed the knife into Peyton’s side. He tossed her down like a rag doll on the gravel drive behind his truck. 


Fletcher fired two shots as McLaughlin ran around the truck and jumped in the driver’s side. One shot might have caught him, but McLaughlin never stopped for a second.


The truck engine roared to life and Fletcher ran to drag Peyton out of the way. McLaughlin pounded the gas and shot backwards. Fletcher dived out of the way and rolled on the grass at the side of the driveway. McLaughlin backed over Peyton’s body, cranked the wheel and rocketed down the road.


Fletcher was on his feet, running down the road and emptying his gun as McLaughlin drove away.


Sirens sounded, and help arrived as Fletcher sat on McLaughlin’s driveway next to his mangled partner. “Jesus, Peyton, why in hell wouldn’t you wait for backup?”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE took Fletcher’s call in the office. There was a lot of background noise, Fletcher was yelling, and Blaine couldn’t make out what was wrong. “Say again, Fletch. What are you telling me?”


“McLaughlin was in his trailer and Peyton wouldn’t wait for backup, boss. She confronted him. I’m at the hospital in Longview.”


“Shit. Why wouldn’t she wait for backup? He’s a fugitive and she knows the rules. She’s a trained cop.”


“I told her we had to wait, boss. She wouldn’t listen.”


“How bad is she, Fletch?”


“I couldn’t get a shot, boss. He had a knife at her throat and I couldn’t get a shot until later. He might be hit.”


“It’s okay, Fletch. Take it easy.”


“Fuck, boss. He stabbed her then ran over her with his goddam truck. I don’t think she’s gonna make it.”


“Jesus Christ. He ran over her? The guy is a lunatic. Give me the tag and I’ll get a BOLO out.”


“You coming up here, boss?”


“On my way, Fletcher, but it’ll take me a few. I’ll pick you up at the hospital, then we’ll toss McLaughlin’s trailer.”


“Longview PD has the scene secure until you get here.”


Peyton’s a goddam loose cannon. That’s why she didn’t get the promotion in Dallas.


 


Longview Trauma Center.


BLAINE left Hilder with Rick at Misty’s house and Travis and Farrell at headquarters with Jesse to finish questioning the gangers while he took Carlos and Luke to Longview.


After driving for more than four hours, Blaine dropped Luke and Carlos off at McLaughlin’s trailer.


“Bag anything we could use for evidence in the robberies,” said Blaine. “Check every piece of goddam paper and every note—if the asshole can write.”


“Yep, we’re all over it, boss,” said Carlos. “We’ll have most of it covered by the time y’all get back here.”


“While I’m in town, I’ll get us a room. We’ll go back in the morning.”


Fletcher was asleep in the cafeteria, his head on his folded arms, when Blaine arrived. “Hey, buddy, are you okay?”


“Nope, not really okay, boss. Not being able to do a damn thing about that guy hurting Peyton, just about finished me.”


“Sometimes you can’t shoot no matter how much you want to.”


“I couldn’t,” said Fletcher with a catch in his throat. “I kept waiting for a second when he didn’t have her covered and there wasn’t one. Not one until it was too late. By then he’d beat the shit out of her.”


“But you think you hit him?”


“Shoulder maybe,” said Fletch, “as he was running for the truck.”


“McLaughlin’s a con and he’s tough. He’s not afraid of cops in the least and he’ll do whatever he has to do to survive.”


“Did you check on her?” asked Fletch.


“The doctor was in with her,” said Blaine, “and they told me to wait. Let’s go back, check on her, then we’ll help the boys toss the trailer.”


Fletcher let out a breath. “Yeah, I want to get out of here.”


On the surgical floor Blaine returned to the same nurse he’d been talking to previously. “I wanted to check on Deputy Starling’s condition before I left.”


The nurse’s eyes widened. “Oh, I’m sorry, sir, Officer Starling just died from her injuries.”


Blaine’s chest constricted and for a couple of seconds he was unable to breathe. “Thank you.” His hands shook as he extracted a card from his wallet and placed it on the desk. “Let my office know about the billing.”


Fletcher was down on his knees on the floor beside Blaine. Blaine pulled him to his feet and pointed Fletcher towards the elevator. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here.”


 


Lazy Lake Trailer Park. Longview.


BLAINE arrived at the trailer park with Fletcher and Carlos was true to his word. He and Luke had finished most of the rooms and had found very little evidence that McLaughlin was planning a robbery or that he knew Tanya Selecky. What they did find was a travel brochure for Mexico.


Why hadn’t McLaughlin gone to Mexico already? He could have crossed the border hours after the robbery. What was he waiting for?


“Good job on the trailer, guys,” said Blaine. “Let’s go into town, get some dinner and then sleep. I want to leave for home early in the morning.”






 




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Wednesday, April 15th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE had called ahead and Carm came through for him—whipping up a fabulous lunch for the troops. She worked hard running the household and preparing all the meals and she never complained. Every time Blaine had suggested hiring someone to help her, she had nixed the idea. She didn’t want strangers in the house.


It took all morning to drive back from Longview and Blaine was exhausted. Everybody was tired and stressed from the events of the past week.


Carlos, Luke, Farrell and Travis devoured the chips with homemade salsa, then the burritos Carm had made them and showered her with compliments. She beamed and thanked them in Spanish. She and Carlos spoke to each other in such rapid Spanish, Blaine often didn’t catch it all.


With mugs of hot coffee in front of them, the crew sat around the table after they’d eaten waiting for the boss to get organized.


Blaine was so fuckin stressed and tired from the Longview trip and losing a team member, he didn’t know if he could get through the day, let alone guide others through it.


Job one. Peyton was dead, and the notification had to be done. Her parents were retired and lived in Corpus Christi. The Chief had offered to send someone down, but Blaine thought someone from the Agency should do it. Jesse was the one best suited.


Blaine called Jesse on his cell and brought him up to date.


“Oh, no. Why wouldn’t she wait for backup?” asked Jesse.


“No idea,” said Blaine, “Fletcher is fried. I gave him the day off.”


 “Sure, I can do the notification. I’ll drive down to the gulf this afternoon and I’ll let you know when it’s done.”


“Thanks, Jesse,” said Blaine, “and have her parents call when the arrangements have been made.”


Next, he called Rick to see if there had been any sign of Matthias Rush.


“Aw, shit, boss,” said Rick. “I figured he’d be waiting until dark before he tried again after he didn’t show up last night, and when I got back from checking on Andy the place was ripped apart.”


“Wasn’t Hilder there?”


“He had some kind of emergency and had to take off. He left a note.”


Blaine felt a prickle at the back of his neck. “What emergency?”


“Don’t know,” said Rick. “I could use a hand with this mess.”


“Don’t clean up or touch anything. I’ll send the forensic people to get some decent prints, then we’ll worry about putting things back.”


“Okay, I’ll sit tight until they get here.”


“What?” asked Farrell, looking up from a tart he was eating.


“Rush trashed Misty’s bungalow.”


“With two guys watching it?” asked Farrell.


Blaine explained about Rick being at the hospital and Hilder taking off.


“He better have a damn good reason,” said Farrell. “Call him.”


While Blaine tried Hilder’s cell Farrell rambled on. “Yep.” Farrell gave his head a nod. “We’ll be next on the witch-man’s list. We better not leave Miss Carmelita alone.”


Blaine raised an eyebrow. “Damn right we won’t.”


Carm glanced up when she heard her name and Blaine didn’t want to scare her, so he said nothing. “Lilita,” she said, and Blaine nodded.


Lily might not be enough against Matthias Rush.


Hilder returned Blaine’s call. “Yes, boss. You were calling?”


“What was the emergency that made you leave Misty’s house?” Blaine was tired, stressed and ready to blow a fuse as he waited for the answer.


“Miss Catherine needed an escort to visit Special Agent Wyman at the hospital.”


Does she have the hots for Hilder? Fuck that.


“She has a whole security team for that, Hilder. Are you out of your mind? You were on a job.”


“I thought the Governor would take priority.”


“Well, you thought wrong and it wasn’t your call to make. We’re trying to catch a goddam murderer. You missed Rush and we could’ve had him. We’re not fuckin Uber, Hilder. You’re working violent crime. Let me rephrase that—you were working violent crime. You’re fired. Pick up your check.”


“Aw, come on, boss.”


“Shut the fuck up, Hilder,” Blaine was pacing and hollering. “You’re goddam toast.”


Farrell listened to the way the conversation was going and fetched his brother a Corona from the Sub-Zero.


Blaine nodded his thanks as he pressed Cat’s private number.


“Hey, sweetie, how’s your day going?”


“My day couldn’t be any fuckin worse, Governor Campbell, and what the hell were you thinking when you called Hilder? You took one of my men off a job to give you a fuckin ride?” He didn’t give Cat a chance to respond. “That’s it, ma’am. We are so done.” He pressed end, picked up the Corona from the corner of the table and chugged the whole thing.


Blaine took a couple of calming breaths. “Okay, let’s think. Has the unit had time to toss Tanya Selecky’s house?”


“Don’t know, boss,” said Farrell, “let me call Sue.”


Farrell walked into the dining room and back and had the answer. “It’s on the list and her place is secure, but they haven’t done it yet. And it’s a condo out by Lady Bird Lake.” He wrote down the address.


“Okay, Travis and Luke spend the afternoon at the condo and see if you can find a link to McLaughlin or the other two dead guys…” Blaine sat down and read from his notes, “Osborne or Scarlett. There might be prints there we can use—we don’t know that yet—so wear gloves when you touch anything.”


Carlos looked up expectantly and Blaine said, “Carlos, go see what the techs are turning up at Misty’s house. Rick could use some support over there. He’s on the edge.”


“Right, boss.”


“What are we doing, bro?” asked Farrell.


“Trying to explain to the Chief how we lost a fugitive and a deputy at the same fuckin moment yesterday. That’s what we’re doing.”


“Fuck,” said Carlos.


“Let’s do it.” Blaine picked up his cell and they all headed out the front door. “Aw, Jesus tell me this ain’t happening.”


A long black limo flying the Lone Star flag was pulling through the gate.


Farrell grinned, winked at his brother and said, “Here we go.”


“Aw, fuck.” Drizzle was falling as Blaine walked from the front porch to the back of the limo and opened the door. He waved to the boys to carry on with their assignments while he spoke to the Governor.


Her eyes were red-rimmed from crying but that didn’t soften Blaine’s resolve. Too many things were going wrong and he was convinced it was because he was too lax with people. Presuming because they were highly trained, they would do their jobs well? Wasn’t happening for him. He had to make changes.


“I’m so sorry, Blaine. Me calling Hilder was a mistake. I don’t know what kind of fuck up that caused, but it must have been major, or you wouldn’t have been so mad at me.”


“The man was an army ranger and he damn well knew better. He left a stake-out and a murdering scum is loose because of it. I fired him.”


Cat nodded her head. “He feels so bad, and so do I for even asking him to take me. I made him lose his job.”


“No, you didn’t. He knew what his job was, and he walked away from it. I can’t have people like that on my team.”


“He called and asked if I could put in a word for him.”


Blaine pounded the side of the limo and Cat jumped. “See. See, that’s it right there. I don’t want anybody on my team that does shit like that. No favors. No ass kissing. Do your fucking job or get the hell out of Dodge.”


“I understand.”


“No, you don’t. If members of my crew don’t do their jobs, people die, Cat. People fuckin die.” Blaine glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to go. Calhoun is waiting for me.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL plunked the Starbuck’s tray down on the Chief’s desk and sank down into one of the guest chairs. He flipped the top on his own coffee and took a sip. “Hot. That’s hot.”


Blaine stared at his coffee and didn’t say a word.


“Tell me about the girl,” said the Chief.


“Did you read Fletcher’s statement?” asked Blaine.


“I read it, but couldn’t picture it,” said the Chief. “She couldn’t wait five minutes for back up?”


“Fletcher said she wouldn’t wait,” said Blaine. “He wanted to wait. McLaughlin is wanted for murder and he’s got nothing to lose. Fletch worked corrections—he knows what can happen. Those guys will do anything to get away.”


“Has the notification been done?” asked Calhoun.


“Jesse is doing it now. He’s gone to Corpus Christi.”


The Chief nodded. “Worst part of the job.”


Blaine’s cell jangled, and he checked the caller. “Carlos, what’s up?”


“I’m still at Misty’s boss and the techs will be a while yet, but Rick went back to the hospital because Andy woke up.”


“Fantastic, I’ll go there next. I hope he remembers what happened.”


 


Tanya Selecky’s Condo. West Austin.


TRAVIS AND LUKE searched diligently through Tanya Selecky’s condo looking for any clue that would tie her to McLaughlin and the other robbers. She’d been the getaway driver and part of the robbery plan, but was she the mastermind or was it McLaughlin? Did Mark Selecky have prior knowledge? That was a question that had to be answered to put him in the clear.


“Wish we had her phone,” said Travis. “Bet she has oodles of texts on there to McLaughlin.”


“He probably threw it in the river when he tossed her in,” said Luke. “Be the sensible thing to do.”


“Maybe there are a lot of emails. Sue has Tanya’s laptop, but she hasn’t got to it yet. Sometimes the wheels turn slow.”


Luke shook his head. “I don’t think McLaughlin was a computer type guy. I think most of his messages were like—in your face.”


Travis chuckled. “Yeah, you could be right.”


“We’ve checked everywhere,” said Luke, “even under her bed and there’s nothing, not even with his initials or anything.”


“You did her bedroom,” said Travis, “did you look under her mattress?”


“I guess I would have if we were looking for money.”


“Let’s do it, then we’re out of here.”


They ran back upstairs and flipped the mattress off Tanya’s bed. About arms-length under the side she slept on was a cell phone.


“Burner,” said Travis. “This could be the one.”


“The boss will be happy to have something. I’ve noticed how he likes hard evidence.”


“You noticed that, eh?”


 


Saint Michael’s Hospital. Austin.


BLAINE and Farrell joined Rick at Andy’s bedside. He’d been moved into a private room after coming out of the coma a few hours earlier.


Rick grinned as he stood up to greet the boys. “It’s all good news,” he said, “Andy is as good as new.”


“Amazing,” said Blaine, “can you remember anything about that night?”


“Not much,” said Andy. Pillows were propped up behind him and he was sitting up straight in the bed and doing a lot of smiling. “The only think I can recall is a weird taste in my mouth and then wham, I couldn’t move. That’s all I remember.”


“What kind of a taste?” asked Blaine. “Bitter, sweet, salty?”


“I’d have to say… more like leaves.”


“Leaves?” Farrell made a face.


“Uh huh,” said Blaine. “Leaves.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


AFTER DINNER Blaine went straight to his office to do research on plants that could paralyze and cause temporary unconsciousness without leaving after effects.


“You gonna be stuck in there all night?” asked Farrell.


“No, give me an hour. Want to go out?”


“I know you’re tired, but I’m thinking you need a break after the past couple of days.”


“Yeah, my stress level is maxed out, that’s a fact. Cat left me ten messages and I’m ignoring them.”


“You should put some space between the two of you. She’s fuckin up our work.”


“I can’t let that happen.”


“I’ll have a Lone Star and check with you in an hour,” said Farrell. He was popping the top on his can when his cell rang.


Kamps was whispering. “I got the address of the guy you’re looking for. Looked like he was bleeding.”


“Where is he?” asked Farrell.


“I ain’t telling you for free, and I want my bonus from Super.”


“Fuck, I’ll pay you—guaranteed. And don’t call Blacky that or he’ll clock you.”


“Bust it or your guy will be gone.”


“Where are you?”


“Three hundred first.”


“Tell me, Kamps. I don’t have time to meet you first.”


“Fuck. I don’t trust cops, but you gotta hurry. Shit. Okay. He’s where the poker game was. Don’t fuck me over.”


“What the fuck? Why would he go back to Selecky’s?”


“How should I know?” Click.


Farrell tore into Blacky’s office hollering. “Kamps has eyes on McLaughlin. Let’s go.”


 


Mark Selecky’s Estate. West Hills.


BARRELLING through the city at warp speed at dusk with rain pouring down, visibility sucked. Blaine turned the wipers on high and pressed his Harley boot hard onto the gas.


The siren blared and people with any sense got out of the way of the huge black diesel. Farrell held tight to the holy shit bar. “Jesus, bro. Don’t fuckin kill us.”


 “Call Travis and Luke and have them meet us.”


“Already called them from the house,” said Farrell.


As they zoomed up the hill to Selecky’s property, Blaine asked, “What does Kamps drive?”


“No clue. Never seen him he wasn’t on foot.”


A cab sat at the bottom of Selecky’s driveway. “There’s your answer. You’re paying for the fuckin cab too. Betcha.”


“Don’t care,” said Blaine. “How much?”


“Three is what he’s asking.”


Blaine stopped the truck, jumped out in the rain and ran to the cab. He grabbed all the bills out of his wallet, held a twenty back for the cab, stuck his arm in the back door and said, “Good work, man. I put your bonus in there.”


Kamps smiled and showed his gold tooth as he counted the five hundred.


Blaine tossed the twenty at the cab driver and ran back to his truck. Farrell had the gate open and was behind the wheel with the engine running.


“I don’t see his truck,” said Farrell as he wheeled up to the front entrance.


“Maybe Kamps was scamming us,” said Blaine. “The thought crossed my mind.”


“Did McLaughlin come back for the money he left behind?” asked Farrell.


“That would be a dickwad move, wouldn’t it?”


Farrell chuckled. “Not for a dickwad.”


Travis drove up the driveway and parked behind them.


“Good, Trav knows the layout,” said Blaine.


“Somebody take the front, but the rear side entrance is closest to the cash cage,” said Travis.


“Luke, take the front and if he blasts out just cut him down. Don’t try to take him.”


“Got it, boss.”


Blaine pointed to a wrought iron bench with a wooden roof over it in one of the flower beds. “Stay dry under there after you do job one.”


“What’s job one?”


“Give us five to get into position, then ring the bell.”


“Got it,” said Luke. He looked at his watch and stood to the side of the entrance.


Travis was at the rear side entrance when they rounded the massive house and passed the pool area. Blaine pointed. “Patio doors. Watch them, Farrell.”


Blaine caught up to Travis as he picked the lock on the side door.


“Hear that?” asked Travis.


“Drilling the safe?”


“I’d say he is. The cops probably closed it up tight when they left the premises.”


They entered the back hall silently. Passed by the security room where the cameras were—nobody manning them. Nobody on the property.


The dogs didn’t bark. Maybe the pound took them.


Travis pointed to the door handle on the outside of the cash cage and shook his head. “Don’t touch it.” He drew his Sig and leaned on the wall. He was staying there.


Blaine nodded and waited for directions.


Travis waved his arm in a circular motion and sent Blacky into the poker room the long way around. He sneaked through the hall, entered the huge room from the back and made his way to the front of the cash cage.


When he got close, Blaine dropped to the carpet and crawled on his hands and knees the rest of the way. He stood up cautiously and peeked over the cash cage counter and there was McLaughlin cleaning out the safe.


“Lie flat on the floor, or I’ll kill you before you turn around.”


McLaughlin laughed as he turned his head and Blaine shot him in the temple. “That’s for Peyton,” he said as McLaughlin’s blood and brains plastered the safe and the wall behind.


“We’re good, Travis,” hollered Blaine. “Call it in and call Luke from the front.”


Travis came running from the back hallway. He peered through the bars of the cash cage. “Jeeze, boss. Nice job.”


Luke and Farrell joined them moments later. “I watched you through the glass doors, boss.” Farrell grinned. “Nice shot through the bars, bro. That was one fucker who needed to die.”


 


ONCE the crime scene unit arrived, Blaine called Chief Calhoun at home and told him about the tip and the take down.


“Thank God, I can close a couple of cases. Good work, son, and I mean that. I’m glad that one’s out of the way. It’s been a particularly shit week and tomorrow Andreas’ case goes to the Grand Jury.


“They have to indict him,” said Blaine. “How could they not?”


“They will. But I guess I’m dreading the media coverage. It will be insane around the courthouse.”


“Andreas won’t even be there.”


“Won’t matter,” said the Chief. “Don’t have to make sense to make news.”






 




CHAPTER NINETEEN


Thursday, April 16th.


 


Travis County Courthouse. Austin.


THE GUS ANDREAS case wasn’t the only one before the Grand Jury, but it was the one everyone was talking about. Since the murder on campus of Lori Bradburn, the media had fed on every detail. Kidnapping of the witness had been like throwing gasoline on the fire, and even though Blaine tried to downplay the club’s attempt to kill him, reports had been on every channel in the state.


   The Grand Jury proceedings were closed to the public, but you couldn’t tell that by the courthouse parking lot. There were no spots available when Blaine and Farrell arrived behind Perry Leighton, Austin’s District Attorney.


Blaine urged the big black beast over the curb and parked her on the median, the only spot wide enough for his truck. Leighton had asked him to attend the proceeding in case he was needed, and he was here. He might not be called on, but Leighton was taking no chances on not getting the indictment. This was a high profile case the DA was sure he could win.


The media followed Blaine to the building like a heard of lemmings, shouting questions, running film of his back and being generally annoying. He didn’t stop and didn’t make a comment.


At the entrance to the building, Farrell opened the glass door and shoved his brother in ahead of him. He turned and scanned the surrounding buildings on the alert for a repeat of the hospital attempt. Nothing caught his eye and he followed Blaine inside.


Blaine and Farrell sat on a hard wooden bench in the hallway all morning, bored and wanting a smoke and after all the waiting, their presence wasn’t required.


DA Leighton came out of the room smiling and shook hands with both of them. “Our case is strong. I’m going for the death penalty.”


Outside the courthouse, Leighton stood on the front step and made a speech to the media about how pleased he was with the indictment. “Thanks to the Violent Crime team we have all the evidence we need to send Mr. Andreas and several of his colleagues to death row in Huntsville.”


The crowd hollered and cheered, and there was such an uproar, Blaine didn’t even hear the gun go off. The glass behind him shattered, people screamed and ran, and Farrell shoved Blaine behind a statue of Colonel Travis.


“See anything?” asked Blaine.


“Nope.”


“What angle?”


“To the right and up.” Farrell turned his head, thought he saw movement in a tree across the road and he ran.


The shooter was young and inexperienced and had no exit strategy in mind except for jumping out of the tree and running.


Farrell arrived, a little out of breath, as the kid was on the bottom branch ready to jump. He drew his SW and hollered, “Drop the rifle. Get down on the ground. Hands behind your head. Do it now.”


The kid tossed the rifle to the ground and jumped down after it. He turned and tried to run and Farrell dove. He tackled the kid and knocked him onto his knees. Farrell pushed him face-first into the dirt, kneeled on the kid’s back and cuffed him.


Blaine had run to the truck and extricate it from the parking nightmare. It took him a few minutes before he pulled up alongside the curb where Farrell was standing with the kid.


Horns honked as media people swarmed into the street trying to get shots of Farrell taking the kid into custody.


“You’re a dead man, Blackmore,” hollered the kid as Farrell fastened him to the ring in the back of Blacky’s truck. “We’ll kill your ass if it takes a thousand fuckin years.”


“Shut up,” said Farrell. “You’ll be dead before you’re old enough to buy a pitcher of beer.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


BLAINE and Farrell returned from headquarters where they booked the would-be sniper and saw him safely locked in a holding cell with a lot of his buddies.


They were having a beer in the kitchen waiting for the rest of the crew to return and check out for the day. “What a shit day,” said Farrell. “I need to go out and get wasted.”


Blaine grinned. “Sounds good to me. Let’s round up Jesse and go to Boots.”


“Hey, who’s talking about me?” The dogs barked and swarmed Jesse in the foyer.


“We’re making a plan,” said Farrell. “A hard drinking plan. You in?”


“Damn right I am.”


“How were Peyton’s parents?” asked Blaine. “How would they be?”


“Better than some,” said Jesse. “They’ll let us know when the arrangements have been made.”


“For sure, we’ll all go,” said Blaine.


The bell rang, and the dogs ran back to the foyer barking. “Who’s ringing the bell that knows the code for the gate?”


“I’ll check,” said Farrell.


He returned moments later with Hilder trudging along behind him, eyes glued to the floor. “Can I speak to you for a moment, Blaine?”


Blaine shrugged and walked into the foyer. “We can talk on the porch.” Blaine leaned up against the porch railing and waited for Hilder to state his case.


“I don’t want to lose this job.”


“Too late. You already lost it.”


“Isn’t there anything I can say to make you change your mind?”


“Nothing. You demonstrated poor judgement. If you were in doubt about what you should do, you could have called me. The only reason Cat would have called you was if there was something personal going on between the two of you. I know her well—maybe a little too well—and she likes attention. Any one of her staff could have driven her to the hospital but she called you, John.” Blaine pointed a finger. “Why? I’ll tell you why. That phone call tells me in the two weeks you’ve been part of my crew you’re already screwing around with Cat—the number one supporter of the Violent Crime team. That fact alone gets you fired.”


“I didn’t intend…” his voice trailed off and he turned to leave.


Blaine stomped into the house and slammed the door. He picked up his cell from the kitchen table and pressed the Governor’s private number.


She answered on the first ring. “Congratulations on the indictment, sweetie.”


Blaine ignored her and said what was on his mind. “If you ever screw around with another member of my team I’ll make sure I embarrass you right out of office.” He pressed end and went to the fridge for a Corona.


 


Boots and Saddles Roadhouse. Giddings.


WHEN Blaine and Farrell arrived, Jesse and Tyler already had a table and were working on their second pitcher of Lone Star. “Hey guys, are we late?”


“A little,” said Jesse, “but don’t matter. You can catch up.”


“Travis and Luke are meeting us here,” said Blaine. “I think Neil and Mom might be coming too.”


Jesse’s face lit up. “Oh, yeah? I’ve never been out drinking with Neil. That’ll be a first.”


Farrell chuckled. “Maybe he’s been practicing at school when Mom wasn’t looking.”


“Hey, those dorm parties can be pretty wild,” said Tyler. “I heard that, but I have no first-hand knowledge.”


It wasn’t long before Annie and Neil and Luke joined the party. “Travis is running late, but he’ll be along,” said Annie.


Luke gave Blaine a look. “You okay, boss? I heard those little bastards tried for you outside the courthouse.”


“I’m fine. Farrell tapped the shooter. The kid couldn’t hit a barn door anyway.”


A Toby Keith song came blaring out of the sound system and Travis stood up. “Want to dance, Annie?”


“Sure do. That’s what I came for.”


“Fill up my glass, bro,” said Neil. “I’m almost legal.”


“Didn’t Mom notice your fake ID?” asked Blaine.


“Nope.”


Jesse chuckled and ordered another two pitchers. “This is gonna be a fun night.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


IT WAS THREE A.M. when Blaine hit his bed and he was out like a light.


It felt like he’d only been asleep for a couple of seconds when Lexi growled. He reached over the side of the bed to stroke her head and shut her up, but the big dog jumped to her feet and scratched on the door.


“I’m too tired to let you out, girl. Wait until morning.”


A noise directly over his head brought him to his senses and he sat up and tried to think. What would make a noise on the third floor? There’s nothing up there.


Matthias.


Blaine bolted out of bed and ran next door to Farrell’s room. “Matthias is in the attic.”


“Bullshit,” mumbled Farrell. “Leave me alone.”


“I’m going up. Come and help me.”


Blaine ran back to his room and grabbed his Beretta off the dresser. He had his hand on the door that led to the third floor stairway when Carm came out of her room in her nightie to see what was wrong.


“Go back in your room and lock the door.”


“Libro?”


“I think so.”


Blaine tore up the stairs in the dark with Farrell behind him. On the landing he turned right and ran right into a short, heavy-set man carrying a big book. Blaine punched the man in the face and knocked him to the floor.


Farrell passed Blaine, grabbed one of the man’s hands and snapped a cuff on.


Blaine leaned down, picked up the book of spells and held it close to him.


If Misty is protecting it with her life, it has to be important.


Farrell rolled the man over and cuffed his hands behind him. All the while, the man was mumbling some kind of incantation.


“He’s trying to spell us,” said Farrell. “Ain’t working, Mr. Rush. Come on, let’s get you downstairs so you can go to jail.”






 




CHAPTER TWENTY


Friday, April 17th.


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


DAWN broke over Austin as Blaine and Farrell returned from headquarters.


“Don’t know when I’ve ever been so fuckin tired,” said Farrell, “or so hung over.”


“We drank too much beer,” said Blaine, “to be doing a take-down in the middle of the fuckin night.”


“You got that right,” said Farrell. “I’m sleeping for a couple more hours.”


“Good idea. I want you to have a clear head when you question the witch man later.”


“Can’t wait.” Farrell gave his brother a hand signal.


 


AT EIGHT when the crew arrived to start work, Blaine filled them in on Matthias Rush trying to steal the book out of the attic.


“I’ve called over to Misty’s house and given Carlos and Rick the day off,” said Blaine, “and I’m doing the same for y’all. Rush is in jail. Farrell will question him later, and I’m flying to New Orleans to be with Misty over the weekend.”


 


Ranger Headquarters. Austin.


FARRELL DROPPED Blaine off to catch his flight to New Orleans, then drove downtown to Ranger Headquarters to question Matthias Rush.


He set a Starbuck’s container on the Chief’s desk and asked, “Do you want to sit in on this one, Chief?”


“Wouldn’t mind, son. Haven’t interrogated too many men who claimed to be witches.”


Ranger Ruskin brought Matthias Rush up from holding and secured him to the table.


“Thank you, ma’am,” said Farrell. “Appreciate it.”


Rush yanked against the cuffs and squirmed in his chair. “I’m waiting for my attorney to arrive from New Orleans before I answer any questions and I don’t believe he’ll be along until tomorrow.”


“And you don’t want to chat with me until then?” asked Farrell.


“We can chat,” said Rush with a toothy smile, “but I won’t answer any of your questions.”


 


Louis Armstrong Airport. New Orleans.


BLAINE landed shortly after two, picked up his rental Mustang and drove straight to University Hospital. Mrs. LeJeune wasn’t there with her daughter when he arrived, so he was afforded immediate access to Misty’s bedside.


He sat in the only guest chair and picked up her hand. “Please be okay, Mist. I don’t think I can bear it if you don’t come back to me.”






 




EPILOGUE


Friday, May 1st.


Beltane.


 


University Hospital. New Orleans.


BLAINE had flown in the afternoon before, afraid he would miss Misty waking up. He’d thought about nothing else since Mrs. LeJeune told him it would happen this way.


He arrived at the hospital a half hour before visiting hours, drank coffee in the small café on the lower level and waited. He checked the Cartier on his wrist every twenty seconds and wondered if people were watching him.


When it was time to visit, he took the elevator to the third floor and stood at the nurses’ station. The nurses knew him by sight and smiled.


“You can go in, Mr. Blackmore.”


He nodded his thanks and walked as quietly as he could across the unit to where Misty lay in her bed. He sat down in the guest chair and waited.
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CHAPTER ONE




Friday, May 1st.


 


University Hospital. New Orleans.


THE BED WAS EMPTY when he came back from grabbing a sandwich in the cafeteria.


His heart stopped beating and blood drained from his head so fast it made him dizzy.


Did she die while I wasn’t here?


Blaine gripped the end of the bed for a moment thinking he might pass out, then turned on his heel and ran to the nurses’ station, chains clanking on his Harley boots, his long black hair flying. “Where’s Misty?” he hollered without meaning to, and the nurse put her finger to her lips. Blaine lowered his voice, “Did something happen while I was downstairs?” Blaine’s hand went to his chest to feel if his heart had started.


“Calm down, Ranger Blackmore. Doctor Lee Chang ordered a brain function test and that’s where she is. Shouldn’t take more than another half hour.”


“Why does she need that? I thought all the tests had been done when she first arrived.”


“I’ll have to let the doctor answer that question for you. I’m sure he has a good reason for wanting an update.”


Blaine nodded and tried to ignore the pounding in his ears. The dizziness in his head combined with the hospital smell pervading the air was a sure fire recipe for hurling. He gagged out the words. “Sure. He probably knows what he’s doing.”


He’s supposed to be the best in his field and I’m paying him thousands. He goddam well better know.


Blaine sank into an uncomfortable chair in the waiting room with Misty’s mother, Claire LeJeune, a well-known physic beside him, and the wait seemed endless. Finally, Doctor Lee Chang appeared in the doorway and beckoned them. They followed like sheep down the corridor to his office, hardly more than an eight by ten cramped beige box. He pointed to the two chairs in front of his desk, and they sat. Blaine studied Lee Chang’s expression and figured the news wasn’t good.


A short Asian man with slicked back black hair, Doctor Lee Chang rarely smiled. Blunt and to the point he delivered the facts with no sugar coating. Blaine had found that out already, and although the doctor’s approach mirrored Blaine’s own, it didn’t make it any easier when he was talking about someone you loved.


The doctor tapped the end of his pen on the prescription pad in front of him. “When Miss LeJeune wakes up she will not be as you remembered her. Several areas of her brain have been affected by her head injury.”


“Could you tell what her attacker hit her with?” asked Blaine. Saying the words made him picture Matthias Rush hitting Misty with something huge and heavy and knocking her to the floor. He could barely stand it.


“Something heavy,” said Lee Chang. “A substantial blunt instrument.”


Fuck. I’ll kill that whacko.


“Will she know us?” asked Mrs. Le Jeune.


“Possibly,” said the doctor, “but in a lot of coma cases, temporary amnesia is present when the patient awakens.”


“What are you saying, doctor?” asked Blaine. “You usually spell it out more clearly than you’re doing now.”


“Because the brain is complicated and unpredictable there are no guarantees. From the tests run today, I feel some of her motor skills may be affected, but to what degree it’s hard to tell. Let’s wait and see when and if she wakes up.”


“What do you mean if?” asked Mrs. LeJeune. “My daughter will wake up today.”


“Good to be positive,” said the doctor.


What’s going to be wrong with her? He knows but he’s not telling us.


“My daughter has other …talents. Will they be affected by her head injury?”


“What talents are you referring to, Mrs. Le Jeune?”


“Umm… she has strong psychic abilities and other gifts... like psychokinesis.”


“Uh huh.” Doctor Lee Chang didn’t seem convinced.


Blaine rolled his eyes.


Misty can move things with her mind? I never saw her do that.


“I wanted you both to be prepared for any possibility. The rest is up to Miss LeJeune.”


“Thank you,” said Blaine. He shook the doctor’s hand and went back to sit with Misty. Mrs. LeJeune favored sitting in the waiting area with her knitting. She’d spent so much time there, her third afghan was nearing completion. Blaine had promised to call her the moment there was any change.


Wondering what exact time Misty would wake, he sat down and checked the diamond Cartier on his wrist that Annie had given him. Ten after three. When he looked back at Misty, her blue eyes were staring at him and he was so startled, he sucked in a little breath.


“Misty, you’re awake.”


 


The Blackmore Agency. Austin.


“HEY, FARRELL,” Lily, Blacky’s personal assistant, ran into the kitchen where Farrell usually hung out drinking gallons of coffee when he wasn’t working. “Got a call from a girl out in Bluebonnet and she wanted to talk to the boss, but I don’t know when he’ll be back from New Orleans. Maybe you should call her back. She seems pretty upset.”


“Upset about what?”


“About her sister gone missing.”


“Yeah, sure, I can call her,” said Farrell, “but we don’t take cases from call-ins. People have local law enforcement for that.”


Lil shrugged. A tall blonde with impeccable grooming, Lily Duke was a black belt and much stronger than she appeared. “Do what you want. Boss said you were in charge of the office decisions while he was gone.” Lil turned in the doorway, “Heard anything about Misty? This is the day she’s supposed to wake up, isn’t it?”


“Yep,” said Farrell, “Beltane. I had a hard time believing Blacky was buying in to Mrs. LeJeune’s prediction.”


“He had nothing else to hold on to,” said Lil. “It was something.”


Farrell nodded. “Where is Bluebonnet anyway? I never heard of it.”


“I Googled it, and it’s south off 190 between Menard and Eldorado,” said Lil. “Didn’t you come from San Angelo?”


“Yep. Born there,” said Farrell. “Haven’t been back since… never mind.” Lil went back to her office and Farrell refilled his mug. He sat down at the table by the window and stared at the message slip.


What else have I got to do today?


He punched the number into his phone and listened to the ringing on the other end. No answer and he thought it was going to go to message when she said hello. “Miss Dennison? This is Ranger Farrell Donovan calling from the Blackmore Agency. How can I help you?”


“Oh, thanks for calling. I wanted to talk to that Ranger Blackmore that I saw on TV a couple of times. I thought he would be the one who could help me.”


“He’s out of state right now, Miss, and I’m covering his calls. You can tell me what the problem is. We work together.”


“Okay. Will you tell him?”


“Sure will,” said Farrell.


“My sister, Sylvie, took her car—it’s an old Jeep Liberty that needs work—anyway, she took it to the garage. The one down in Sonora, and… and… she never came back.”


“When was this ma’am? When did she take her Jeep in?”


“Day before yesterday. Wednesday.”


Shit. Too long already.


“Did you report it to your local Sheriff’s Office?”


“Uh huh. I called Wednesday night when she didn’t come back and the deputy on duty said he’d look into it. Then I called yesterday and today, and they told me to be patient, they were working on it.”


“Uh huh. What was the name of the garage in Sonora, Miss?”


“Twin Auto.”


Farrell wrote it down. “Is that the garage she usually went to?”


“No. Always before she went back to the Jeep dealership, but her warranty expired because it was a second-hand vehicle, and she heard this garage in Sonora was reasonable, so she thought she’d try them.”


“Uh huh. Makes sense.”


The girl on the other end of the line was quietly crying and Farrell felt bad for her. “Why don’t I give Twin Auto a call, see what they have to say, and I’ll call you back in a few minutes.”


“Would you? I called them myself and they said Sylvie’s car was ready to be picked up. They wanted to know when Sylvie would be coming to get it.”


Huh.


Farrell looked up the number for Twin Auto in Sonora on his phone and called.


A guy answered on the first ring and barked out the words in a deep voice. “Twin Auto. Jeff speaking.”


“Hey, Jeff, this is Ranger Donovan calling about Sylvie Dennison. I understand she brought her Jeep in to be fixed on Wednesday.”


“Yep. Sway bars. All fixed. Waiting for her to come get it.”


“Did you talk to her when she brought the Jeep in?”


“Umm… don’t think it was me. Could have been Joey or one of the mechanics.”


“Is Joey there?”


“Yep. Hang on.”


A couple minutes later Joey came on the line sounding exactly like Jeff. “Joey Golden. My brother said you were from the cops?”


“Uh huh. Just wondering if you were the one who talked to Sylvie Dennison when she brought her car in on Wednesday?”


“Yep. I signed her in. Sway bars, I think.”


“Did she say where she was going while her Jeep was being fixed?”


“Why? She gone AWOL? We’re waiting on her to pick up her vehicle.” He sounded impatient and avoided the question.


“So… she had another plan and didn’t wait for the Jeep?”


“Dropped it off and that was the only time I seen her.”


“Okay, thanks for your time, Joey.”


“No problem. Always happy to help the cops.”


Farrell pressed end. “Fuck, this stinks.”


“What stinks?” asked Travis. The rest of the crew was right behind him checking out for the day.


“Got a girl out in the boonies calling us. Her sister went missing.”


“A new case?” asked Carlos.


“Not yet,” said Farrell, “but it might be. I’ll check it out with Jesse or Blacky before I move on it.”


Farrell’s phone rang on the table. “Boss is calling now.” Farrell picked it up. “Tell me the good news first.”


“Misty woke up. Now that she’s awake, her doctor took her for new tests. I’m sitting in the cafeteria waiting.”


“Great news. I guess her mother was right about the date.”


“Seems like it.”


“You sound weird,” said Farrell. “Something else wrong?”


“Yeah, Doctor Lee Chang told us this morning there were going to be problems. But I don’t know what they are yet.”


“Bring her home. We can cope,” said Farrell. “Don’t matter what’s wrong. We got doctors in Austin.”


“I’m making calls now for private nursing,” said Blacky.


Farrell filled him in on Sylvie Dennison missing out in Bluebonnet.


“I should be home tomorrow or Sunday. We’re between cases so check it out with the local sheriff or run it by Jesse if you want to pursue it.”


“Maybe I will. Be better than sitting on my ass.”


 


University Hospital. New Orleans.


THRILLED that her daughter was awake, Mrs. LeJeune left the hospital to have dinner with friends and celebrate. She had commitments in Lily Dale and had to leave for New York State the following day.


An orderly brought Misty back from her tests and helped a nurse transfer her to her bed and make her comfortable. While this was going on, Blaine waited in the corridor. He’d smoked a whole pack of Marlborough’s waiting for the tests to be completed, then because he was outside he’d missed speaking to Doctor Lee Chang. That little piece of shit timing turned him into a stressed out train wreck. His talk to the doctor would have to wait until morning. Stress was catching up with him. He needed a break from the waiting and he wanted a Corona and a steak.


“You can go in now, Ranger Blackmore,” said the nurse. “She’s all set.”


He walked into the room and was surprised to see Misty sitting up smiling at him. “Hey, you look better. How were the tests?”


No response. Just the same smile.


“Misty?” He sat in the chair beside the bed. “Misty, can you say something?”


The smile vanished, and she stared at him. He could read anger in her blue eyes.


Trays clattered outside the door and a kitchen helper brought a tray in and set it on the mobile table in front of Misty.


She showed Blaine the card. “Soft diet ordered by her doctor.”


“Uh huh. She hasn’t eaten solid food for a few weeks.”


The woman left the tray and Blaine removed the lid. “Do you need help with your dinner, sweetheart?”


Misty lifted her arm and tried to reach for the fork, but she couldn’t do it.


“Let me help you.” Blaine put the fork in her hand and pushed the table closer.


Misty tried to direct the fork towards the poached eggs but couldn’t do it.


“I can feed you,” said Blaine.


Misty shook her head and jerked the fork away from Blaine as he reached for it. She sat for several seconds staring at the fork and then at the tray. An almost inaudible growl came from Misty’s throat and a couple seconds later the food tray flew across the room and smashed into the door with a loud crash.


 Blaine’s eyes widened. “Wow, Mist, that was impressive.” He smiled at her and she reached for his hand.


“You don’t like poached eggs?”


 


If you’d like to continue reading, you can find Hole in the Heart on Amazon.
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