
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    UNDER THE GUN 
 
      
 
    THE BLACKMORE AGENCY: BOOK FIVE 
 
    CAROLINA MAC 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Copyright © 2018 by Carolina Mac 
 
    UNDER THE GUN - 1st ed. 
 
    ISBN 978-1-988850-49-8 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved 
 
    The moral right of the author has been asserted. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 
 
      
 
    No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the author, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent buyer. 
 
      
 
    The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the author is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. 
 
      
 
    Your support of the author's rights is appreciated. 
 
    Book Layout © 2017 BookDesignTemplates.com 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    To my writing family who keep me going. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three things cannot be long hidden: The sun, the moon, and the truth. 
 
      
 
    ―BUDDHA  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


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


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Fourth of July.  
 
    CARM had filled Blaine’s mug for the second time so he wouldn’t have to move his propped-up leg to get more coffee.  She was flying around the kitchen in high gear making her special burritos for the picnic at the ranch in the afternoon.  
 
    “Gonna be super hot out there at the ranch, Carm,” said Blaine, “Supposed to be one ten in the shade.” 
 
    She shrugged and kept on working.  
 
    Farrell dragged himself into the kitchen wearing only a torn pair of jeans. He wrapped both arms around Carm, held her fast and kissed her neck until she hollered obscenities in Spanish. Still laughing, he slumped onto the chair opposite Blaine. “I could hear those assholes next door partying until three or four. If they do that tonight, I’m gonna go over there and blow their nuts off.” 
 
    “Who the hell are they?” asked Blaine. “Better if they’re just a bunch of wild kids and not tied into a club. If they’re Banditos or Angels, they won’t be living next to me.” 
 
    “Never know,” said Farrell, “might just be wannabees. We can put the fear into them.” 
 
    “Do you think they bought the property or they’re renting from the person who did?” 
 
    “Nah,” said Farrell, “can’t see a crew like that owning the property. Must be renters.” 
 
    “Fuck, I don’t need more trouble,” said Blaine. “I’m gonna contact the new owners.” 
 
    “Forget about it. Today is Mom’s picnic and we want to have fun. All the Quantrall boys will be there and Neil is home for the summer. We’ll do some hard day-drinking and forget all about the new neighbors.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “Yep, I need to catch up with Jesse and toss a few back.” His cell rang on the table beside him and he checked the screen then said to Farrell, “It’s Travis.” 
 
    Farrell curled his lip and fairly growled out the words. “Tell him to fuck off.” He jumped up from his chair and stomped across the kitchen to get coffee. 
 
    Blaine felt like saying exactly that, but he didn’t. He’d give Travis a chance to explain why he’d decided to take an unauthorized leave from the Blackmore Agency. “Hey, Trav, how’s the campaign going?” 
 
    “It’s going. Day after day, town to town, in the fuckin heat.” 
 
    “No more problems for Doctor Rodriguez?” 
 
    “Nope. None, and that’s why I’m calling. I want to apologize for deciding to stay with her instead of coming back home to work when I was supposed to. The danger has passed, just like the man said. Figure you weren’t too happy about my decision.” 
 
    “Nope. I wasn’t happy, but we haven’t had anything pressing, and I’m staying off my leg for another week, so I guess there’s no harm done if you’re back by Monday.” 
 
    “Thanks, Blacky, I thought my ass might be fired by now.” 
 
    “Almost. I was fixing to fire you, maybe tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thanks for giving me a break. Don’t know where my head is at. I’ve been a bit messed up lately.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Does Ginny know you’re leaving the campaign trail?” 
 
    “Not yet, but she doesn’t need me hanging around.” 
 
    “I thought you might be doing more for her than hanging around?” 
 
    “I thought that at first, but it didn’t turn out that way. She’s too focused on becoming Governor of Texas to let an affair mess her up, no matter how bad she wants it.” 
 
    “That what she said?” 
 
    “Umm… sort of.” 
 
    Blaine tried not to laugh. Travis was hurting. “Get your ass home, bro.” 
 
    “Thanks, boss. I mean that.” 
 
    Farrell sat down to a heaping plate of bacon and eggs and eyed Blaine to see if he was going to share what Travis had said. “Is he getting it on with the doc?” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “He might have been more enthused about that possibility than she was. He’s heading home and coming back to work.” 
 
    Farrell pointed his fork at Blaine. “I’ll kill the fucker if he pulls one of those dick-rated decisions again. He’s supposed to be my partner.” 
 
      
 
    LINC BOLIVAR occupied Annie’s thoughts as she worked through the morning getting ready for the picnic. Guests were scheduled to arrive around three, and she wasn’t nearly ready.  
 
    He didn’t put any moves on me when he walked me out to my truck last night. Surprising. 
 
    She checked her phone to see if she’d missed a text and noticed the time. “Shit, it’s past two-thirty,” she hollered. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mrs. C.” said Rosalie, as she put the finishing touches on a huge bowl of potato salad, “we’re almost ready.” 
 
    Annie heard a truck and pulled back the curtain over the kitchen window to take a peek. “Blaine and Farrell are here. They can help us.” 
 
    Farrell held the door open for Carm and Mary carrying containers of burritos, and then Blaine limping through with his crutches. “We came early, Mom,” said Farrell, “in case you need us to do stuff.” 
 
    “Sure do.” Annie hugged her boys, then greeted Carm and Mary. “Come on in and grab a stool. I’ll get us all drinks.” 
 
    Farrell’s first serious girlfriend, Mary Polito, was a petite brunette with short hair, dark eyes and a big smile. A crime reporter for the Statesman, she also moonlighted as media liaison for the Blackmore Agency. 
 
    “I’ll get the drinks,” said Farrell, “you do what you need to do with the food. That’s what’s important.” 
 
    Mary giggled. “Farrell likes to eat.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” said Annie. 
 
    “Jesse is here,” hollered Blaine, and hobbled out onto the porch to greet his partner. 
 
      
 
    THERE WERE five Quantrall boys, and once upon a time they could all fit into one of the blue Quantrall trucks—the ones with the Appaloosas painted on the doors—but not anymore. The family had expanded and now they needed three trucks—two with car seats. 
 
    Tyler parked close to the porch, so Jesse wouldn’t have far to walk. His older brother, who looked enough like him to be his twin, wasn’t driving yet after his recent heart attack. Jesse eased himself out of the truck and Annie felt tears burn behind her eyes as his obvious weakness drowned her in a sea of guilt.  
 
    She had ruined their marriage and caused Jesse so much stress, he almost paid with his life. The burden of what she had done consumed her. Jesse could only watch his brother unbuckle Charity from her car seat and carry her into the house. He couldn’t even lift his own child, and it was all her fault. 
 
    Jesus, can I keep it together? 
 
    Jesse opened his arms for her as he walked into the kitchen. “Thanks for having us, Ace.” 
 
    How could I have given up a man like Jesse Quantrall? 
 
      
 
    FARRELL DROVE back to Austin after the day’s festivities wound down. Mary rode shotgun and Blaine sat with his leg stretched out across Carm’s lap in the back seat. 
 
    “I had fun today, Farrell,” said Mary. “I love riding when I get the chance, and the Appaloosas y’all have are so beautiful.” 
 
    “It was cooler riding the trails through the pine woods,” said Farrell. “One of my favorite parts of the ranch.”  
 
    “I couldn’t ride out with y’all,” said Blaine, “so I spent the day with Jesse and Ty. Charity is big enough now to play with Lucy and Jackson.” 
 
    “She’s trying to stand up,” said Mary. “She’ll soon be walking.” 
 
    “Nice to catch up with the boss,” said Farrell. “Hope to hell he takes care of himself a little better this time.” 
 
    “For sure,” said Blaine, “we need him to work—at least once in a while—on interrogations and the like.” 
 
    Farrell flicked on his turn signal. “I’ll drop you and Carm off, then take Mary home.”  
 
    “That’s fine,” said Blaine. “That was a big outing for a wounded soldier like me. I’m beat.” 
 
    Farrell turned the corner and his headlights illuminated about twenty bikes parked on the neighbor’s lawn. Blaine’s lawn had been pressed into service for the overflow. “Jesus Christ look at that,” hollered Farrell. “We gotta do something.” 
 
    “We will,” said Blaine. “Don’t get excited.”  
 
    He and Carm got out of the truck and heard Farrell hollering out the truck window. “Be right back, bro. Don’t go over there without me.” 
 
      
 
    FEELING THREATENED by the biker invasion, Carm was upset and spewing out a world of worry in rapid Spanish. Blaine’s Spanish was adequate and had improved a lot, but when Carm was upset or excited, he fell behind on the translation.  
 
    After reassuring her and getting her settled in the house, Blaine stood watch on the front porch, leaning against the wall in the shadows, smoking and listening. As a precaution, he’d shoved his Beretta into his waistband. His Ka-bar was always in his boot… in case. 
 
    Music blared from inside the house and there was lots of shouting and laughing. It seemed pretty much like any normal party. Maybe they were having a housewarming and didn’t think to invite their new neighbors.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, Farrell returned from Mary’s. He roared into the drive, parked behind Blaine’s truck and jogged up the porch steps. Reaching for the door handle, he sucked in a quick breath when he saw Blaine standing in the shadows. “Anything happening?” 
 
    “Not much. Sounds like a regular party.” 
 
    “Should we call APD?” 
 
    “Let’s wait on it. See if they disperse without any trouble.” 
 
    “Your call, bro. Want a cold one? I’ll bring a couple out.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    AFTER THE GUESTS left and Lucy and Jackson were tucked in, Annie crashed on the sofa in the great room. Jackson was elated that Lucy was back from her holiday at Mack’s mother’s place in Victoria. Lucy had come to her by pure chance when she’d rescued Mack from a biker gang down near Victoria. The bikers he was hanging with at the time, threatened his life and he made a run for it, holding his three-year-old child in front of him on his Harley. 
 
    Annie grabbed up the remote but checked her phone for messages before turning the TV on. She hadn’t bothered with her phone since noon, she’d been so busy.  
 
    Linc. The number of messages made her smile. 
 
    Ten after one: “Thanks for last night. Never had a better time.” 
 
    She giggled. “Eating dinner was a good time?” 
 
    Two fifteen: “No answer from you. You must be busy.” 
 
    Four twenty: “Just tell me if you don’t want to talk to me. I have to go back to Vegas in the morning. Hoped to see you.” 
 
    Six thirty: “Heading back to Logan’s with my boys for food. I can meet you anywhere.” 
 
    He thinks I’m pissed at him. “I had my family picnic today. Missed your messages. Sorry.” 
 
    “I thought the worst. Need to see you before I go back.” 
 
    “Where are you now?” 
 
    “Moved from Logan’s to a sports bar called The Yard to watch the game.” 
 
    “I’ll come there.” 
 
    “Text me from the parking lot and I’ll come out.” 
 
    “Don’t want to be seen with me?” 
 
    “That ain’t it.” 
 
      I know that’s not it, Linc. You don’t want your boys to see me. Been down this road before. One too many times. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE DROVE to Austin with the windows down and the CD player blasting out all her favorites—a disc Neil had spent hours making for her. Twenty minutes later, she parked at the side of the bar, stayed behind the wheel of her truck and rethought her decision. She should have said no. Why in hell did she come here? Now he’d think she was interested and she wasn’t. 
 
    She texted. “Red Ram with duallies.” 
 
    Not even a minute passed and Linc opened the passenger door. “Nice fuckin truck. You got horses?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “So much for me to learn about you.” He flashed her a grin and she thought he’d lean across the console and try to kiss her, but he didn’t. 
 
    “Or not.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Instead he reached for her hand and held it gently.  
 
    “We’re not a good idea—you and me.” 
 
    “You’re the best idea I’ve had in my whole shit life.” 
 
    Annie let go of his hand and gripped the steering wheel. “Here’s the thing. The only way I would consider seeing you is if you quit the club. I’ve had way too many bad years and I’m not going that route again. Can’t consider you otherwise.” 
 
    “What? Is that the shit you’re laying on me?” Even in the dark cab of the truck, Annie knew Linc’s face was flushed with anger. “That’s impossible,” he hissed. 
 
    “Uh huh. Now you see my point.” 
 
    “You’re kissing me off at the get-go, and I haven’t done more than touch your hand?” He sounded like he might cry. 
 
    Annie jumped out of the truck, ran around and climbed in the passenger side. She straddled him, her arms circling his neck and her chest pressed against his. She placed her open mouth over his and shoved her tongue in his mouth.  
 
    Linc groaned, his strong arms pulling her tighter to him, his rock-hard erection pushing against her leg. She reached down, stroked him twice through his jeans and he came with a growl. 
 
    When he released her, she hopped over the console and slid down behind the wheel. “Now we can break up.” 
 
    Linc was still breathing hard. “No fuckin way we can break up now. You got me, girl. I’m going down.” 
 
    “I’ve got to go home. I have a sitter. Text me.” 
 
    “Can you give me another minute? I can’t go back inside like this.” 
 
    Annie giggled. “Sure. Take your time.” 
 
    “What the hell would I do if I wasn’t in the club?” 
 
    “Figure it out.” 
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    July 5th. 
 
    FARRELL woke at the crack of dawn and he could feel it. His throat was dry, his chest squeezing him and cutting off his oxygen, and his gut ready to hurl. The silence of the early morning was loaded with splotches of red. He’d been having these weird vibes for a while, but there was no way in hell he was telling anybody. Most of all, Blacky, because his brother wasn’t over the Misty thing—her being a fuckin psychic n’all—Blacky would think he was being played. 
 
    He grabbed his jeans from the floor beside the bed, pulled them on, then checked for his smokes and his phone. His SW hung in his holster on the hook behind the door. “Uh huh.” Always loaded and ready to rock, Farrell shoved it into his waistband and headed down the steep stairs in his bare feet. 
 
    He punched the security code into the panel at the front door and shut off the alarm—no need to wake everybody up. 
 
    There might be a need. 
 
     His heart beat double time as he pushed open the front door and eased his lanky frame onto the wide porch. His head was cranked to the right. Ready. 
 
    No bikes. Not one. Why didn’t I hear them start up? 
 
    He crossed the dewy grass in long strides, stepping over the empty long necks and crushed cans, his feet and the ragged bottoms of his pant legs wet and cold. He wished he’d worn boots. He stood in front of the house that used to be Misty’s and stared.  
 
    House feels empty. 
 
    “What the hell’s going on? Something is. I can fuckin feel it,” he said out loud. Fighting the repulsion, he felt in his gut, Farrell mounted the porch steps and peered in the bare front window. “Holy fuck.” 
 
    He galloped down the steps, back across the wide lawn that fronted both houses, almost tripping on the wet, frayed bottoms of his jeans and bolted through the front door out of breath. 
 
    Carm stuck her head out the kitchen door as Farrell booked it through the front hall and up the stairs. “Que pasa ocurriendo?” 
 
     “Bad stuff, mi Corazon,” he hollered over his shoulder. 
 
    Lexi jumped to her feet and gave out a loud woof when Farrell came barreling into Blaine’s room and surprised her. “Need you next door, bro. You’ll want to look at the scene before I call it in.” 
 
    Blaine threw back the duvet and hauled himself to the side of the bed, his long black hair flopping in his face. He pushed the strands out of the way and focused on Farrell’s face. “How bad is it?” 
 
    “We better call Calhoun.” 
 
    “That bad?” 
 
      
 
    GETTING DRESSED was a pain in the ass—more of a pain in the leg—dragging his jeans over the bandage nearly sent him around the bend. He should be wearing fucking shorts—if he had any. Never wore shorts—didn’t suit his image. 
 
    Navigating the stairs with one crutch inspired cursing with every step. Carm had developed a habit of standing at the bottom of the stairs watching him, in case he fell. What good could a tiny woman do if he came crashing down, ass over ender? He’d flatten her. 
 
    At the bottom, he paused to catch his breath. Having to view a crime scene without his first morning coffee—impossible. He turned to Carm and said in Spanish, “Traveler, Carm. Emergency.” 
 
    She zipped into the kitchen, fixed the coffee while he waited and handed it to Farrell to carry.  
 
    He managed a smile although his mood didn’t merit it. “Gracias.” 
 
    Farrell crossed the grass to the other house slowly, carrying the coffee and waiting for Blaine to limp along behind.  
 
    “Where did the sold sign go?” asked Blaine. “It was here yesterday.” 
 
    Farrell shrugged. “Bikers probably trashed it. Don’t think they were the new owners, bro. Uh uh, do not.” 
 
    “Shit,” said Blaine. “Fucking assholes.” 
 
    Farrell set Blaine’s coffee on the sill of the front window and pulled on a pair of latex gloves before he tried the door. “Unlocked.” He pushed the door open and let Blaine go in first. 
 
    “How did they get in? Check the lock, bro.” 
 
    Farrell examined the lock and shook his head. “Not this way. Maybe they smashed the back door. I’ll check it.” 
 
    “Christ, it stinks in here.” 
 
    “A thousand fuckin degrees,” said Farrell, “and the air ain’t on. Makes things rot faster.” 
 
     Blaine made a left from the foyer into the big room Misty had called her parlour and his gag reflex kicked in.  
 
    Good thing I haven’t eaten yet. 
 
    The cream walls Misty had freshly painted before offering the house for sale were splattered with blood from the mahogany wainscoting all the way to the ten-foot ceiling.  
 
    “That’s a lot of blood,” said Farrell, in barely a whisper. “I don’t think that one guy supplied it all.” 
 
    Blaine took a close look at the corpse his brother was pointing at and agreed. A folding table had been set up in the center of the almost empty room and the dead guy had been sacrificed. The kid lay naked on the table with his throat cut. His legs were covered in burn marks. 
 
    “Here that buzzing?” asked Farrell taking a step closer. “Oh, Jesus, look at the fuckin flies.” Farrell turned, “I’ll check the back lock.” 
 
    Blaine leaned on his crutch and pressed Chief Calhoun’s private number. “Need you, sir. Bit of an emergency.” 
 
    “Where are you, son?” 
 
    “Next door to my house. Bring everybody.” 
 
    “I’m on my way.” 
 
    Farrell returned from the laundry room at the rear of the house. “The back lock is smashed. Kicked in, I’d guess. Let me do a quick run-through. See if we’ve got anything else.” 
 
    “Try not to step on the needles, bro. They might be…” Blaine trailed off not quite believing how this house had gone from a beautifully restored Victorian to a crack/murder house in less than twenty-four hours. 
 
    Farrell hollered for him from the kitchen. “Another one in here, boss. I think Lizzie Borden did this one.” 
 
    Blaine limped into the kitchen. “Aw, shit, not a fuckin axe. Where did you leave my coffee?” 
 
    “On the porch,” said Farrell. “I’ll grab it for you.” 
 
    He was back in a flash. Blaine leaned on one crutch and gulped half down. Still warm. “What kind of gangers are these guys?” 
 
    “Don’t know, but I wouldn’t want to piss them off,” said Farrell. 
 
    “We need to talk to APD’s gang squad.” 
 
    “Yeah, right after you call Misty and find out the name of the new owners. Somebody has to tell them the bad news.” 
 
    “Fucking hell, bro. Does it have to be me?” 
 
    Farrell shrugged and gave a little smirk. “You’re in charge here and she’s your ex.” 
 
    Ten minutes later Chief Calhoun stood in the doorway gazing at the slaughter in the parlour. He shook his head in disbelief. “How many?” 
 
    “Two on the main floor,” said Farrell. “We didn’t get upstairs yet.” 
 
    “Leave it for the ME and the techs. Might be good prints on the stairs or the hand railing. The unit will be here for days. We’ll need the whole property taped off—yours too so they don’t run across the front lawn.” 
 
    “I’ll get more men,” said Blaine and scrolled up to Jack’s number. 
 
      
 
    JESSE SAT on the carpet in Charity’s room playing with his daughter and the new toys Annie had given her at the picnic. He’d had fun yesterday, more fun than he’d had in the past weeks, that was for damn sure, drinking a few cold ones with Annie’s boys and catching up with Farrell and Blacky.  
 
    Blacky, Farrell and Travis—he missed his boys so much—his company, his investigators, but not his anymore—Blacky had taken over for him.  
 
    Only because he had to. 
 
    His biggest worry was Annie herself. Since she’d received the divorce papers, she was friendly, yet distant and Jesse had no idea how to get rid of the invisible wall between them. He didn’t want it there, yet it was almost palpable. They’d always been close. Even when they weren’t a couple, they were best friends—close friends. That feeling had evaporated. Maybe in time things would feel natural with her again.  
 
    Charity chattered away, and Jesse answered her with a grin on his face. She didn’t say words, only ‘Da’ and sometimes, ‘Ty’, but she was trying to talk and that’s what counted. 
 
    I couldn’t have asked for a better baby. Does she know she doesn’t have a mother? 
 
    His cell rang in his shirt pocket and he took a peek at the screen.  
 
    Alexa. I thought Ty got rid of her? 
 
    Jesse was polite to a fault. It was the way he was raised, and he couldn’t help himself. He answered the call even though he wanted to delete her from his phone. 
 
    “Hi, Alexa.” 
 
    “Jesse, you’re home from the hospital. Thank God. I tried to see you a couple of times and they wouldn’t let me in because I wasn’t family. I thought you must be dying or something horrible like that.” 
 
     “Yeah, it was horrible like that, but I’m home now.” 
 
    “I could drop by your ranch and we could spend some time together,” she said. 
 
    “No, thanks. I’m not ready for company and I don’t want to see anybody right now.” 
 
    “We don’t have to do anything, if you know what I mean. We could just sit and talk.” 
 
    “No, thanks. I thought Tyler told you I wasn’t interested in dating anyone.” 
 
    “He did, but I didn’t believe him. You seemed like such a hunk at the roadhouse, I thought he was making it up.” 
 
    “He wasn’t. I’m hanging up now.” He pressed end and felt guilty although he didn’t know why he should. 
 
    His phone was still in his hand when it jangled again.  
 
    “Hey, Blacky, haven’t seen you since yesterday.” He gave a chuckle, but Blacky wasn’t laughing. 
 
    “Glad we got caught up, partner. Had a bit of a happening next door.” 
 
    “At Misty’s house?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Blaine explained then said, “I’m gonna work with the gang squad on this one. I’ll be sending you copies of everything we get and maybe you can piece something together for me from home.” 
 
    “Sure, I can do that. Wish I could see the scene, but the pictures will be good enough, I guess. I won’t be driving for a while yet.” 
 
    “I know that, and I don’t want you to do more than you’re ready for. Just see what you come up with and we’ll talk it through like we always do.” 
 
    “Thanks, Blacky. Gives me something I can do sitting on my ass.” He pressed end, looked down at Charity and she was standing up. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE CLEANED up the kitchen after breakfast thinking about Linc and what a hunk he was, and the whole time her common sense chattered in the back of her brain saying, don’t do it, girl This is a terrible idea. 
 
    She checked for messages and there were none.  
 
    If he’s riding his bike, he can’t text. 
 
    She drained the coffee left in the carafe into a clean mug and sat on a stool at the island and called Blaine. 
 
    “Hey, Mom, can I call you back, I’m at a crime scene?” 
 
    “I thought you were taking a week off?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Sure, I can tell y’all are busy. Talk to you later.” 
 
    “Love you, Annie.” 
 
    She pressed end, let out the breath she was holding and there it was, a missed text. 
 
    “I think I’m in love for the first, last and only time. That’s how I’m explaining it to myself.”                
 
    Annie shook her head, not having a clue how to respond to something so romantic from such an unlikely source. She chose a couple of hearts from the selections of emojis on her phone and pressed send.  
 
      
 
    BLAINE INVITED the Chief next door to his house for breakfast after the grisly scene had been secured. The medical examiner had removed the bodies to the morgue and the techs had taken over. 
 
    “Feel bad for the techs,” said Farrell, as they trudged onto Blacky’s porch, “A fuckin nightmare of fluids for them.” 
 
    “They looked a bit dazed when they first saw the scene,” said the Chief, “but they’re trained for it. They’ll come through for us.” 
 
    Blaine paused on the porch and checked up and down the street. “Think four uniforms are enough when the fuckin media start coming?” he asked. 
 
    “Nope,” said the Chief, “I’ve requested a couple more.” 
 
    “Good,” said Blaine as he tried to navigate the front step.  
 
    “Time for breakfast now?” asked Carm in Spanish when the men came into the kitchen. 
 
    “Si, por favor, mi Corazon,” said Farrell in his best halting Spanish.  
 
    Carm gave him a big grin and reached for her favorite frying pan. 
 
    Blaine introduced the Chief of the Texas Rangers to Carmelita and pointed at a chair for the big man.  
 
    Chief Calhoun had to be close to sixty and a few pounds overweight. His uniform fit him snugly. His thinning hair used to be auburn, now the dark red strands were streaked liberally with gray, but his bright blue eyes were sharp as ever and he didn’t miss a trick. He was one of the most even tempered and most thorough cops Blaine had ever worked with.  
 
    Farrell filled all the coffee mugs while they waited on the food.  
 
    Chief Calhoun didn’t look happy. “Think that mess is next door to you for a reason, son?” 
 
    Blaine shook his head. “Didn’t get that feel from it. No.” 
 
    “Good. Best if it’s random,” said the Chief, “and not some weird message, if there’s any good in an act of violence like that.” 
 
    “I’ll call Misty and get the name of the new owners,” said Blaine, “She should have it on the purchase offer.” 
 
    The Chief raised an eyebrow. “You not seeing her anymore?” 
 
    Blaine shook his head. “We had words and when I’m pushed too hard, I have a tendency to lose my Latino temper.” 
 
    Calhoun grinned. “Can’t wait to see that happen.” 
 
    Farrell held up a hand. “You can wait on it, Chief. Believe me.” 
 
    Carm brought over another stack of toast and Farrell reached for the jam. 
 
    “Thanks for breakfast,” said the Chief. “Hate starting the day with a double slaughter on an empty stomach.” 
 
    “Send me copies when the reports start coming,” said Blaine, “I’ll work from here and start digging and making phone calls. I can do that without walking on my leg. Farrell can go downtown and quiz the gang squad. See if they had any wind blowing their way.” 
 
    When they finished eating, the Chief stood up and pushed his chair under the table. “No Travis yet?” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “On his way, I’m happy to report.” 
 
    The Chief blew out a big breath. “That’s a relief. Hate to lose a cop as good as that boy.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to lose him either and neither did Farrell.” 
 
    “Hard to break in another partner,” said Farrell, “and a new guy might be more of an asshole than Trav.” 
 
    The Chief laughed. “So true. I’ve had my share of assholes watching my back over the years.” 
 
    After the Chief departed for DPS and Farrell headed to Austin PD, Blaine settled in his home office to call Misty. He was missing Lily. She took care of all things office related, but he’d given her the week off the same as the rest of them, thinking they didn’t have a case. He straightened everything on his desk twice, stalling and not wanting to talk to Misty, then sucked it up and grabbed the phone.  
 
    She answered on the first ring. “Blaine?” 
 
    “Hey.” He thought he might puke when he heard her voice and he couldn’t speak for half a minute. 
 
    “You call just to say hey or for a reason?” 
 
     “A reason. Could you give me the name and number of the people that bought your house?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Something happened, and I need to contact them.” 
 
    “What kind of a something? When you’re involved something is a violent crime—that’s what you do.” 
 
    “Some gangers broke into the house and I need to speak to the new owners. When were they supposed to move in?” 
 
    “They owned the house as of the first of the month, so they could move in anytime they wanted to. Today’s the fifth.” 
 
    “Yep, it is.” 
 
    “Their name is Harrison. I’ll get you the number. Hang on.” 
 
    Misty gave him the number and he wrote it on his yellow pad. “Thanks, Misty. I hope you’re doing well in your new place. Do you want to tell me where you’re living?” 
 
    “No. It’s better like this.” 
 
    “Okay then. Thanks for the information.” 
 
    Blaine stared at his phone and felt the guilt rise up in his throat and choke him. “Carmelita,” he hollered because he couldn’t get up, “Corona, por favor.” 
 
    She brought the beer, set it on a coaster in front of him and stroked his hair. In Spanish she asked the question with tears in her eyes. “Did you call Misty?” 
 
    “Si.” He picked up the bottle and chugged it. 
 
    With one Corona down and Carm returning to the fridge to fetch the second one, Blaine placed the call to the Harrisons. “Mr. Harrison, this is Blaine Blackmore-Powell calling. Have you got a moment to speak with me?” 
 
    “Is this a joke?” 
 
    Why do people always ask me if it’s a fuckin joke when I say my name? 
 
    “I assure you it isn’t a joke, and this isn’t something I’d normally do over the phone, but I’m recovering from a bullet wound and I can’t drive.” 
 
    “You got shot catching the crazy guy who escaped from the State Hospital. It was in the paper.” 
 
    “Uh huh. True enough. I’m calling about the house you purchased recently.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m listening, but I can’t imagine why you’d be calling about the house. Did something happen that involves the police?” 
 
    Blaine paused then spit it out. “Gangers broke in and there’s been a double murder committed in your house. You won’t be able to move in.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The house is a crime scene and you won’t have access for a while.” 
 
    “How long is a while?” 
 
    “Mr. Harrison, during the commission of the crimes, your house was damaged badly.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, how am I going to tell Gail? She’s packed and ready to move.” 
 
    “You may have to find another place to live.” 
 
    “We can’t do that. We put every cent we had into that Victorian. We even had to borrow part of the down payment.” 
 
    “Can you stay with friends or family?” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “When the Crime Scene Unit is finished, I’ll call you, but you still won’t be able to move in without extensive repair work and a trauma cleanup.” 
 
    “My wife will want to see the house to see what happened to it. It’s her dream home.” 
 
    “Mr. Harrison, I’d keep her as far away from the house as possible. It’s not something she should see. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “I hear what you’re saying, but it’s hard to grasp.” 
 
    Blaine could hear him breathing hard. 
 
    “I think I might have a heart attack,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    FARRELL WAITED in the corridor outside Lieutenant Cooke’s office for ten minutes before the man opened his door and motioned him in.  
 
    “Have a seat, Deputy Donovan. You’re one of Blackmore’s boys, aren’t you? What can I do for the State violent crime people?” 
 
    Cooke leaned elbows on his desk and peered at Farrell through dark-rimmed glasses. Short and stocky for a cop, he was well-dressed in a suit and tie and smelled strongly of cologne. 
 
    “Blacky was wondering—he’s shot in the leg or he’d be here himself—he was wondering if there were any rumors floating around gangsville.” 
 
    Cook raised an eyebrow. “Rumors?” 
 
    “Any talk on the street about gangers breaking into empty houses, specifically, ones with real estate signs out front, and using them for… stuff.” 
 
    “If you’re here, the Blackmore Agency is involved, and if that’s the case, the stuff y’all are wondering about must be murder or worse than that.” 
 
    “Uh huh. True enough.” 
 
    “Personally, I haven’t been privy to any such rumors but feel free to ask the undercover boys in the squad room. They might be able to help you out more than I can. See if Ted Ortiz is hanging around. He’s got a network of street people and he’d be a good one to talk to.” 
 
    Farrell stood up, reached across the desk and shook hands with the Lieutenant. “Thank you, sir. Appreciate your help.” 
 
    “Anything you guys can do to bring gang activity down a level will help us. Give Mr. B. my regards.” 
 
    Farrell wandered into the squad room across the hall from the Lieutenant’s office. A room filled with gray fabric cubicles, gray metal desks and old computers. A couple of the detectives sized him up and stared at his ripped jeans, Harley t-shirt and his black cowboy hat.  
 
    “Detective Ortiz around?” he asked.  
 
    A guy pointed without looking up. “Third cell from the back.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Farrell ambled back and leaned on the open metal door frame of Ortiz’s cube.  
 
    Ted Ortiz was a short Hispanic, black hair, facial scruff ending in a shabby goatee, both arms solid ink and dressed in typical undercover garb—jeans and black t-shirt. 
 
    Ortiz stopped typing and glanced at Farrell. “Help you, cowboy?” 
 
    “Hope so. Farrell Donovan from the Blackmore Agency.” He offered his hand and Ortiz nodded. “Heard of you. You’re that sniper.” 
 
    Farrell shrugged. “Guess I’ve killed my share.” 
 
    “In all my years on the force, I’ve never had to kill anybody. Guess I’m lucky.” 
 
    “Don’t bother me none,” said Farrell. “It’s what they pay me for.” 
 
    Ortiz showed sparkling white teeth against a dark complexion. “What’s up?” He pointed to a vinyl chair wedged against the flimsy wall. 
 
    Farrell struggled, wedging his long legs into the small space. He yanked his hat off and set it on his knee. “See, Detective, we woke up and got ourselves a problem this morning.” 
 
    “I got problems every fuckin day. And this July heat makes those miserable little punks meaner. We got more drive-bys and more od’s and more beatings and more of everything that ain’t pretty to look at.” 
 
    “But I’m talking bigger problems. Know what I’m saying?” 
 
    Ortiz raised one brow. “Not yet.” 
 
    Farrell was no orator, but he did his best to explain what had happened at the house next door. Ortiz seemed more interested as the story progressed, and he gave Farrell his full attention all the way to the windup. “So what Blacky wants to know is—any bad wind floating around with those kind of vibes on it?” 
 
    “Jesus, Donovan, that’s some mean shit. Hope I don’t stumble on anything like that.” 
 
     “But you could call me if you hear of something similar? We need to know what gang those guys belonged to, and that’s what we’re hoping to find out from the corpses.” 
 
    “The corpses might not tell you what you want to know, if they were just grabbed off the street for a blood-in ritual. Could be nothing but victims.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess that’s true enough.” He shoved a card across the desk. “Hope you hear something.” 
 
    “I’ll tell a few of the guys what y’all are looking for and we’ll pick something up. A lot of bragging goes on in the gangs.” 
 
    Farrell nodded. “I remember.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE COULDN’T SLEEP. The house was quiet, Neil and the two little ones were asleep. The big place felt empty without Blaine and Farrell. Her bed felt empty too. Cold and empty. 
 
    Tears fell for Jesse every night of the week, but tonight was worse for some reason. Maybe he was thinking about her too, and wondering if somehow, someway they could have made it. 
 
    If she didn’t get a man soon, she’d have to get a dog for company. The master suite was too big and too empty for her alone. She’d go to the pound and get a dog to replace Angel. She still mourned her faithful old Rottie. 
 
    Her cell rang on the nightstand and startled her. She grabbed for it in the dark and smiled when she saw his name. 
 
    “Did you stop for the night?” 
 
    “I should have taken a quick flight, but I had my bike.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Past Albuquerque. Sorry it’s so late.” 
 
    “No problem. I wasn’t asleep.” 
 
    His voice softened. “Were you thinking about me?” 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    “That’s good news. I had a lot of time to think on my ride and I’ve decided. I’m gonna talk to Vince about getting out.” 
 
    “That won’t go well. You made vows, didn’t you?” 
 
    “When I explain it to him, he’ll understand. Vince isn’t a bad guy.” 
 
    Naïve boy. 
 
    “As soon as your back is turned they’ll mark you for mayhem. You’ll never be free.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. Anyway, I’m not scared of anybody in the club. It’s the other way around most of the time.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why you’re saying this stuff. I thought you wanted me to get out?” 
 
    “I do, but I don’t want you dead. Just say’n.” 
 
    “Thanks for that.” 
 
    “What are you going to tell Vince about the expansion into Texas?” 
 
    “Umm… can’t tell you that, girl. Club business.” 
 
    Annie laughed out loud. “Okeydokey.” 
 
    “Now you’re laughing at me.” 
 
    “Maybe a little.” 
 
    “I love you, Annie, and I’m a bit messed up by it. I used to talk over all my problems with Sam, but now I’m on my own.” 
 
    “Take some time and think it through. I’m not worth getting dead over. Believe me.” 
 
    “My heart tells me that you are.” 
 
    He’s gonna get himself fuckin killed. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    July 6th. 
 
    BLAINE LIMPED next door to review the scene before the techs on the early shift arrived to start their day. He stood in the doorway staring at the numbered markers, trying to picture what had taken place. No matter how he played it in his brain, it came out the same—vicious, senseless waste of human life. When he could no longer bear to look at the first scene, he moved on to the second.  
 
    The kitchen table—not Misty’s table, she’d taken all her furniture with her—a rickety old table the gang had brought in the moving truck. Brought for the purpose just like the one in the other room.  
 
    They brought the axe with them too. 
 
    He hadn’t been upstairs and no point struggling to do so. Farrell had scoped it out and said they had left a couple of filthy mattresses, drug paraphernalia and nothing else on that level. The techs would catalogue all of it.  
 
     He let himself out and was locking the door when a man hollered at him from the street. At first, Blaine thought it was another reporter. They’d been on the road in droves, their vans fighting for parking space, taking pictures of both houses and shouting questions until they tired of it and went back under their rocks. He’d give Mary the story when he was ready and no one else. 
 
    I don’t like them having pictures of my house.  
 
    Blaine limped down the front steps as the guy was about to duck under the tape. One of the uniforms on duty at the edge of the property stopped him.  
 
    “Mr. Blackmore-Powell, can I speak to you for a second. I’m Larry Harrison and that’s my house.” 
 
    Larry Harrison was too tall for his weight. Like a string bean in red running shorts and red high tops. His blond hair was receding, and his skin pasty as an unbaked pie. 
 
    Shit, Larry Harrison. I told you not to come here. 
 
    Blaine waved Harrison over to his driveway and limped across the lawn to meet him. “You can’t go inside, sir. I told you that on the phone.” 
 
    “Don’t I have rights,” he asked, “as the owner?” 
 
    “Of course, you have rights, but the techs are working the scene and you can’t interfere with that no matter who you are. You want these people caught, don’t you?” 
 
    “Absolutely, I do. You told me not to come, and I respect that, but Gail is going crazy and she sent me over. We don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Do you have home-owner’s insurance that would pay for temporary lodging?” 
 
    “We have fire insurance. That’s all we could afford.” 
 
    “When do you have to move from where you are now?” 
 
    “Tomorrow. We paid rent until the end of June and then got a week’s extension because Gail wasn’t ready. She’s not the most organized person and she works full time.” 
 
    Fuck. I might regret doing this. 
 
    “Look, Larry, the house is trashed, and you might never be able to move in. I’m gonna throw you a lifeline here. I was thinking about buying the property when it was for sale, and I didn’t do it. I’ll give you what you paid for it and you can go buy something else.” 
 
    Larry stared. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “The property is next to mine. I’ll tear it down.” 
 
    “Tear it down?” He shook his head. “No, you can’t do that. I’m sure it can be fixed.” 
 
    It can’t be fixed. The blood is everywhere. Leeched into all the walls and floors. The smell of death will never be gone. 
 
    Blaine turned towards his house. “I’ve got work to do, Larry. Let me know what you decide.” 
 
    “I’d better talk to Gail.” 
 
      
 
    SLOWLY, JESSE pushed Charity’s stroller from the house to the barn. It was hot out, and would be hotter in the afternoon, but he didn’t think the three-minute trip to the barn would do her any harm. She loved the horses and hollered out when she saw their noses poking out of their stalls. He couldn’t lift her up to touch them, but Ty could. 
 
    Jesse pulled one of the double doors open and pushed the baby through. “It is a lot cooler in here, baby.” The aisle between the stalls was fitted with smooth rubberized flooring and the stroller rolled easily. Ty heard the baby and stepped out of the office into the wide space between the stalls. 
 
    “Hey, little girl, did you come to visit your Uncle Ty?” 
 
    Charity laughed out loud when she saw Tyler. He bent down, unbuckled her and he lifted her out of the stroller. “Want to see the horses?” 
 
    “Ty,” she said, plainly and clearly. Jesse thought his brother was about to cry. 
 
    “She said my name,” whispered Tyler. 
 
    She said it a couple times in her room, but Ty never heard her. 
 
    “Yep, she did,” said Jesse, “She’s so smart, it’s scary.” 
 
    A knock on the barn door made both of them turn around. “Who knocks on the barn door?” asked Ty. “I’ll see who it is.” Ty pushed the door open and there stood Alexa, looking all curly-headed and dressed up cowgirl cute. “Alexa?” 
 
    “Yep, it’s me. I came to visit Jesse.” 
 
    “He can’t have any visitors,” said Tyler. “He ain’t well.” 
 
    She pointed. “I can see him down there and he looks good enough to me.” 
 
    “Jesse doesn’t want you here, girl. He said no. He told me.” 
 
    She reached out to touch Charity and Ty pulled away. “Whose baby is that. She’s so cute.”  
 
    “Jesse’s baby. He’s married with a baby and he don’t want to date nobody. Why can’t you take the hint?” 
 
    “He told me he didn’t have a wife no more. I heard him say it.” 
 
    “Well, that was wishful thinking on his part. He has a wife, and she’s a damn good shot too. They’re fixing to get back together, so you best shove on out of here.” 
 
    “I think you’re lying.” 
 
    “Lookit, girl. Don’t matter if I’m lying or telling you the fuckin Gospel according to Tyler. Jesse don’t want to see you and if you don’t leave the property and stop calling him, I’m gonna have your ass arrested.” 
 
    “Okay, I get it. I’m going.” 
 
    Tyler slammed the barn door and locked it from the inside. “I hope you do get it this time. Nothing seems to penetrate your rock-hard curly head.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE PROPPED his crutch against the kitchen table and eased down into a chair. “Hell of a morning, Carm, and it’s only nine-thirty.” 
 
    “Hey,” said Farrell, “where the hell were you, bro? I had to eat breakfast alone.” 
 
    “Out front, trying to get rid of Larry Harrison.” 
 
    “Who’s he?” 
 
    “Guy that bought Misty’s house.” 
 
    “He can’t move in,” said Farrell, filling two mugs with coffee, “With the stink of it, maybe fuckin never.” 
 
    “That’s what I told him.” 
 
    Carm stood at the stove and asked Blaine if he wanted breakfast. 
 
    “Si, I’m starving, my Carmelita.” 
 
    She smiled and reached into the fridge for a carton of eggs. 
 
      
 
    FARRELL drove his red Silverado downtown for the autopsy of the two dead males found in the house next door. Blaine rode shotgun and stressed about the Harrisons. He explained to Farrell what he had offered. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Shit, bro, do you want to pay full price then tear the fucker down?” 
 
    “We’d have a lot more space at the back. Almost an acre. Room for a vegetable garden for Carm, and I’d fence the whole thing with wrought iron and put in a security gate.” 
 
    “I guess the house is far enough back from the road to do that,” said Farrell. “If you want more security we can just move back to the estate.” 
 
    “Yeah, we could, but it didn’t feel right there. It felt like we were living in somebody else’s house—because we were.” 
 
    “I hear ya.” 
 
    Blaine’s cell rang, and he mouthed the word to Farrell. Misty. 
 
    “Did you talk to the Harrisons?” she asked stiffly. 
 
    “Yes. Larry came over this morning.” 
 
    “Did you let him inside to see the damage?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How long do they have to wait to move in?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll ask me for their money back? I already sent a check for half to Brad’s lawyer.” 
 
    “No, they won’t do that.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “That deal already closed. They can’t.” 
 
    “Okay, good. That’s what I wanted to know.” She was gone without saying goodbye. 
 
    Farrell rolled his eyes and Blaine shrugged. “What?” 
 
    “Didn’t sound friendly from your end.” 
 
    “Same as her end.” 
 
    “Damn it, bro,” said Farrell, “I want you to find somebody as nice as Mary.”  
 
    “Might be hard to do,” said Blaine, “Mary’s a sweet girl.” 
 
    “And she never says a damn thing about all my… whatever the hell you call it… lack of smooth.” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “Know why?” 
 
    “Why?” Farrell wasn’t smiling. 
 
    “Because she loves you.” 
 
    Farrell beamed as he pulled into DPS and parked. 
 
      
 
    THE MORGUE WAS COLD. After coming in from the heat of the July day, Blaine shivered as he leaned on his crutch and watched the pathologist make the ‘Y’ cut on the first kid. 
 
    Three hours later, they retreated up the stairs from the basement with the lab report in their hands. Blaine knocked twice on the Chief’s door and opened it a crack. “Autopsies are over, sir. Not much to tell us,” said Blaine. “You probably have the lab reports on your email.” 
 
    “Yeah, I glanced at them, but didn’t mean much.” 
 
    Blaine held up his printed copy. “No ID’s on the kids. If they were gang members, they hadn’t been arrested yet. Both mid-teens – maybe sixteen, seventeen at the outside.” 
 
    “The reports from the scene should have prints you can use to make some arrests. At least we’ll know what gang we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “Think they’ll have something for us by tomorrow?” asked Farrell.  
 
    “Uh huh, or later today even,” said the Chief. “They saw the mess and know y’all are waiting.” 
 
    “Guess we’ll do more waiting for now.” 
 
    “The wheels turn slow,” said the Chief. 
 
      
 
    LINC WAS BEAT as he rode the last few miles, up the Boulder Highway and into the city. Two hard days riding on the big Harley custom that had belonged to his dead brother. Sam had wanted him in the club, and Linc wanted to be with Sam. Wanted to do what Sam did. Copied his every move since they were kids. Four years apart in age, but they were close. Close as brothers could be.  
 
    Sam moved up into top spot and saw an opportunity. Sam was tough, shrewd and confident—everything Linc wasn’t. He pushed the vote through with promises of huge payoffs for all the members, and the club branched out into human trafficking. Sam said they’d make a bundle. And they did for a while. Then things went south. Somebody high up—higher than the cops—put a hit on The Rule in Round Rock and took them out. Top three and a few more for good measure. Shut down The Rule for a time.  
 
    Linc couldn’t bear to think about it. He’d seen the pictures in the paper and that was enough for him. His brother’s brains splattered on the hotel wall. He’d thrown up for twenty-four hours. Never touched food for days. The nightmare was still with him—Sam playing the banjo, laughing and singing—then bang—a bullet blows his head apart and he falls off the stool. The banjo crashes to the floor.  
 
    That’s when I wake up. If I ever find out who killed Sam, I’ll make them pay. 
 
    He put thoughts of his brother out of his mind as he parked behind the restored clubhouse on Pearl, north of the city. Why in hell Ogilvie had burned down his own clubhouse was still an unanswered question in his mind. Maybe Annie knew, and some day she’d tell him. 
 
    He was early for church and only a couple of members were there, sitting around the table with Vince, tossing back a few and smoking a bit of weed. 
 
      “Hey, you’re back.” Vince got to his feet and gave him a hug while patting his back. “Grab a beer and tell us all about it.” 
 
    Number one in The Rule wasn’t a big guy. Vince Cabrelli was about five ten, slim and dark complexioned, true to his Italian heritage. He’d fought his way up through the ranks and still had a few years to put in before he reached the top, but fate worked in his favor. When Sam and the top three had been killed at Round Rock, Vince made a giant leap forward in the hierarchy. Now he enjoyed being number one.  
 
    “Not too much to tell, at least not yet,” said Linc. “The property you have in mind is decent. Solid cinder block building. I toured it with the realtor and it’s clean and central. Lots of parking and privacy.” 
 
    “Did you take a look at the smaller clubs? The ones pushing the Banditos for territory?” 
 
    “Yeah, and I don’t see how they’re going to make it. They can exist, but they’ll never gain any ground.” 
 
    “Maybe it would be a waste of money for us to go there,” said Vince. “We ain’t rich.” 
 
    “Lots of young gangs,” said Linc. “Tons of recruits.” 
 
    “How long before we’d make any money?” asked Vince. “Did you get a feel for it?” 
 
    “A year. Maybe longer. We’d have to squeeze out the smaller clubs and take their ground, all the while trying to hold against the Banditos.” 
 
    “Sounds tough,” said Vince. “We better think on it before we put it to a vote.” 
 
    “Big police presence too. Austin is the state capital and home of the Texas Rangers.” 
 
    “Fuckin cops don’t scare me. Only so much they can do.” 
 
    Linc nodded. “See you for a minute, boss,” he hooked a thumb over his shoulder, “in the other room?” 
 
    “Sure.” Vince followed Linc into the office and closed the door. When he turned to face Linc the friendly persona had vanished, and Vince showed his true colors. He was livid. “What the hell is going on with you? I sent you all kinds of messages and you hardly answered any of them. You’re my right hand, and you understand the importance of your job,” Vince’s hand slid to his knife on his belt, “am I right, Linc?” 
 
    “Sure, boss. I know my job and I’m doing it. I’m just not sure if I want to do it long term. What would it take to buy me out of the club?” 
 
    “What?” Vince put his hands over his ears. “Please tell me you didn’t just say that.” 
 
    “I joined the club because Sam wanted me with him, but I’m not my brother.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up, Bolivar. You’re next up for president and you can’t be talking like that. You made vows. You’re committed for life.” 
 
    “Uh huh. I know that.” 
 
    “If you know, then why are you tossing out crazy bullshit? You can’t walk away. It doesn’t happen.” 
 
    “What about ‘special circumstances?” 
 
    “Something you ain’t got.” 
 
    “I thought…” Linc stared down at his boots. “Never mind what I thought. Guess I was wrong.” 
 
    “If you thought you were leaving me, you were as wrong as you could fuckin be.” Vince pointed at the door to the meeting room. “Tonight, at church, I’m gonna put the expansion idea on the table, and no matter how tough you think it’s going to be, you fuckin well better vote with me.” 
 
    “Course I will, Vince. I always vote with you.” 
 
    Vince slammed out of the room and Linc headed into the grungy little bathroom off the office. He locked the door and texted Annie. 
 
    “I talked to Vince. I’m stuck for now.” 
 
    “I figured.” 
 
    “Can I see you when I come back to Austin?” 
 
    “Not a good idea.” 
 
    “I’ve never begged for anything, but I guess I’m doing it.” 
 
      
 
    AFTER DINNER, BLAINE called Lily while Farrell warmed up the flat screen for football. “How’s your vacay time going, Lil?” 
 
    “Boring as hell, boss. How many times can you go shopping and do your nails?” 
 
    “I don’t know the answer to that one. Don’t do either.” 
 
    “Tell me you need me to come to work.” 
 
    “I need you to come to work in the morning, Lil. We’ve got to go hard on something.” He gave her the lowdown on the murders. 
 
    “Did the punks have to wreck Misty’s house? She spent years decorating and fixing up that old jewel.” 
 
    “Haven’t told her how bad it is and probably won’t.” 
 
    “She’s at her new place?” asked Lily. 
 
    “Yep. Won’t tell me where it is.” 
 
    “Weird, boss. That’s weird.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “I could find out in twenty seconds, but I’m not doing it. I know how to pick em, Lil. Gravitate towards the weird.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, did Major Bristol come back yet, or is he still campaigning for stud of the Governor?” 
 
    “You sound pissy, Lil.” Blaine laughed. “He’s back to work in the morning. You can ask him why he returned when you see him.” 
 
    “Oh, my nerves,” said Lily. “That’s something I can’t wait to hear.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    July 7th. 
 
    BLAINE DRAINED his third mug of coffee after breakfast and gave Lily a list of stuff that needed to be done. She took notes with her fine point Sharpie and filled half a page of her yellow pad.  
 
    Lexi barked once and ran for the door.  
 
    “Wonder who that could be?” Blaine wasn’t up for more Travis bullshit. 
 
    Farrell shoved his chair back from the table. “Maybe my partner is back from the fuckin dead.” 
 
    Lily smirked and kept her head down. She wasn’t happy with Travis either. 
 
    Travis strode into the kitchen wearing a big smile on his face with Lexi bouncing around his legs. She seemed to be the only one happy to see him.  
 
    “Buenos dias, senor Travis,” said Carmelita. She poured him a mug of coffee and set it on the table in front of him. 
 
    “Gracias, Carm.” Travis ignored the weighty silence and plunged in. “Believe it or not, I’m glad to be back. I’m no good at sitting around on my ass day after day—I found that out soon enough.” 
 
    “How are the polls?” asked Lily. “Is the good doctor holding at number one?” 
 
    Travis nodded. “For sure. Ginny will be elected in November and she’ll be a great governor for Texas. As soon as she settles in, she wants to talk to Blacky about a war on crime program she’s working on.” 
 
    Blaine nodded and didn’t respond to Travis. Instead, he pointed at the door. “Farrell, take your partner next door and walk him through the scene. He needs to catch up.” 
 
    “Yeah, boss. Doing that right now.” 
 
    Lily grinned as the boys left the kitchen. “That was fun. I’ll get started on my list. Can Jesse do anything yet?” 
 
    “Yep, he’s reviewing all the police reports and putting something together for us.” 
 
    “I know he hates being away from the action.” 
 
    “We almost lost him this time, Lil. He wasn’t breathing when Ty found him.” 
 
    “Such a good person,” Lil said in a whisper. 
 
    Blaine’s cell rang as Lily headed for her office at the rear of the house. “Detective Ortiz, Farrell mentioned he talked to you yesterday.” 
 
    “Yep, and we’re happy y’all are on our turf, at least for a while. We need all the help we can get just to maintain.” 
 
    “I checked this morning and your numbers are up a little,” said Blaine. “Could be the heat.” 
 
    “Always the heat, but something else is going on as well, just like Deputy Donovan hinted. One of my street crew told me, the Latino Princes have a new asshole at the head of the table and he’s trying to make a name for himself.” 
 
    “Haven’t heard much about them. Not tier one are they?” 
 
    “Nope, but they’re strong and building. I’d say they have about two hundred and fifty members.” 
 
    “Any of your crew inside?” 
 
    “Nope, not in that one. Their members are mostly young, under twenty. A lot of family connections—brothers, cousins. Tight and cliquey. A few older guys calling the shots. I heard one of the main players was an uncle.” 
 
    “Got a name for the new leader?” 
 
    “Yep. He’s twenty-four. Calls himself Prince Coronado. Rumor has it, he grew up in Panama. Too bad he didn’t stay there. Now he’s here raising hell.” 
 
    “Good information. Thanks for helping. I needed a place to start.” 
 
    “Let me know if you need manpower for any takedowns. I can help you out.” 
 
    “Thanks, Detective. Will do.” 
 
    While he was talking to Ortiz, Blaine missed a call from the lab. He called back and talked to Sue.  
 
    “Sorry, Sue, I was talking to the gang squad. What have you got?” 
 
    “Prints in one of the bathrooms showed up in the system. A guy named Charlie Ziffler. Nineteen years old. Been arrested dozens of times. I sent you an email.” 
 
    “Thanks, anything else?” 
 
    “Yep, and this is an educated guess, but only a guess. It  might be worth checking out.” 
 
    “Sure, I’m open for any suggestions you have.” 
 
    “Too many blood types in both rooms. At least one other person is in rough shape out there somewhere. A second one lost enough blood to need a hospital and a third—possibly a stab wound.” 
 
    “But one, might have died already?” 
 
    “Yeah, huge blood loss. We think he couldn’t possibly make it.” 
 
    “I’ll get on the hospitals right away.” 
 
    “We put the word out from here but haven’t heard a thing.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL RETURNED from next door with Travis, and Blaine gave them the new information Ortiz had supplied. “I want a location for the Latino Princes, and I want Travis to find a way to get ears on them. See if Ortiz knows where they hang—I should have asked him. As soon as you get a locate, I want surveillance on them round the clock. Call Jack and get shifts set up. Tell him to bring the junk truck.” 
 
    Travis nodded. “We got any names?” 
 
    “Prints showed up for a guy named Charlie Ziffler. We can place him next door. Sue is sending information.” Blaine pointed, “Farrell, grab my laptop and I’ll see if he has a mug shot.” 
 
    Farrell grabbed it from the sideboard. It was never far from its owner. Blaine opened the email and downloaded the photo. 
 
    “Grab it off the printer and make a couple of copies. I want a warrant out on him right away.” 
 
    Farrell was running back and forth from Blaine’s office and he was out of breath. “Here’s the asshole’s picture.” 
 
    “Jesus,” said Blaine, “he looks older than nineteen.” 
 
      
 
    THE BOYS LEFT, and Blaine needed more coffee. He felt they had made a tiny bit of progress and wanted to keep the momentum going. His leg was feeling better the more he stayed off it, although he felt like a dork having people running all over fetching shit for him. 
 
    Dork or not. “Carm, mi Corazon, would you get Lily for me?” 
 
    “Lilita? Si.” 
 
    “Boss?” Lily sat down opposite him at the table. “Get a coffee, Lil. Carm made a fresh pot.” 
 
    “We making headway?” 
 
    “Sort of. More bleeders at the scene and we need to track them down. Sue said one might be dead already.” 
 
    “I’ll do the hospitals and clinics and see what I can find.” 
 
    “Copy all our new info to Calhoun. Keep him in the loop.” 
 
    “Also,” he pushed the ugly picture across the table. “I need Mary. This guy was in the house and we need to find him.” 
 
    “Right, I’ll call her.” 
 
    Blaine’s cell rang, and he glanced at the caller. “Shit, Harrisons again.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    He let it ring. “People who bought the house from Misty. They’re ready to move and obviously they can’t.” 
 
    “Yeah, didn’t think about that. What are they going to do?” 
 
    “Umm…” The call went to message while he told Lily what he had done.  
 
    “You’re way too nice, boss. Shit happens, and it’s not your fault. Tell them to suck it up and rent a trailer.” 
 
    Blaine smiled and handed her the phone. “You tell them.” 
 
    Lily made a pouty face with her perfectly outlined lips and said, “Fuck.”  
 
      
 
    ANNIE SAT IN Doctor Taylor’s office with Jackson on one side, and Lucy on the other. Pyewacket, Race’s big black Persian meowed at the top of her range in the carrier at their feet.  
 
    “Pye doesn’t like it here,” said Jackson. 
 
    “She’s crying, Mommy.” Lucy had her tiny fingers through the slats on the front of the cage. “Can I open her door?” 
 
    Annie eyed the bulldog sitting next to the carrier, almost drooling on it, and said, “Better not, Punkin. Big doggie right there might scare her.” 
 
    “Does Daddy know we’re taking excellent care of his kitty?” asked Jackson. “I hope he does.” 
 
    Excellent was Jackson’s word of the week he’d added to his vocabulary on Neil’s recommendation. His foster brother, Neil Donovan, was his mentor and idol. Annie smiled. 
 
    “Of course, he does, honey. He can see you from heaven.” 
 
    Jackson looked at the ceiling of the vet’s office and pondered the concept. 
 
    “It’s too far,” said Lucy, popping Jackson’s bubble of hope. “He can’t see you, Jacks.” 
 
    “When you go to heaven you get super powers,” said Annie. The only thing she could think of on the spur of the moment. Race would never be in heaven anyway. Hell was a picnic for Race Ogilvie.  
 
    All we have left of him is this big fluffy cat. We got the best of the deal. 
 
    The vet’s assistant called for Pyewacket at the same instant her cell rang. Linc. “Hang on,” she said into the phone as she walked the kids down the hall and into the examination room. She plunked the carrier on the stainless-steel table and said to the vet, “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She stepped into the hallway and spoke in a low voice. “Okay, go. I’m at the vet with the kids.” 
 
    “Kids? You have kids?” 
 
    I think I mentioned Jackson. 
 
    “See. Not a place for you, mister.” 
 
    “Jesus, girl, I love kids.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “How many do you have?” 
 
    “Dozens.” Annie giggled. 
 
    Linc laughed for a moment, then the humor left him. “The expansion vote went through and I’m flying in tonight. I want to see you.” 
 
    “How many with you?” 
 
    “I’ll be alone. The others are riding.” 
 
    “Do you have a reservation?” 
 
    “Yeah, Vince booked me into one near the airport. ‘Easy Rest’ it’s called.” 
 
    “Uh huh. What time are you landing?” 
 
    “Ten forty.” 
 
    “I’ll pick you up.” 
 
    “I love you, Annie Ogilvie.”  
 
    Shit, I even lied about my name. 
 
      
 
    BEFORE LEAVING BLACKY’S driveway, Farrell phoned Ortiz and got an address on the Latino Princes. It was the gang squad’s business to know where everyone was. He recited the location to Travis and pointed to the GPS.  
 
    “Let’s see where the murdering little fuckers are holed up.” The nav system took them to Bullock Drive, a street running east off Templeton.  
 
    “Think this is their turf, east of I-35 and south to the river?” 
 
    “No idea,” said Travis. “Some clubs are so small, they only control a few city blocks and have a tough time hanging onto that bit of real estate.” 
 
    “There’s the clubhouse,” said Farrell. “Just a run-down frame bungalow. Nobody around.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re inside sleeping off a party,” said Travis. “Just looks like they’re not home.” 
 
    “Okay, we know where they call home. We’ll come back tonight with the unit and see if any of the little pricks are breaking any laws.”  
 
      
 
    JESSE GOT THE baby settled for her afternoon nap and took the monitor with him downstairs to the office. He had printed off a pile of stuff Blaine and Lily had sent to him earlier in the day. He should have a free hour and a half to read through the case and see if anything came to light. 
 
    Blacky was sharper than he was, picking up tiny details, but the kid was injured and overworked, and it didn’t hurt to have an extra pair of eyes going over the facts. Besides, Jesse didn’t like missing out on what the team was up to.  
 
    There were a lot of things he missed. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS stayed in the truck when Farrell stopped for gas on the way back to Blacky’s and while Farrell was inside the convenience store getting a couple of Cokes, Travis called Annie’s cell. 
 
    “Hey, Annie-girl, nice to hear your voice. We haven’t talked for a while.” 
 
    “Nope, we haven’t. I guess you were busy. I heard you were hot on the trail of Doctor Rodriguez. How’d that work out for you?” 
 
    “Jesus, girl, do you have to be so fuckin pissy?” 
 
    “I do, Travis. Where you’re concerned, it’s my protection mechanism cutting in. You always talk me around, and when I think things are good, you give me an army boot, excuse me—marine boot—to the crotch.” 
 
    “You make it sound like I treated you bad.” 
 
    “Didn’t you?” 
 
    “I said I was sorry.” 
 
    “No good. Why are you calling me?” 
 
    “While I was away I got behind on my rent for the apartment. I’ll drop the money downstairs to the store tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.”  
 
    Travis was staring at his cell when Farrell came out of the store. “Who you staring at?” 
 
    “Annie. She…” 
 
    Farrell jumped behind the wheel and pointed a finger at Travis. “You stay away from her or I’m gonna give you trouble. You’ve done her enough damage. Hear me?” 
 
    “Yeah, partner. I hear you.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE HAD alerted Carm earlier in the day that the whole team would be there for a dinner meeting and she had come through as she always did with a fantastic meal.  
 
    Jack and Greg had shown up to lend a hand, Farrell and Travis were back from their scouting trip, Lily stayed late to work with Mary on the press release for the Statesman. 
 
    The girls had cleared the table and were about to serve the pecan pie that Carm had made when Blaine took a call from Austin Homicide. “Detective Lopez, been a while.” 
 
    “Has been. How’s the leg healing?” 
 
    “Slow. Hate the crutches. What’s up?” 
 
    “Miss Duke had phoned earlier and left me a message, so I was on the alert for this one. I’m hoping he belongs to you.” 
 
    “You found my bleeder?” 
 
    “Think so. He’s under the bleachers behind McNeil High School in the north end. We’ve secured the scene.” 
 
    “Fantastic, I’m leaving now.” 
 
    Blaine reached for his crutch and tried to stand. His face contorted in pain as he put too much weight on his leg and he let go a volley of cursing in Spanish. “Sitting too much today. Jack, you can drive me. I’ll take Greg and Mary. Travis, you get the unit ready for later, then you and Farrell sleep for a couple of hours before y’all leave.” 
 
    Blaine called Chief Calhoun as Jack drove the big diesel. “Sorry to bother you at home, sir. Austin PD found the bleeder.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “North end, behind a school.” 
 
    “Do you need me?” 
 
    “Nope, I’ve got it. Just letting you know. I’ll send a report in the morning.” 
 
    “Thanks, Blacky.” 
 
    When they arrived, the two entrances to the school parking lot were blocked by squads. Jack had the strobes lit up on top of Blaine’s truck and the uniforms waved him through. Jack steered around the back of the spread-out brick building and bounced across the football field heading for the Klieg lights on the far side. School was out for the summer, so they wouldn’t notice a few tire tracks. “I’ll get you as close as I can, boss,” said Jack. 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll be so fuckin glad when I can walk on my leg.” 
 
    “When’s your next checkup?” asked Mary. 
 
    “Tomorrow, if I have time.” 
 
    “You can stay in the truck for now, Mary, and make notes,” said Greg. “They won’t let you come near the scene.” 
 
    “I’m good here. I can detail the location and write some background stuff. It gives me a better sense of the crime if I get closer to it.” 
 
    “Maybe you should write travel,” said Greg. “It would be more pleasant for you.” 
 
    The medical examiner and his assistant were crouched down, half under the row of seats trying to get the body into the black bag.  
 
    “Hey, Blacky,” hollered Lopez. “Good to see you.” He trotted over for a handshake.  
 
    “Y’all are just happy because I’m taking one off your hands.” 
 
    “Yep. That too. Preliminary is all done. The techs are waiting for your people from DPS and then they’ll start. No tracks or footprints, that I noticed, but it is pretty dark.” 
 
    “Hope we can ID him. We need to hook something together.” 
 
    “Just a guess, but I’d say he was hiding. After he got away from them at the party next door to you, maybe they came after him again.” 
 
    “Could be. It’s the location that’s bothering me. Nowhere near the Prince’s territory.” 
 
      
 
    AT TEN FORTY, Annie found a seat in the waiting area at Austin-Bergstrom and picked up a dog-eared magazine someone had left behind.  
 
    I shouldn’t be seeing him at all, but somebody has got to watch his back. He never should have told Vince he was going to leave the club. They’ll have eyes on him now. A tail for sure. They might even take him out right away. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Linc came through the double doors, a black duffel in his hand, looking more handsome than she’d remembered. Her thoughts were jumbled these days, confusing him with Sam, but maybe that was guilt clouding her brain. 
 
    “Thanks for meeting me. I didn’t expect it.”  
 
    He didn’t hug her or kiss her, and she called him on it. “No kiss hello?” 
 
    “I’m… not a public kind of guy, I guess.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He reached to open the door for her and she paused to take a look at who was behind them. Looking for a single guy. Wouldn’t be from The Rule or Linc would recognize him. Some other guy doing Vince a favor. Jesus, why could she read these guys—it was a disease—incurable—possibly terminal. 
 
    “Coming?” Linc was still holding the door. 
 
    “Uh huh. Thought for a minute I saw somebody I knew.” 
 
    “Where’s your truck?” 
 
    She waved a bare arm in the direction. It hadn’t gotten any cooler after the sun went down. “Over there in short-term.” 
 
    As they got closer he said, “I don’t see a red truck.” 
 
    “I brought a different one.” 
 
    “You have more than one truck?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Another thing to learn, right?” She pressed the fob and the doors of her dark blue Ram unlocked. 
 
    Linc tossed his duffel in the back seat. “Want me to drive?” 
 
    “Nope, I’m good.” 
 
    Annie drove to the Hampton Inn on highway two-ninety, parked and shut the engine down.  
 
    “You booked a different hotel?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    Better for your health. 
 
    “The other one wasn’t up to your standards?” 
 
    “My standards aren’t too high.” 
 
    Vince booked the other hotel. That’s where he’ll send his man. Would it be a watch-dog or a hitter?  
 
    Annie jumped out and Linc followed. She locked the truck and led the way into the lobby. Two minutes at the desk and she had the key cards. “Third floor.” 
 
    “Is something going on that I don’t know about?” 
 
    She pressed the elevator button. “Nope. I’m tired and I’m sure you are too. Since I didn’t get a kiss at the airport, I thought I’d come up to your room and jump you.” 
 
    Linc smiled as he leaned on the back of the elevator and watched the doors close. “I like the way you think.” 
 
    In the room with the door locked, Linc seemed nervous and unsure of himself. Annie pulled her boots off, propped herself against three pillows and watched him unpack the few items he had brought. He wasn’t what she would term amorous.  
 
    “Are you sleeping over?” he asked. 
 
    “No, but I can stay for a while if that’s what you want.” 
 
    “I do want it, but I wasn’t thinking ahead and… I’m not ready.” 
 
    “Okay, how about we just fool around a little and not get too serious?” 
 
    “I want our first time to be perfect.” 
 
    This guy cannot be a biker. He’s a ringer. Or he’s batting the other way. 
 
    “Sure, okay.” Annie reached for her boots and tugged them on. A bit of heat crept up the back of her neck and she tried to ignore it. She picked up her purse and headed for the door. 
 
    Linc said nothing to change her mind, so she left. 
 
    That was weird. 
 
    In the elevator she received his text.  
 
    “I’m a mess. I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    Fear will do that to you. He knows what he’s done. She didn’t bother answering, ran straight to her truck and headed for the hotel Vince had booked. She couldn’t think of it right away—a stupid name—Easy Rest. Was that it?  
 
    The GPS had heard of it and sent her there in five minutes flat. It turned out the map maven had been to even the lowest level of accommodation.  
 
    Easy Rest proved to be a one-storey structure, the office near the road, and the dozen units running behind with access from both the front and the parking lot at the back.  
 
    Perfect place for a hit. 
 
    How many guests would a sleaze-hole like this have? She passed the office with the flashing vacancy sign and drove around the back looking for a room that held a customer. Two units had vehicles parked in their allotted space. She picked the one with the rental Ford and parked beside it. 
 
    She left the engine running, took her Beretta from her purse—the special one, fitted with a custom suppressor—chambered a round and stuck the gun in the waistband of her jeans beside her leather gloves. In her right hand was her lock picker, she might not need it if the dude thought he was bulletproof like a lot of them did. 
 
    She stood in front of the door, pulled her gloves on and tried the door handle.  
 
    See. Big and tough. Don’t need to lock the door. Bring it. 
 
    Quietly, she entered the dark room. The dude was snoring.   
 
    Annie flicked on the overhead light, saw the Glock on the nightstand next to his cell, lined up her shot and pulled the trigger before he opened his eyes. Impersonal. 
 
    She picked up her brass from the threadbare carpet and shoved it into the pocket of her jeans. From the ten-cent nightstand she grabbed his cell, wiping the blood spatter off on the dirty comforter as she made her way to the door. She turned off the light, backed out of the room and locked the door behind her.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    July 8th. 
 
    BLAINE SAT smoking on the porch steps, his injured leg sticking straight out in front of him, his third cup of early morning caffeine on the step at his elbow. Travis and Farrell were due to return soon from their night of surveillance on the Latino Princes. Andy and Rick had gone to relieve them in the junk truck. Good cover for lurking in a junk-ridden neighborhood. 
 
    Travis drove the dark green unit that belonged to Blackmore Agency, (Jesse had bought it originally), to the back of the driveway and parked in front of the old carriage house. He and Farrell strode around to the front of the house dragging their weary asses.   
 
    Blaine hooked a thumb over his shoulder, “You guys look like hell on a stick. Get some breakfast and sack out.”   
 
    “Yeah, thanks, boss,” said Farrell. “We didn’t get much for all the time we put in. Punks in and out of that house all night long, but nothing we could tap into. Got a few plate numbers.” 
 
    “Good.” Blaine pushed up onto his good leg and secured the crutch under his other arm. “We need to make a list of members, pull them in and squeeze something out of them.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS AND FARRELL had wolfed down stacks of pancakes that Carm made them, then crashed upstairs before Lily arrived to start her day.  
 
    She fixed herself a mug of coffee and sat down at the table with Blaine. “What do you want me to start on?” 
 
    “I’ve got to get the Harrison’s off my back today,” said Blaine. “Get Larry Appleton over here and we’ll draw something up. When the contract is ready, you can go to the bank, then take the package to them and tell them to fuck off.” 
 
    Lily squelched her smile. “You could take care of the legal aspect yourself, boss.” 
 
    “Don’t have time today and it has to be done.” 
 
    “You don’t have to help them. It’s not your fault this happened in their house. Fate is fate.” 
 
    A smile spread across Blaine’s face as he thought about Fancy. “A girl once told me that we could hear the Fates talking if we listened hard enough. She said, you got ears. Use them.” 
 
     Lily raised a perfectly drawn brow. “You don’t believe that, do you?” 
 
    “I had thoughts of buying the house from Misty, although I never put it into words. Now, it’s been dumped in my lap for a whole nuther reason. I should listen harder.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll call Larry.” 
 
    “He’ll rush over here like his ass is on fire, Lil. Bet he still has the hots for you.” 
 
    Lil screwed up her face. “Hope not. Not my type.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled to himself. Lil was a ten in every sense of the number and had no shortage of admirers. 
 
    A couple minutes later she returned with a note in her hand. “I had a call-back from one of the clinics I contacted yesterday. They checked their records and they did stitch up a kid’s face and neck the morning after the party. This is his information.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll send a squad to pick him up and interview him at headquarters.” 
 
    Lily glanced at her watch. “You need to leave for your appointment at the hospital. Ask for a walking boot if the wound is healed enough.” 
 
    “Good idea. I want to burn the fuckin crutches.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE SPREAD NEWSPAPER on the harvest table and pulled out the Hoppes number nine. Cleaning her guns always brought her a modicum of peace and tranquility. She took apart the gun she’d used the night before. Untraceable. One of George’s from his secret stash in the back of her closet. She didn’t have much left of him, but she treasured the few items that remained in her possession. 
 
    Before I start, I should check my phone to see if Linc messaged me.  
 
    Annie left her cleaning kit spread out on the table and went back to her room for her cell. She picked up the purse she’d tossed on the dresser and reached in for her phone. She pulled it out, took a second look and realized it was the hitter’s phone from the motel.  
 
    Forgot I had this. 
 
    She plunked down on the side of the bed to read messages from Vince Cabrelli. 
 
    “Wait for your chance, then take him out.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Dump him in a field outside of town.” 
 
    “A woman met him at the airport.” 
 
    “He don’t know any women. Not his field.” 
 
    “Good looking bitch with black hair.” 
 
    “Forget her. Hit him when he’s alone.” 
 
    “I got this.” 
 
    “Thanks, cuz.” 
 
    Annie scrolled down for the messages the cousin never saw. 
 
    “Is it done?” 
 
    “Answer me.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    Annie smiled and sent a reply. “I’m dead like you soon will be, Cabrelli. More garbage for the dump.” 
 
    She got an answer back seconds later.  
 
    “Fuck, you Jules. I’ll deal with you when I get there.” 
 
    Damn it. Vince is coming to Austin.  
 
    Should I warn Linc? He’s an asshole and I don’t owe him anymore. 
 
    She shoved the burner phone into her back pocket in case Cabrelli sent more enlightening information she could use.  
 
    She checked her own phone for messages. Nothing from Linc this morning. That could be good and bad.  
 
    She texted Blaine. 
 
    “The Rule is expanding to Texas. Starting up in Austin.” 
 
    “Fuck that, Mom. How do you know?” 
 
    “I know.”  
 
      
 
    BLAINE CHECKED in at St. Mike’s. The nurse at the desk verified his appointment and smiled at him.  
 
    “You look better in person than in the paper, Mr. Blackmore.” 
 
    Blaine tried not to smile but couldn’t help himself. “Thanks, I guess.” He focused on her name tag. “Pepper?” 
 
    “The name my parents gave me is unacceptable, so I go by Pepper.” 
 
    “I’ve never met anyone with an unacceptable name. Nice to meet you, Pepper.” 
 
    “You too,” she gave him a big smile, “I’ll go see if you can go in.” 
 
    Pepper was beyond pretty in Blaine’s eyes. Long, dark hair that framed her face. Eyes as blue as he’d ever seen, and there was something about her that he couldn’t put his finger on. He needed to find out more. 
 
    Should I ask for her number? I’d better wait. 
 
    She motioned to him from halfway down the hallway of examination rooms. “In here. The doctor will be with you in a minute.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’m hoping to get rid of the crutches.” 
 
    She smiled and shrugged. No hints from her. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Blaine emerged from the treatment room walking almost like a normal person in his newly acquired boot. Incredible how the boot took away most of the pain. Kudos to the guy who invented it. Maybe it was a woman. He’d Google it and find out.  
 
    In the waiting area, he handed the crutches off to Jack and felt the urge to speak to Pepper before leaving.  
 
    She was staring at her computer screen and talking on the phone to a patient. She looked up and smiled. “Enjoy your walking boot, Mr. Blackmore.” 
 
    “If you gave me your cell number you could call me Blaine.” 
 
    “You’re asking for my number? My personal number?” 
 
    “Is that allowed?” 
 
    “I guess so.” She scribbled the number on a pink message slip. “I’m surprised you asked.” 
 
    “Why? I’m sure it’s happened before.” 
 
    “Uh huh, but never a famous guy like you.”  
 
    Blaine shook his head. “People talk,” he whispered. “It’s all bullshit.” 
 
    Pepper giggled and went on to her next patient. 
 
      
 
    JACK DROVE BLAINE straight from the hospital to headquarters. “The kid might have been waiting a while in the holding room,” said Jack. “You took your time fooling around with the nurse at the desk.” 
 
    Blaine grinned and gave Jack a hand signal. “Let me out at the front step, and I’ll try to make it up to him.” 
 
    As he limped down the hall with newfound freedom, one of the Rangers pointed to interrogation room three. 
 
    “Your kid is in there, Mr. B.” 
 
    “Thanks, Barry, would you ask the Chief if he wants to sit in?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” He was back within a minute. “Chief’s tied up. He said to go ahead.” 
 
    Blaine entered the room and after one glance at the kid’s face, he was thankful he hadn’t eaten lunch. A mashed maze of stitches, bandages, and black and blue swelling, Blaine felt the pain. “You’re in tough shape. They shouldn’t have brought you in. I could have come to you.” 
 
    “I’m here now.” His speech was impeded by the swelling around his mouth, but traces of the kid’s mother tongue were evident.  
 
    Blaine opened the thin folder in front of him and read from the single sheet of paper.  
 
    One arrest for trafficking. Spent a month in juvie. 
 
    “Wyatt, you were present at the scene night before last where two brutal murders were committed. I’d like you to tell me about that night.” 
 
    Wyatt stared across the table at Blaine with eyes swollen to slits. “You that super cop?” 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “You affiliated with the Latino Princes?” 
 
    “Fuck, no, man. Think I’d look like this if I was El Principe?” 
 
    “Why were you at their party?” 
 
    “Why not? Not private.” 
 
    Blaine tried not to sound surprised. “Open to anybody?” 
 
    “Sure. If you got connections. And I do.” 
 
    “Who are you connected to, Wyatt?” 
 
    “None of your bidness, super cop. I ain’t saying nothing.” 
 
    “Who cut you up, Wyatt?” 
 
    “Can’t say.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “I understand. You rat out and they get you better the second time around.” 
 
    Wyatt nodded. 
 
    “You’d end up like the guy we found under the stands at the high school. Bled out. Dead meat.” 
 
    Wyatt turned his head and stared at the wall. 
 
    He knew that kid. 
 
    “He one of your boys, Wyatt?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you lost a friend.” 
 
    “Me too.” He let out an involuntary groan.  
 
    “You’re in a lot of pain, Wyatt. I’m gonna have a squad take you home.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, man, I’ll walk.” 
 
    “Too far for the shape you’re in. My man, Jack, will take you in my truck and let you out a couple blocks from your house.” 
 
    “Your big motherfucker?” 
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
    “Okay. Deal.” 
 
      
 
    WHILE JACK drove Wyatt Menzies home, Blaine visited the lab. He navigated the stairs to the lower level without difficulty. His mobility had improved so much he was elated. “Sue, anything new?” 
 
    “Hey, Blaine. Yeah, I think I do have something for you. Haven’t entered it into the computer yet.” She searched the neatly stacked papers at her station. “Here it is. Prints on the victim at the high school showed up. I’ll make a copy for you.” 
 
    “Hector Vega. Seventeen years old. Known member of Punos.” Blaine read aloud, then glanced at Sue. “Ever heard of the Dukes?” 
 
    “Sure. Dukes of Hazzard?” 
 
    “Not them. Street gang. I’ll run it by Ortiz downtown.” 
 
    Jack had the truck parked in front of the entrance when Blaine exited DPS. He held his breath as he put his weight down on the side-step and grinned when it didn’t cut his brain in half. Progress.  
 
    “You’re in a better mood now that you’re walking, boss.” Jack rammed the truck into gear and took off. 
 
    “Thought it would never fuckin happen.” Blaine called Detective Ortiz on his cell. “We got an ID on one of the kids at the scene. He’s a member of a street gang called Punos.” 
 
    “Small. Don’t think they’ll be around long. Why was he at a party with the Princes?” Ortiz groaned. “Don’t fuckin tell me the Princes are killing off the Punos.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” said Blaine. “That better not be true.” 
 
      
 
    LARRY APPLETON and Lily were drinking coffee and chatting in Blaine’s home office when he arrived. Appleton had moved one of the club chairs and was sitting a little too close to Lily for Blaine’s liking. A tall, lanky ginger with a generous helping of confidence, Appleton specialized in estates and real estate at Powell and Associates—Blaine’s legal firm he had inherited from his step-father, Dave Powell. 
 
    Showing a perfect set of sparkling teeth, Larry strode over to the desk and pointed at the contract he’d written up for Blaine’s approval and signature. “I realize you didn’t ask, but I ran some comparables. You probably don’t need my advice, but I’m going to provide it anyway. You shouldn’t be giving the Harrisons full price for a house that just dropped thousands in value.” 
 
    “The end result would be the same, Larry. I would have paid the same price if I’d bought it from Misty. I’m gonna tear it down, make my property twice as big and add a big security fence around the whole works.” 
 
    “Your call, boss. All you have to do is sign the agreement and pay the money. I’ll make the escrow as short as I can.” 
 
    “I’ll write the check, then you and Lily can deal with the Harrisons. Once they take the money, they’re on their own.” 
 
    Appleton grinned. “They been bothering you, boss?” 
 
    “You could put it that way.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE LIT UP a smoke as Appleton pulled out of the driveway. One problem solved. Now I have to tell Carmelita about the new plan. She hates change, but she’ll be up for a bigger garden, I’m sure of it. Thoughts of gardening and landscaping flew out the window when his phone jangled on his belt. “Detective Lopez?” 
 
    “Yeah, me again. This is my new norm, running bodies by you to see if I can get them off my hands. Fastest way to close cases.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “Who are you trying to dump on me?” 
 
    “Prospect from The Rule, out of Vegas—you being almost related to Ogilvie n’all. Just say’n. Might be something you wanted.” 
 
    “I am so not related to Race Ogilvie, but almost. Missed me by a hair. Got a name?” 
 
    “Jules Neff. He’s got a nice thick jacket.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
     Lopez chuckled. “The name is deceiving. I’m at the Easy Rest Motel out near the airport.” 
 
    “Shit, Lopez, I don’t know. I’ve got this other gang thing going on and it’s deep.” 
 
    “Come on, Blacky. I’ve got a half dozen new murder books on my desk and another dozen unsolved.” 
 
    “Man, you’re a whiner. Give me half an hour.” 
 
    “Attaboy.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE SAT at the table in her bedroom staring out into the pine woods. Everybody who had meant anything to her was gone. Gone or dead. Mostly dead.  
 
    The weight of it crushed her. Pressing down hard. In her lifetime—thirty-eight years so far—she had lost count of the people she had killed and the people who had died, not by her hand, but because of her. She used to have an accurate count, but it had evaporated after Billy died. Somehow, the numbers had flown away on the wind, like dandelion fluff.  
 
    It didn’t matter anymore. Nothing did. 
 
    Her phone rang, and she stared at it. Did she want to talk to Linc Bolivar? What was his game anyway? He acted weird the night before and Cabrelli said women weren’t his field. She’d be well rid of him. 
 
    She pressed talk without meaning to. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey, yourself, beautiful girl. I was going to call you earlier, but I felt so stupid about last night, I waited.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you for being pissed at me. Would you let me take you to dinner? You pick. Somewhere nice.” 
 
    “No thanks.” 
 
    “Come on, girl. Give me a chance to make it up to you. I couldn’t give you my full attention because I couldn’t stop thinking about what a mistake I’d made with Vince. We all know the rules. Shit, I’m VP. I should know the rules as good as anybody. I kept wondering what Vince would do to me. You can’t say stuff like I said without… you know...” 
 
    “Repercussions?” 
 
    “Yeah, some of those.” 
 
    Annie stared out the window not having the energy to go another round with this kid. She’d prevented him from getting killed, and in a small way that made up for Sam.  
 
    Sam Bolivar was a man—a real man—not a wanabee like his kid brother. He never would have left her sitting on the side of a bed in a hotel room. Nope.  
 
    “Are you thinking about my offer? Is that why you’re not talking?” 
 
    “Nope. I have a headache and I’m not going out. Sorry.” 
 
    “You are pissed at me.” 
 
    Annie pressed end picked up her beer glass and fired it the length of the room. It hit the stone fireplace and smashed into a million pieces. 
 
      
 
    JACK CIRCLED the Easy Rest and found the action out back. Two squad cars, one black unmarked sedan, the medical examiner’s van and the crime scene unit’s truck. “The gang’s all here, boss. Do you think we should be taking this one? Sounds like a hit to me. Those are pretty much unsolvable,” Jack held up a hand, “and hey, I’m not saying you shouldn’t try. I’m saying your time—and your brain power—might be better spent elsewhere.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like you talking, Jack.” Blaine glowered across the console. “Did the man tell you to convey that message? Sounds like something he’d say if he wasn’t getting his own way.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “I could have heard it somewhere.” 
 
    “I bet.” Blaine reached for the door handle and eased himself out of the truck. 
 
    Lopez beamed as they entered the motel room and joined the party. He pointed at the naked corpse on the bed. “One shot to the head from about right where y’all are standing. No brass. Suppressor would be my guess. Guy in the office never heard a damn thing.” 
 
    “Execution,” said Blaine. “Somebody didn’t like him.” 
 
    “Why is a member of a Vegas club here?” asked Lopez. 
 
    “I heard they were thinking of expanding into Texas,” said Blaine. Jack stared at him. 
 
    Lopez cocked his head to one side. “Where did you hear that, Blacky? You got contacts in Vegas?” 
 
    “Guess.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” said Lopez. 
 
    “Send me everything you’ve got,” said Blaine, “and I’m guessing it will be nothing. I’ll talk to the manager before we leave.”   
 
    Jack parked in front of the office and both of them went inside. A small cramped space with a counter, a Coke machine and a flat screen mounted on the wall. The motel manager was bald, over sixty and wearing a baggy basketball jersey. He didn’t paint a pretty picture for potential guests as he held up a papery looking hand. “Never saw nothing. Never heard nothing. Just like I told those other fellows. Watched the game, then locked the door and activated the bell for latecomers, went into the back room and crashed.” 
 
    “Who found the victim?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Penny, when she came to do the rooms. She didn’t bother coming early because we only had two customers last night. Slow night.” 
 
    I bet every night is slow in this dump. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE WIPED her eyes when she heard the knock on the kitchen door. It had been that kind of a day. Weepy and miserable. Rosalie had gone for the day, and the kids were in bed. She opened the door and Travis stood in front of her, all tall and tanned and looking like the hunk she’d once been nuts over. “Hi, didn’t expect to see you here,” she said. 
 
    “I was on surveillance all night and sleeping most of the day today, so I didn’t get a chance to drop off my rent money, like I promised.” He handed her the bills all wadded up. 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” He stood making no motion to leave, so she said, “Want a beer?” 
 
    “Okay, I could use one. Haven’t eaten yet. Have you had dinner?” He glanced at the darkened kitchen and said, “I guess you did. I’m a bit mixed up on the clock from the surveillance.” 
 
    “I didn’t eat dinner. Wasn’t hungry.” She grabbed two Lone Stars from the fridge, gave a can to Travis and reached into the cabinet for a glass for herself. 
 
    “You look like you’ve been crying, Annie-girl. Was it something I said?” 
 
    “Nope, it wasn’t you, Trav. Just a big pile of everything—more than one thing.” 
 
    “Uh huh. I know the feeling—had it on me for a few months after the accident. Like a hard rain pelting down on a manure pile. The shit gets all wet and slick. It slides together and sticks and before you know it, it’s one huge steamy shit mountain suffocating you.” 
 
    Annie made a face. “That’s disturbing.” 
 
    “I was low down when I left West Texas… had to come back to work with my tail between my legs, begging for my job. I was an idiot and I did it all to myself.” He chugged the last of his beer. “Want to go to the steakhouse in Smithville? I’ll bring you straight home and I won’t put any moves on you.” 
 
    “You swear?” 
 
    A corner of his mouth turned up. “Can’t swear to it.” 
 
    “Okay, then I’ll go.” 
 
      
 
    AT THE STEAKHOUSE, they sat by the window. Travis ordered drafts and filled Annie in on details she didn’t need to hear, about how Ginny had acted super friendly to him like she was interested in a relationship, then as her numbers in the polls rose after every speech she delivered, she back peddled and decided to cool it.  
 
    “Did you sleep with her?” 
 
    “Hell no.” 
 
    Annie smiled. “That’s not like you, Travis.” 
 
    “It wasn’t like that. It was… kind of… different.” 
 
    The server stood at the end of their table waiting to take their order, and Annie’s eyes were on the menu, when a dark-haired guy stormed across the room and pushed the waitress out of the way.  
 
    “You said you had a headache, you lying bitch.” 
 
    Before Annie had a chance to say anything, Travis was on his feet and stepped between Linc and Annie. “Hold on, man. You can’t talk to Annie like that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can. She’s my bitch, not yours. Who the hell are you anyway?” 
 
    You’re a dead man, Linc. 
 
    “I’m her friend, and I’m telling you nicely to go back to your table.” 
 
    Teeth clenched and red in the face, Linc swung at Travis. Travis stepped to the side and with one vicious kick of his army boot, swept the big biker’s leg out from under him. Travis dropped to the floor before Linc had a chance to move, rolled Linc onto his stomach and pressed his knee between Bolivar’s shoulder blades. He pulled cuffs from his belt and had Linc trussed up like a turkey in a split second.  
 
    “You’re under arrest for assaulting an officer,” said Travis, as he hauled Linc to his feet. 
 
    “Three more at three o’clock,” said Annie. 
 
    “Call it in, girl.” 
 
    Before law enforcement arrived on the scene, Linc’s buddies were corralled and ushered out the door by several good-sized members of the staff and management team.   
 
    The Smithville Sheriff strode across the restaurant with one of his deputies behind him. “Problem here, Ranger Bristol?” 
 
    “Nothing a night in the cooler won’t fix.” 
 
    The Sheriff smiled. “I can help y’all out with that.” He nodded to his deputy and they showed Linc the way to the squad car out front. 
 
    Travis sat down and blew out a breath. “Who’s he?” 
 
    “Banjo’s brother.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    July 9th. 
 
    LILY SET A MUG of coffee at Blaine’s elbow. “Mr. Harrison called to thank you for your help and your generosity. He and his wife will be house-hunting today.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “Good, that’s one thing out of the way.” 
 
    “What’s next?” Lily had her legal pad in her hand. “Do I need to make a list?” 
 
    “Did we get a list of responders on the photo Mary ran of Charlie Ziffler?” 
 
    “I’ll check my email, and if it’s not there, I’ll get it from the service.” 
 
    “Make two copies when you get it and I’ll send the boys out to do interviews. We need to find that guy.” 
 
    “Yep. What else?” 
 
    Blaine handed her a coffee-smudged sheet of paper torn from Farrell’s notebook. “All these plates need to be run. Visitors to the Latin Prince’s clubhouse. We need names and addresses and then we can bring members in for questioning.” 
 
    “I’ll send them in an email to DMV. Shouldn’t take long to get results.” She stood up to leave. 
 
    “Appleton ask you out yesterday?” Blaine asked with a grin. 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I figured he would and he didn’t let me down, but he’s not for me—all fashion conscious and politically correct. After a couple of vodkas, I’m a public embarrassment. I’m not desperate and I’m not feeling it.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “Poor guy.” 
 
    “I’ve got work to do.” Lily wasn’t smiling. 
 
    Still amused by Lily’s love life—or lack of it—he picked up his cell and called the number on the pink slip he’d taken from his pocket. “Hey, Pepper, this is Blaine Blackmore.” 
 
    “Wow, you called me.” 
 
    “That’s what people do when they ask for your number.” 
 
    “Some do, some don’t.” 
 
    He could hear people talking in the background. “Are you available for dinner one night this week?” 
 
    “Sure, except Wednesday, I help with a class here at the hospital.” 
 
    “Okay, how about tonight?” 
 
    “What time?” 
 
    “Let me write down your address and I’ll pick you up at seven. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Fine for me. I’m not used to the concept yet.” She rhymed off her address. 
 
    “What concept is that?” 
 
    “The Blaine Blackmore and Pepper going out concept.” 
 
    Blaine laughed. She was funny. 
 
    “How are you picking me up? You shouldn’t be driving.” 
 
    “Fuck, oh sorry… I mean damn… I didn’t think of that. I’ll get a limo.” 
 
    “Holy smoke,” Pepper hollered. “Don’t. There’s never been a limo on my street. It’ll cause a frenzy. The neighbors will put it on YouTube.” 
 
    Blaine couldn’t stop laughing. “By seven, I’ll have a solution.” 
 
    “Okay. No limo.” 
 
    Blaine was still chuckling to himself, thinking he might have a fun night out with Pepper with the unacceptable name, when his cell rang. 
 
    Oh, fuck, it’s Misty. 
 
     “Hi, how are you?” He made up his mind not to lose it. 
 
    “Better, and I want to apologize. I’ve been in a bad place since we broke up and I wasn’t nice to you.” 
 
    “I’m over it.” 
 
    “Are you? I thought you were more of a moper and a brooder than that.” 
 
    “Not any more. I’m reading a self-help book and teaching myself to let things go.” 
 
    “Why don’t I believe that?” 
 
    He said nothing and waited for it.  
 
    Why is she calling? 
 
    “I wondered if I could make you dinner tonight… to kind of make up for all the stuff I said in anger?” 
 
    “Misty, that’s not a good idea. I’m deep into two cases and I’ve got a lot going on.” 
 
    “I did a reading this morning and the cards told me that you’re into something besides two crimes. Who is she?” 
 
    She’s doing her psychic stuff.  
 
    “I’m not discussing it. You said we were finished. You said that… not me. And then you wouldn’t even tell me where you moved to.” 
 
    “I was wrong.” 
 
    “No, you weren’t.” He pressed end and let out a stream of cursing in Spanish. “Jesus in a handcart, women are killing me. Might as well go for a hat trick and call Annie.” 
 
    His mother answered on the first ring, sounding feisty. “Hey, baby, how’s the leg? Did you have your checkup?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did, Mom. Good news, the doc gave me a fracture boot, even though it was a bullet hole and not a fracture, and it helps like… amazing.” 
 
    “I’m glad, honey. You seemed to be struggling with the crutches.” 
 
    “I was. Listen, Mom, Lopez handed off a case to me and I want to ask you a couple of questions.” 
 
    “Okay, shoot.” 
 
    “Did you know a biker in The Rule named Jules Neff?” 
 
    “Nope. Never heard the name. Why?” 
 
    “He was found executed at a crummy motel called the Easy Rest. It’s near the airport.” 
 
    Shit, baby. Don’t mess in my business. 
 
    “Why did Lopez give you that case?” 
 
    “He knows I’m investigating some city gangs and he figured he’d take a shot at dumping it on me.” 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t know the guy. He must be new.” 
 
    “If you hear anything, would you tell me? Or are you on another one of those classified things I’m not supposed to know about? Don’t forget—you promised me you’d quit doing favors for him.” 
 
    “Nope, nothing like that. If something useful turns up, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Jesus, Mom, I don’t like the sound of that. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE PRESSED END.  
 
    Shit, Blaine’s investigating Neff. 
 
    She pulled Neff’s burner phone out of her pocket and checked for messages from Vince Cabrelli. Three new ones. 
 
    “You better have a fuckin good reason for not answering me, you asshole.” 
 
    He does. 
 
    “I’m landing at noon. Pick me up.” 
 
    Annie checked the time. Ten-thirty. I better get going. Her phone was cradled in her hand when it signaled a text.  
 
    “Send The Rule back where they came from.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You’re my girl.” 
 
    Shit, now Blaine will have eyes on The Rule and it will make my job harder. 
 
    Another call. Not you. 
 
    “Hi, Annie. I was out of line last night at the restaurant and I wanted to say I’m sorry.” 
 
    You called me your bitch and I’ll get you for that. 
 
    “How was your night in the tank?” 
 
    “You sound pissed, but I need to ask a favor.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The Sheriff released me, and I can leave but I got no way to get back to the city. Could you jump in one of your many trucks, baby, and pick me up at the Smithville lockup?” 
 
    “Good one.” She pressed end and got ready to go to the airport. 
 
      
 
    MOST OF the Charlie Ziffler sightings were in same area of the city. His home ground—the city blocks controlled by the Latin Princes. East Cesar Chavez down to the river. Farrell had this area on his list. Travis had gone farther north.  
 
    Farrell pulled the red Silverado over to the curb and numbered the sightings logistically, so he wasn’t zig-zagging through the streets feeling like an asshole pissing gas out the exhaust for nothing. His truck was goddam bright red, for chrissake. He should have taken Blacky’s truck when he offered.  
 
    He turned Willie singing on the Austin country station down a bit, so he could think. Mary wanted to see Willie and his boys play downtown and he had tried everywhere to get the fucking tickets. She never asked for anything and she was so goddam good to him, he had moments when the ‘M’ word crossed his mind. Sometimes he scared the crap out of himself. 
 
    Jeeze. I’ll think about that later. 
 
    He organized the list, then made a snap decision. “Before I go chasing all over the city where this asshole might have been, I’m gonna try his mother’s address one more time.” 
 
    Farrell drove to the street he’d been to twice before, a couple blocks away from the Prince’s clubhouse, and as he turned the corner, he thought he saw Charlie jog towards his mom’s bungalow and go in the side door.  
 
    He pulled over to the curb, parked and called for backup.  
 
    Should I wait or try to take him on my own? 
 
    He waited for the three minutes it took for a squad to get there and was standing beside the cruiser when the uniforms got out. “Charlie Ziffler just went into his house—side door. I’ll take the side. You guys take front and back.” 
 
    “Fuck,” said the heavier of the two unis, “Ziffler is a known maniac.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s why we gotta bring him in,” said Farrell. At the side door he knocked with his ID in his hand and heard people scurrying around inside. 
 
    He’s in there. Jeeze, I wish I had a partner. I hope those two can run better than I can on my snake-bit leg. 
 
    He pounded on the door again and Mrs. Ziffler opened it.  
 
    A short Hispanic woman wearing an apron stared at him. Before Farrell opened his mouth, she said in fairly good English, “Charlie ain’t here.” 
 
    “Mind if I come in and look around?” Farrell bullied his more than six feet of muscle through the door and two steps in he was standing in the living room. The house was small, and he could see kitchen from where he stood. His eyes glanced to the left. Short hallway led to the bedrooms. 
 
    Charlie is in there. 
 
    He took another step farther into the living room. “Charlie Ziffler, this is the police. I need to talk to you.”  
 
    In the silence, his mother’s dark gaze wandered to the hallway opening. “I didn’t say y’all could come in.” She waved chubby arms towards the door and shouted, “Get out of my house. I don’t want police here.”  
 
    “I’ll leave as soon as I talk to Charlie.” 
 
    “No, you leave now.” She jerked the front door open and the uniformed officer stood in front of her with his gun drawn. 
 
    Farrell motioned him in. “He’s in one of the bedrooms.” 
 
    “Let’s take him.” 
 
    Farrell pointed at the hallway, “Show us Charlie’s room, Mrs. Ziffler.” 
 
    “No, you don’t take Charlie.” She ran through the kitchen as Farrell drew his SW and took three strides down the short hallway to the only door that was closed. The uniform was on his heels as they reached the door.  
 
    Farrell pointed and the uni stood to the far side of the door. Farrell took the near side and reached for the door handle, all the while keeping his body out of the opening. Mrs. Ziffler ran towards them screaming in Spanish as Farrell turned the knob and gave the door a kick wide open with his boot. 
 
    Blam. 
 
    Mrs. Ziffler dropped in the doorway—a shotgun blast to the chest.  
 
    “Ma, Ma, I’m sorry, Ma. I didn’t mean it,” Charlie screamed in Spanish as he jumped off the bed and crumpled into a heap beside his dead mother. 
 
    Farrell reached down and cuffed him, then called Blacky. 
 
    “Hey, boss. Got Ziffler.” 
 
    “Good job, bro. Meet you at DPS.” 
 
    “Umm… won’t be there for a while. There’s a complication. He shot his mother during the take down.” 
 
    “Aw, shit. I’m coming.”  
 
      
 
    BLAINE TOOK Farrell’s call and hollered for Lily. “We got Charlie Ziffler, Lil. Can you drive me?” 
 
    “Sure, to headquarters?” 
 
    “No, to the scene. The asshole shot his mother.” 
 
    Lily’s face contorted. “Oh, my God, that’s terrible. Why would he do that?” 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “I’m sure Farrell will tell us.” 
 
    “I’ll get my purse.” 
 
    The Ziffler residence buzzed with activity by the time Blaine arrived. Yellow tape was up, police vehicles lined the curb in front of the tiny bungalow and the opposite side of the street was lined with media vans. Reporters and camera men paced in the sweltering heat, jockeying for the best spot to film the tragedy. 
 
    As Lily parked the big diesel, a swarm crossed the road and hovered at the truck door—the one Blaine was trying to open. Uniforms manning the front of the Ziffler house came to his rescue and pushed the talking heads back far enough to let him out of the truck.  
 
    Blaine nodded his thanks, waited for Lily to round the truck and held the tape up for her to duck under. He escorted her across the dirt front yard and in the door.  
 
    “Hey, Mr. B. Hell of a mess here,” hollered one of the uniforms. 
 
    “Be with you in a sec.” He steered Lily into the kitchen. “Call the Chief and let him know we’re bringing Ziffler in. Call Mary and have her meet us at DPS to get pictures. I want to push the Princes and let them know I’m taking them down.” 
 
    Lil made notes. 
 
    “Then call Trav and get him off the sightings. Start him on the DMV list.”  
 
    Blaine stood at the mouth of the crowded hall and did a visual search for Farrell. The medical examiner was tucking a Hispanic lady covered in blood into a body bag.  
 
    Why was Ziffler still in the room and not cuffed and in a squad? 
 
    Then he figured it out. Farrell was making the kid watch the ME zip up his mother. 
 
    That should make an impression. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE’S DARK BLUE Ram was parked four vehicles back from the airport entrance. Her hair was pulled back in a long pony and her Ranger’s ball cap was perched on her head. Not her usual look but she didn’t want to be noticed.  
 
    She’d arrived early, secured a decent parking spot and watched as two bikers parked a rental Jeep and entered the terminal. 
 
    Only two here. Three with Linc at the steakhouse—so four here already and how many coming with Vince? I guess we’ll see. 
 
    It didn’t take that long to find out. Vince Cabrelli, the lean, mean and fairly new president of the Rule emerged surrounded by five of his lackeys.  
 
    A couple of those guys are running around two-fifty. It’s going to be a tight fit in the Wrangler. 
 
    But they squished in, number one riding in the shotgun seat and probably not giving a shit about the comfort of his men. Race was like that. 
 
    Jesus, I’ve lived around them too long.  
 
    Annie started her truck and crept along behind staying two vehicles back as they turned onto the highway. 
 
    Where are we going, boys? Uh huh. Easy Rest first. 
 
    Annie drove past the motel and turned into a run-down bar next door. No cars in the parking lot. A Miller sign flashed in the window, but the closed sign was hanging in the glass door. Too early.  
 
    I need ears in their motel room and a tag on the Jeep. 
 
    She grabbed her cell and called Travis. “Where are you?” 
 
    “No hi, or Travis I missed you, baby?” 
 
    “Listen to me. I’m working, and I need you.” 
 
    “Fuck, Annie-girl, I want you to need me in another way. I heard you told Blacky you were done… working.” 
 
    “Somebody thought I wasn’t done.” 
 
    “Shit. He’s pushing you hard. I don’t like it.” 
 
    “You don’t have to. I need a couple things, Trav, and you’re my man.” 
 
    “I’ll always be your man,” he whispered. 
 
    “Come to Logan’s’—the one near the airport.” 
 
    “Shit, are you way out there?” 
 
    “Is my son waiting for you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have to pick up another list and do interviews.” 
 
    “Do it. We’ll work after dark.” 
 
    “I love working in the dark.” 
 
    “Logan’s at seven. We’ll have dinner first.” 
 
    “I’m liking this more and more.” 
 
    Ten minutes later the Jeep came around from the back of the motel and headed into the city. Annie waited a couple of minutes, then followed. She’d never done too much surveillance—Travis’ specialty—but she didn’t need to be good, she was only setting up locations for later. 
 
    She followed the Jeep to a cinderblock building next to an open field. Nothing much around—perfect spot for a clubhouse—if that’s what Vince was checking out. They’d need a location if they were setting up in Austin. A Re-Max sign out front. Shouldn’t be too much trouble. She had a friend in the business.  
 
    She called. “Hey, Kevin, we haven’t seen much of each other for a while.” 
 
    “Missing you, girl. What do you need?” 
 
    “Near the airport on Westerly there’s a block building with one of your signs on it. Give me the lowdown.” 
 
    “You don’t want that, Annie. Small acreage, not much potential.” 
 
    “Tell me anyway.” 
 
    “Hold on, I’ll have it on my screen in a second.” Pause. “Okay, got it. Used to be a body shop then it closed up. Been empty for six months.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “The vendor is asking a hundred and ten thousand, but that seems high. I’m looking at a picture of the inside and it looks like a grease explosion.” 
 
    “Do you know the agent that has the listing?” 
 
    “Jeff Bush? Yeah, I know him.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like he’s your BFF.” 
 
    “We’ve had a couple of disagreements over the years.” 
 
    “Could you call him and let him know if there is any interest, I’ll make a better offer?” 
 
    “Don’t know why you would want to, Annie, but yes, I can let him know.” 
 
    “Thanks, Kev. You’re my man.” 
 
    “Wish that was true.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE AND CHIEF CALHOUN sat across from a devastated Charlie Ziffler in interrogation room two. Three Starbuck’s containers graced the metal table along with Blaine’s notepad and a recorder. 
 
    “You had a tough morning, Charlie,” said Blaine, “but you were the asshole who killed your madre. Nobody else.” 
 
    “Shut up fucker.” Charlie sniffled and spit on the floor. 
 
    The Chief’s lip curled but he held his tongue. 
 
    “Was it worth it?” asked Blaine. “Big man in the club? Executioner for that scum Coronado?” Blaine got up and paced behind the Chief. 
 
    Charlie raised his eyes to see what Blaine was doing. 
 
    “Executed your own mother,” Blaine said in a soft sympathetic voice, then he shouted, “Good one, Charlie.” Blaine smiled and began clapping.  
 
    Charlie jerked hard on the cuffs that chained him to the table and let out a roar in Spanish. “Don’t talk about my mother.” 
 
    The Chief righted the coffee containers before too much spilled. 
 
    Blaine didn’t let up. “Now your brothers have no mother. Three little brothers in the system, Charlie. They’ll be thanking you. Three more kids for the state to raise.” He started clapping again and hollered, “Give Charlie a round of applause.” 
 
    Charlie screamed back at him, jerking on the cuffs attached to the bolted-down table until his wrists bled. “Shut up, fucker. You shut your mouth.” 
 
    The Chief held on to the coffee. 
 
    Blaine moved in closer and lowered his voice. “Tell me about the killing party. Did that get you in the mood for killing your mother?” 
 
    Charlie screamed, “Accident, it was an accident, you half-breed motherfucker.” His eyes glazed over, but not one tear fell. Charlie slouched down, his chin on his chest and his eyes on his hands.  
 
    Blaine tilted his head towards the door and he and the Chief stepped outside. “Let’s bring in Coronado and play them against each other. Charlie’s gonna roll. I can feel it.”  
 
    “I’ll send Barry and his partner with Farrell.” 
 
    “Send three squads,” said Blaine. “He might not come easy.” 
 
      
 
    LILY AND MARY waited in the lobby with Farrell and Raj Singh, Mary’s photographer from the Statesman. Blaine beckoned Farrell towards the glass entryway. “You, Barry and Barry’s partner are going to bring in Coronado, with a couple more units for backup.” 
 
    Farrell raised an eyebrow. “Ziffler roll?” 
 
    “Not yet, but he will. He’s coming undone because of his mother.” 
 
    “Yeah, he would be.” Farrell gave Blaine a look. “You helping with that?” 
 
    Blaine nodded his head ever so slightly. 
 
    The squad left the building and Blaine sat down beside Mary and spoke to Raj Singh. “When Farrell gets back, I want pictures of Prince Coronado getting out of the squad, then on the steps in front of headquarters.” 
 
    To Mary: “Try to get the story as close to the front page as you can.” 
 
    “You might need to call my boss. He listens to you.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “What will this accomplish, boss?” Lily looked doubtful. “Gang leaders get arrested all the time. It’s not a big story.” 
 
    “Mary’s going to make it a big story. The gangs are like animals. Watching and waiting. As soon as there’s a sign of weakness, the strong move in for the kill. The few short hours Coronado is off the street—longer if I can make it longer—he’ll lose ground and respect. Other gangs will push his people and help me out.” 
 
    Lily nodded. “Hope that happens.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL DIRECTED the squad to the Latin Prince’s clubhouse. “We might as well check here first and save a lot of cruising.” 
 
    The gutted bungalow sat on a forty by forty lot surrounded by a saggy chain link fence. What little yard there was in front consisted of sun-parched dirt, mixed with broken bottles and garbage. The neighboring houses all looked much the same. 
 
    The officers positioned themselves around the property and two went inside with Farrell. 
 
    Prince Coronado, whose real name was Juan Aldana, got to his feet when the officers entered his sanctuary. He sat at a table in the center of an empty house with bricks of cash lined up in front of him.  
 
    The place was at least a hundred degrees inside with no sign of a fan. The floor was strewn with pizza boxes, beer cans and liquor bottles. The air reeked of weed mixed with sour sweat and decaying garbage. Flies buzzed. 
 
    In contrast to his surroundings, the Prince appeared to be clean and well dressed in black slacks and a cream silk shirt. He was tall for a Latino, slim and muscular, medium length shiny black hair, clean shaven and reeking of expensive cologne.  
 
    “Good afternoon, gentlemen.” He flashed a wide smile. “What brings the Texas Rangers to my humble clubhouse?” 
 
    “Chief Calhoun would like to speak to you,” said Farrell. “He asked us to fetch you to DPS.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” He began stacking the money into a safe bolted to the floor on the far side of the room. “Just give me a moment.”  
 
      
 
    RAJ SINGH stood near the steps leading into headquarters where he had an unobstructed view of the squad cars stopping in front. As the officers unloaded Coronado, he happily clicked off frame after frame. 
 
    Still playing the part of a co-operative citizen, Coronado waved and smiled for the camera as he mounted the steps. 
 
     Blaine greeted the gang leader in the lobby and escorted him into room number one. He set up the recorder and placed it on the corner of the table. “Would you like a coffee?” 
 
    Coronado screwed up his face. “Who you?” He pointed a finger and tried to give the impression he was thinking. “Mother Mary, they got the super cop on my tender ass.” He sat down and chuckled. “You go easy, hear me?” 
 
    “Make it as easy as you want. Who you got lined up to be your right hand now that Charlie’s on his way to Huntsville?” 
 
    Coronado glanced up but showed no surprise. 
 
    “The grapevine already told you Charlie tried to kill one of my men and killed his mother instead?” 
 
    “That’s some sad news.” He swiped at his right eye. “Mrs. Ziffler like a mother to me.” 
 
    “I’m sure she was, Juan. And now she’s in the morgue.” 
 
    “Why you have to bring me to Department of Public Safety to tell me that? You coulda laid it on me at my place of bidness.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Could have. But it will expedite things having you here closer to booking.” 
 
    Juan laughed again. “You got nothing to book me to, man or y’all woulda done it by now.” 
 
    Blaine walked to the door. “I have to speak to Charlie for a minute. Be right back.” 
 
    In the hour Blaine had been absent, Charlie had deteriorated noticeably. His eyes were red-rimmed and puffy, and he had slouched so low on his chair most of him was under the table.  
 
    Blaine paced back and forth on the far side of the table. “Got your boss in the next room and he’s saying mean shit about you Miguel.” 
 
    Charlie raised his head and peered at Blaine. “He’s got my back,” he mumbled in a whisper. 
 
    Blaine hammered his fist on the metal table and Charlie jumped. “He said the killing party was all you and he wasn’t even there.” 
 
    Charlie’s black eyes opened wide. “No, man, he would never say that.” 
 
    “Know what, Charlie? I can place you in that house. And you are the enforcer—the executioner—you proved it today when you killed your mother. Wish I’d been there to see how easily you pulled the trigger and blew your mother away.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he hollered. 
 
    “Because I can place you in the party house and you are so fuckin good at what you do, I’m gonna charge you with four murders and send you to Huntsville. You’re gonna sit there on death row never knowing the day the Warden’s gonna stick that needle in your arm.” 
 
    “Shut up, man.” Charlie began choking out sobs. 
 
    Blaine leaned in close and said, “This is what you and I know. Juan set up that party. Juan gave the order to grab the Punos. How many did he kill himself? Or did he let you do all the wet work?” 
 
    Charlie was thinking. Blaine could see it in his eyes. 
 
    “I can help you with the accidental shooting of your mother, kid. I know in my heart you didn’t mean to kill your mother.” Blaine leaned both hands on the table. “But you have to help me.” 
 
    Charlie’s voice cracked. “How can you help me?” 
 
    “We make a deal. We trade. You tell me Juan was at the party giving orders and I keep you from getting the needle.” 
 
    “He was there.” Barely audible, but Charlie said it. The recorder heard it.  
 
    “Thank you, Charlie. Let’s get you settled downstairs and get you something to eat.” 
 
    Charlie nodded, and the tears flowed at last. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE STEPPED INTO the corridor and Chief Calhoun nodded. He’d been watching through the window. “Good work. I’ll get him booked and out of sight downstairs before you finish with the other one.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chief. Wouldn’t want them having a family reunion downstairs in booking.” 
 
    He popped back behind door number one and smiled at Prince Coronado. “Anything you want to tell me before I book you, Juan?” 
 
    “You can’t book me. What you talkin bout?” 
 
    “Triple murder, sir. That’s what I’m talking.” 
 
    “I want my lawyer.” 
 
    “As soon as you’re booked, you can have your phone call.” 
 
    Coronado propelled himself across the table and went for Blaine’s throat. Blaine’s bad leg buckled, and Coronado had him on his back and gasping for air when the door burst open. Three Rangers grabbed the Prince and dragged him away. 
 
    One of the Rangers helped Blaine to his feet. “You okay, Mr. B?” 
 
    Blaine rubbed his throat and couldn’t speak. He took a few breaths, then squeaked it out, “Book him. Unlawful restraint. Kidnapping. Forcible confinement. First degree murder, three counts. Make sure he’s shackled and, in a cell, alone. No phone call for twenty-four hours.” 
 
    Barry smiled. “You got it.” 
 
    Before he left to get ready for his date, Blaine stuck his head in the Chief’s office. “We need warrants on the clubhouse and on his residence. Farrell said there were bricks of hundreds in the clubhouse. With that much money, there has to be product stored somewhere.” 
 
    “I’ll get one of the girls started on the warrants and I’ll recruit extra manpower from narcotics.” 
 
    Blaine gave the Chief a thumbs-up. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE JUMPED in the shotgun seat of the dark green surveillance vehicle belonging to the Blackmore Agency. A forest green Ford pickup with a matching camper unit on the back gave no hint of the level of technology contained within. 
 
    “Been hyped for this recon all day since you called me, girl. That and the fact that we’re working together and having dinner n’all.” He drove out the Coulter-Ross laneway and turned onto the highway.  
 
    “Gotta convince The Rule that Austin isn’t suitable for them,” said Annie.  
 
    “You get all the easy jobs.” Travis chuckled. 
 
    “The hardest part is keeping stuff from Blaine. He kind of knows I’m doing something, but a part of him doesn’t want to know.” 
 
    “Better if he doesn’t know. If he’s worrying constantly about your safety, he can’t do his own job properly.” 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    Travis parked, and they found a table inside the restaurant. After two drafts, steaks and baked potatoes, they were on the road again. 
 
    “Where to first?” 
 
    “Let’s try the motel. If they’re inside you can do the vehicle. If they’re gone, you can do the room.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE RUSHED home from headquarters, as fast as he could rush with Farrell driving and cursing his way through the rush hour traffic. Already later than he wanted it to be, Blaine tried deep breathing to calm himself. First dates were so fuckin stressful, you could expire before you ever got to be yourself—at least they were for him. 
 
    Introverts make boring dates. Hope she likes boring.  
 
    “Go get ready,” said Farrell, “I’ll park the truck and call the cab.” As Blacky limped up onto the porch Farrell hollered out the truck window. “You realize I could drive you?” 
 
    Blaine nodded as he gave a shout out to Carmelita in the kitchen, then mounted the stairs as fast as he was able.  
 
    He stripped down and noticed that the bandage was wrecked from the boot rubbing through his jeans. His leg ached. He’d been on his feet too much and he’d have to take pain meds. The boot helped take the pressure off, but it wasn’t a miracle worker.  
 
    He stepped into his huge newly tiled shower and almost scalded himself. He twisted out of the way of the deluge and his leg caught the worst of it. “Shit, the water’s too hot and I soaked my bandage. Fuck.” 
 
    After toweling off, he sat naked on the side of the bed trying to salvage what was left of the bandage the doctor had pointedly told him to keep dry. No good. It was wrecked. He’d have to start over.  “Farrell, help me,” he hollered. 
 
    Farrell galloped up the staircase and stopped dead in the doorway of Blaine’s room. The big blond ex-ganger was a couple years older than Blaine and made it his business to protect his foster brother. “What the hell are you doing? You ain’t even dressed?” 
 
    Blaine pointed at the pile of gauze padding and tape on the carpet. “My leg got soaked. Can’t get dressed. I need Carm and I need more bandage stuff.” 
 
    Farrell leaned down and glowered at the leg. “Look how red the fuckin stitches are. You shouldn’t be working.” 
 
    “Thanks, doc.” 
 
    “Shit, bro. At least get a pair of boxers on, and then you better call and tell new girl you’re running late.” Farrell jerked open a couple of drawers of Blaine’s dresser, and threw a pair of boxers at his brother. He stood at the top of the staircase and bellowed like a bull moose for Carmelita. 
 
    Blaine had underwear on before Carm came running up the stairs thinking the worst. He pointed to his leg. “I need a new bandage. Can you do it?” 
 
    “Si, but I don’t have the right size gauze pads and tape,” she said in Spanish. 
 
    “I’ll go to Walgreens,” said Farrell. “Did you call her yet?” 
 
    Blaine picked up his cell. “Doing it now.” 
 
    Clearly amused by Blaine’s dilemma, Farrell leaned on the doorframe to eavesdrop.  
 
    Pepper answered her cell on the first ring. “Hey, I’m almost ready.” 
 
    “I’m… gonna be late. I wanted this to be perfect, but I was late getting home and… never mind. I feel like a jerk. I’m having a problem with my leg.” 
 
    “Oh, no. Can I help?” 
 
    “Umm… I guess you could. I forgot you were a nurse.” 
 
    Pepper giggled. “How could you forget that?” 
 
    “Brain dead. Hectic day.” 
 
    “Tell me the problem.” Pepper listened, then said. “Why don’t I take a cab to your place, fix your leg and then we’ll order in. We can go out another night.” 
 
    Blaine let out a sigh. She’s so fuckin nice. 
 
    “Okay, but no cab. I’m sending my brother. He’s going to Walgreens anyway to replace the bandage stuff that I ruined.” 
 
    “Okay, see you soon.” 
 
    Farrell wore a smirk on his face. “I’m picking up your date, taking her to Walgreen’s and bringing her here? You’re an asshole. What’s her address?” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS CIRCLED the Easy Rest looking for the rental Jeep. 
 
    “No customers,” said Annie. “Just them in number four.” 
 
    “Are they all in one room?” 
 
    “Cozy.” 
 
    “I’ll pull in one spot over. Only take me a second to do it.” Travis parked, hopped out and was back in less than thirty seconds.  
 
    “You’re quick.” 
 
    “In some things.” 
 
    “Let’s park at the bar next door and watch for them to leave.” 
 
    “Can we make out while we wait?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Vince and his lackeys rounded the corner of the motel on foot. “Coming our way,” said Travis. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “That was the same bunch we saw before,” said Annie, “but not Linc and his three.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s not staying here.” 
 
    “He’s on my dime at the Hampton Inn.” 
 
    “Shit. How can that be true?” 
 
    “Classified.” 
 
    “Fuck, I hate it when you say that,” said Travis. He pulled into the spot next to the Jeep. “But I know it’s true.” 
 
    Travis leaned over the seat and grabbed a couple things from his tool box.  
 
    “Think the door will give you trouble?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t. Cheap hardware is easy to crack.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE SAT ON THE PORCH smoking and wondering how his first date with Pepper could get any worse. The thought hadn’t quite evaporated when the answer arrived in the form of two black SUV’s turning the corner with tires squealing.  
 
    He dove behind the porch railing and flattened himself against the floor boards—an automatic reaction as his brain clicked into what was happening. Blasts from the automatic weapons rendered him temporarily deaf as the rounds penetrated the new shakes on the front of the house in an ugly crisscross pattern.   
 
    Out of the corner of his right eye, a flash of white took the breath from his body. “Carm, no. Get back,” he hollered. “Stay inside.”  
 
    Then as fast as they had appeared, they were gone. 
 
    He was on his feet, no thought to his leg. He lifted Carm, pulled her out of the doorway, slammed the door behind him and called 911.  
 
    She was speaking in Spanish, but he wasn’t hearing her. He used her apron, wadded it up and pressed it against her arm. Tears rolled down his face as he tried to hold it together. 
 
    Lucky, I’m so lucky it was only her arm. 
 
    Farrell returned before first response, jerked the door open and dropped to his knees. “Was it them?” 
 
    “Black SUV’s—two of them. Get the Chief. Call Ortiz. Call tactical and sweep them. Now, before they get a chance…” 
 
    Farrell stepped into the family room and yelled commands into his phone.  
 
    Pepper stood in the doorway for a moment, pale as a ghost, sizing up the situation, then dropped down and took over. “Let me do this.” She took the apron from him. “Get water from the kitchen and a clean dish towel.”   
 
    Blaine gripped the hall table and pulled himself up. He limped to the kitchen, grabbed a towel from the pile of clean ones Carm had on the counter, and grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge.  
 
    “This is my fault. All my fault,” he mumbled as he handed the towel and the water to Pepper. 
 
    “Pour yourself a shot and drink it.” Her tone was even and focused. “Pull yourself together.” 
 
    She has emergency training. 
 
    “Yep.” He turned back to the kitchen and did just that. 
 
    Sirens sounded out front, and help had arrived. Paramedics were first through the door.   
 
    Blaine hovered over Carm and Pepper took his hand and moved him out of the way. “Let them have some space to work.” She grabbed up the bag she had dropped on the floor and led him to the kitchen. “Let me quickly bandage your leg, so you can do what you need to do. I’ll go with your mother. You need to do your cop stuff.” 
 
    He smiled but couldn’t speak as he sat on the kitchen chair and let her dress the wound.  
 
    Farrell stomped into the kitchen as she was finishing up the tape. He glanced at the bandage and nodded. “We’re all set to go.” 
 
    “Get my Beretta, my rifle and my Kevlar, bro.” 
 
    “Yep, I’ll grab a couple of shotguns too.” 
 
    Pepper leaned down, pushed Blaine’s long hair back from his face and kissed him on the mouth. “Be careful. Call me at the hospital when you can.” 
 
    “I will.” He gave her a card from his wallet. “Call Lily, she’s my assistant and she’ll meet you at the hospital. She’s good with Carm and she’ll drive you.” 
 
    Pepper shoved the card into her purse. Her snug black dress that appeared to be new had a big patch of blood on the side. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered. 
 
    Pepper winked at him. “Second date will be better.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE AND TRAVIS sat in the camper on the back of the green Ford and listened in on Vince and his men when they returned from the bar next to the Easy Rest.  
 
    “Why in hell didn’t Linc meet us at the bar like I told him to?” 
 
    “Maybe he’s gone rogue, boss.” 
 
    “I have a feeling in my gut that he killed Jules.” 
 
    “Don’t think so, boss. Linc is gutless.” 
 
    “They’ve got Linc’s number,” Annie whispered to Travis. 
 
    “Cops think it’s a pro.” 
 
    “How does Vince know what the cops think?” asked Travis. 
 
    “Contact on the inside?” 
 
    “We need to find out who it is.” 
 
    “Damn right,” said Annie, “Vince gets to live a little longer.” 
 
    Travis cranked his head around in the dark and stared. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Jesus, girl. I don’t even know you.” 
 
    “That’s right, Travis. You don’t.” 
 
    A cell phone rang in the motel room.  
 
    “Yeah. Bullshit. Where the hell were you?” 
 
    “Linc’s at the bar now. He had trouble finding it.” 
 
    “How do you want us to do it, boss?” 
 
    “We’ll have a beer and a short meeting, then when we go outside, we’ll do it there—in the parking lot.” 
 
    “Be better to do it at the motel. Closer to the Jeep to haul his ass out to the country someplace.”   
 
    “Knife fight outside the bar would look natural.”  
 
    “Okay, play it by ear.”  
 
    Annie picked up her Remington and tightened the screws on her scope.  
 
    Travis watched with interest. “Where you going?” 
 
    “Out.” 
 
    “Goddammit, girl, let me help you.” 
 
    “Stay here. I don’t need help.” 
 
    Travis grabbed her arm. “Hold up, girl. At least wear an earbud so I can talk to you. If you need me, say so.” 
 
    Annie blew out a breath and acquiesced. “Okay.” 
 
    She left the camper and ran to the rear of the parking lot, choosing a tree that put her midway between the crummy bar and the shitty motel. She checked the distance through the sight and thought it was okay.  
 
    I might not have to shoot at all, if Linc is only half the clown they think he is. 
 
    From her vantage point, Annie watched Vince and his men cross the parking lot from the motel and go into the bar again. 
 
    Wonder how long they’ll dick around in there? 
 
    It had been a good twenty minutes when Travis spoke to her and scared her senseless. She’d only worn a fucking earbud a couple times before and when Travis drawled that lazy way of talking in her ear, she jumped and almost fell out of the tree. 
 
    “You okay? They’re coming out now.”  
 
    Annie could see them plainly and she was pissed. Travis talking to her, made her nuts. She worked alone. Not with some asshole talking in her ear. She jerked the thing out and shoved it in her pocket. 
 
    They were all together now. Vince and his four, Linc and his three. Nine of the dirtiest fuckers she’d seen in a while.  
 
    Who’s going to kill who? 
 
    She peered at the miserable group edging towards the darkened area of the parking lot and thought she could smell them. The way bikers always smelled—leather, sweat, smoke, beer and oil. A combination she lived with all her life. An addiction.  
 
    She smiled wondering if there was biker rehab. 
 
    A quick one-eighty. Not many vehicles. Not a popular destination.   
 
    Does Linc know what’s going on? Is he ready? He’s not the sharpest tool. 
 
    Linc raised his voice. “I didn’t kill your cousin, Vince, I swear it.”   
 
    “You were here in the same motel—no other customers—I checked with the manager. You and him. You killed him.” 
 
    You’re lying, Vinnie. Bikers are professional liars. 
 
    “You got that wrong, boss. I didn’t stay here that night. I been staying at the Hampton Inn. I got a free room.” 
 
    “How the hell did you get a free room? Oh, I get it, the black-haired bitch you been hanging with. You’re fuckin her for a free room. Where is she?” 
 
    Another lie. 
 
    “We had a fight.” 
 
    “But she’s still paying for your room?” He gave Linc a shove and Linc staggered backwards. “Expect me to believe that?” 
 
    “I’m just using her for a free ride,” said Linc. “That’s what women are for.” 
 
    Wrong answer. 
 
    Annie could feel the heat rising in her neck and she wondered what she had ever seen in Linc Bolivar. He was not Sam, and never would be, even if he lived to grow up. 
 
    “I’m going to get some sleep,” said Vince. “You boys see that Linc gets back to his luxury hotel.” 
 
    Vince walked towards the motel with two of his boys beside him. The rest surrounded Linc, pushing and shoving him. They had their orders. 
 
    They’re going to beat him to death. 
 
    She grabbed the ear thing and hollered to Travis. “Phone it in. Have them all arrested.” 
 
    “That the way you want to play it?” 
 
    “Have to for now.” 
 
    Annie watched through her scope as two squads arrived, and the bikers scattered. The uniforms caught a couple and Travis rounded up the rest with the help of his shotgun. From where she sat in the crotch of the oak, she couldn’t see Linc clearly. He was just a form lying on the ground in the pitch dark. The paramedics hovered over him, then eased him onto a stretcher. 
 
    “Find out what hospital,” she said in Travis’ ear. 
 
    “Roger that, boss.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE RODE in the Chief’s SUV as they followed the tactical unit’s truck. All of Ortiz’ men from the gang squad in a dozen cruisers with sirens blaring and lights strobing rushed to the area where the Latin Princes roamed free. Free at least for the next few minutes.  
 
    The take-down squad swarmed the clubhouse and cuffed every kid inside before they knew what was happening. With little gunfire, they marched two dozen out to the wagon and loaded them in. 
 
     The officers in the gang squad seemed delighted to have a solid reason to arrest every Prince they saw running willy-nilly through the hood.  
 
    Media were next on the scene, not knowing what was going on, but along for the ride and the thrill of it, all the same.  
 
    Blaine spoke to Ortiz in his earbud. “Any sign of the two SUV’s?” 
 
    “We’ve got one of them. It’s stashed in Coronado’s garage and the engine is still warm. Haven’t found the other one yet. Called impound already to have it towed.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ortiz, I owe you.” 
 
    “Not as much as my guys owe you, Mr. B.” 
 
    Blaine turned to the Chief, “I need to get to the hospital. Farrell can finish up here for me.” 
 
    “So sorry about Mrs. Flores, Blacky,” said the Chief. “Hate it when innocents are hurt.” 
 
      
 
    CARM WAS STILL in surgery when Blaine arrived at Saint Mike’s. Pepper sat chatting with Lily in the waiting area, Styrofoam cups on the table in front of them. 
 
    Blaine sank exhausted into the chair next to Pepper, a person he barely knew. “Any word yet?” 
 
    Pepper shook her head. 
 
    “You get them, boss?” asked Lily. 
 
    “Rounded up dozens. It’ll take hours to interview them all.” 
 
    “But you don’t have to do that all by yourself, do you?” asked Pepper. 
 
    “No, the Chief will assign men to do it, and Farrell will want to talk to them. He’s beyond pissed.”  
 
    Blaine took a moment to look at his date. She was as tired as he was, probably starving and her dress was ruined. “Was that a new dress?” 
 
    A tiny smile played around her lips. “I didn’t have anything to go with the concept, so yeah, it was new.” 
 
    “I have dress insurance.” 
 
    Lily giggled. 
 
    “Not where I had planned to take you, but come on, girls, let’s go to the cafeteria and get the special. I’m about done for today, and I think we all could use some food.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS FOLLOWED the ambulance and drove Annie to the hospital to check on Linc. “What do you want to check on him for? I thought you wanted to be rid of The Rule.” 
 
    “I’ll do my job, Major Bristol, when the time comes. In the meantime, could you cut me a tiny bit of slack on this one thing? Might be worth it to you in the long run.” 
 
    Travis raised an eyebrow. Annie could always hint at sex and make him do anything. He felt akin to a trained labradoodle waiting for a treat, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.  
 
      
 
    AFTER BEING treated in emergency, Linc was admitted for overnight observation and taken upstairs. When he was settled, and Annie was allowed to see him, she stood at the end of his bed as the nurse left the room.  
 
    He opened his left eye a fraction. His right eye was sealed shut with swelling sticking out of his forehead the size of a softball. Blood crusted all around his mouth and nose, even though he’d been cleaned up downstairs. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey, yourself. Nice bunch of brothers you’ve got.” 
 
    “I can’t… go back.” 
 
    “No kidding.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    July 10th. 
 
    JESSE WATCHED his older brother Brian shake his head as he folded the morning paper and set it aside at the breakfast table. “Looks like Blacky is cleaning up a gang thing in the city.” He showed Jesse his doctor face and said, “I don’t want you involved in that, even in the smallest way.” 
 
    “I won’t be. The closest I’m getting is reading reports and witness statements. Trying to make sense of it while Blacky is doing the down and dirty.” 
 
    “As long as you’re staying out of the physical end of it,” said Brian. “Your days of running through back alleys chasing down bad guys is over.” 
 
    Jesse didn’t need to be reminded. He nodded and didn’t make further eye contact with Brian. 
 
    Molly carried two platters into the dining room and set them down. “I saw on the late news where there was a drive-by shooting in the city,” she said. “A lady got hurt.” 
 
    A rush of weakness flooded over Jesse and he blinked back the dizziness. A couple of deep breaths before he could pull out his cell and called Blaine. “Tell me the drive-by wasn’t aimed at you.” 
 
    “It was, partner. Carm was hit in the arm. She’s in the hospital.” Blaine gave him all the details and filled him in on the roundup afterwards. 
 
    “So senseless. Is she at Saint Mike’s? I’ll go and visit her.” 
 
    “She’s there, but unhappy. She wants to come home, but I haven’t made arrangements yet.” 
 
    “Send me any fresh info you get from the new arrests. That was quite a stash of drug money they confiscated from the clubhouse.” 
 
    “Made some departments happy, but we haven’t found where they keep the drug supply yet. Ripped everything apart and still didn’t find a trace.” 
 
    “That Coronado guy seems smart.” 
 
    “Smart and cocky, but we’ve got him on the murders,” said Blaine. “He ain’t going anywhere.” 
 
    “By the time the Princes reorganize a lot of their territory will be lost to them.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping.” 
 
    “Did… anyone… think of putting a bodyguard on you?” 
 
    “Yeah, anyone did. I have Jack and Greg on my ass and Rick and Andy stationed here at the house.” 
 
    “Damn right,” said Jesse. “Talk later.” He ended the call with all his brothers staring at him. “Carm got shot in the drive-by.” 
 
    “I’ve got a patient at Saint Mike’s,” said Brian, “I’ll take a peek at her this morning on my rounds.” 
 
    “Thanks, Brian.” Jesse pushed his chair back and stepped into the foyer with his cell. “Morning, Chief, can’t say I’m happy to hear about the drive-by.” 
 
    “None of us are. A show of power the Princes will regret if it’s the last thing I do. I’m bringing them down.” 
 
    “Excellent,” said Jesse. “Let me know if I can help with any of the paperwork. I’ve got time, sitting here on my ass.” 
 
    “How’s the baby?” 
 
    Jesse grinned and waved through the dining room door at Charity in her high chair. “As perfect as a baby can be.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE TOOK his second coffee of the morning with him in a traveler. It was that kind of a day. No breakfast. No Carm in the kitchen smiling at him as he sat half-asleep at the kitchen table. Disorganized and miserable… and that was the best of it. 
 
    I almost lost her. 
 
    Jack drove the junk truck—big white cube van with Jack the Junker painted on the side in huge blue letters—as a precaution, citing Blaine’s lifted truck with the chrome roll bars as an obvious target and off-limits for the time being. They were sacrificing comfort for safety and Blaine could do nothing but suck it up.  
 
    Greg sat in the back seat armed to the fuckin teeth. A scoped rifle, a shotgun, two Glocks and a Blackout to pick from. What did they think was gonna happen? It was only six or seven blocks to the hospital. 
 
    Blaine ignored the discomfort his leg kicked up and tried Annie’s cell. He hadn’t told her about Carm and she hated not being in the loop. Busy. It went to message. 
 
      
 
    FARRELL TOLD ANNIE about the drive-by while Travis drove to headquarters. “He was lucky, Mom. If the shooters had been any good at all, he’d be dead. I’m so fuckin pissed, I might break all their scrawny necks when I interview them.” 
 
    “Does he have a bodyguard?” 
 
    “Yeah, we got the word on that. Jack and Greg aren’t to leave his side, and the other two junkers are watching the house.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Mom… promise me you won’t do anything nuts, okay?” 
 
    “I won’t sweetheart. I’ll play it cool with Blaine and go see Carm today.” 
 
    I’ll kill that Prince fucker. His days are numbered. 
 
    “Carm was lucky too. She could have been killed.” 
 
    “Is Travis with you?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s doing interrogations with me this morning. Why? You’re not horsing around with him again, are you, Mom?” 
 
    “Nope. No horsing.” 
 
      
 
    CARM sat propped up in bed, smiling at him when he came into her room with Jack and Greg on his heels.  
 
    Blaine sat down in the only guest chair and tried to hold her right hand around the needle and the tubing. Her left arm was bandaged and supported on two pillows. Just looking at her lying there helpless, made tears burn behind his eyes. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he said in a whisper. “I should have protected you better than I did.” 
 
    In Spanish she said, “Bad people will get what they deserve.” 
 
    If only that were true. 
 
    “Did the doctor say when you could leave?” 
 
    “Manana.” 
 
    “I’ll get someone to help us.” 
 
    Carm shook her head. “Lilita.” 
 
    “You talked to Lily already?” 
 
    “Si.” 
 
    “I’ll see how the first day goes. If we need someone to help with the cooking, I’ll hire somebody.” 
 
    Carm made a face and shook her head. 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “You don’t want anybody in your kitchen, I get it, but you need to rest when you come home, and the men are staying at the house. We have to feed them. I’ll get somebody for a while. You can be la jefa.” 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    He kissed her forehead and stood up to leave. “I’ll ask at the desk what time you can leave tomorrow.” He stood, and his two shadows were on the move. On the way out of the room he almost crashed into Misty, a huge bouquet of flowers in her hand. 
 
    Damn. I should have bought flowers for Carm. 
 
    “Hi, Blaine.” Misty’s eyes flashed anger, but she kept it out of her voice. “Nice to see you.” She eyed Jack and Greg on either side of him. 
 
    She’s talking like we’re strangers. 
 
    “You too, Misty. How’s Hoodoo?” 
 
    Blaine inhaled a lungful of fragrance that rendered him a little light headed. Was it her perfume or the flowers?  
 
    I love her hair. I always loved her hair.  
 
    “He’s doing a lot better than me. I wish we could talk civilly and work out our differences.” 
 
    Do I want to go another round with Misty? 
 
    “Maybe after I get this case wrapped up. There’s no time right now. Sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry seems to be the word of the hour.” She brushed past them and hurried to Carm’s bedside. 
 
    Jack gave him the eye as they stepped into the elevator but didn’t comment. 
 
      
 
    BACK IN THE TRUCK, Blaine called Ortiz to see if the gang squad had made any progress with the kids they’d picked up.  
 
    “Hey, Blacky, how’s your mother? Damn shame she got caught in that mess.” 
 
    Not my mother, but close to it. 
 
    “She’ll be okay. Coming home tomorrow.” 
 
    “The guys on the street say that the Punos are pushing into Prince’s territory and making inroads.” 
 
    “The Princes lost their stash of cash, but we didn’t find their pantry,” said Blaine. “Still looking.”  
 
    “Coronado get himself a lawyer?” 
 
    “He’ll be hollering for his phone call this morning. I’m on my way to Leighton’s office.” 
 
    “Let me know.” 
 
    While Jack cruised around looking for a parking spot near the DA’s office, Blaine called Pepper. 
 
    “I didn’t get a chance to thank you properly for helping Carm and bandaging my leg in a hurry yesterday.” 
 
    “No problem. Glad to help your mother. How is she?” 
 
    “Carm isn’t my mother, but that’s another story. Her arm will be useless for a while, and she’ll be mad as hell that she can’t cook properly, but she’ll get over it.” 
 
    “Oh, she’s your housekeeper. Sorry.” 
 
    “No, she’s not. I don’t have time to explain it right now.” 
 
    “Are you safe in your neighborhood? I’ve been worried.” 
 
    “My security has been tightened both home and away.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Do you want to try for another date? Better than the last one?” 
 
    “Umm… my Dad came down on me pretty hard after he read the story in the Statesman. He’s worried about our …friendship.” 
 
    “Don’t blame him for that. I’m not safe to be around right now. I’ll call you next week.” 
 
    “Thanks for understanding.” 
 
    It won’t be any different next week. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE PARKED IN visitors and sat behind the wheel of her truck for a minute wondering what she could do to save Linc Bolivar from his own gang, and more to the point—why did she want to? Linc was a waste of space. Neither the guts nor the toughness to be VP of a gang as brutal as The Rule, his ride to the top had been fueled by his brother’s position in the club, and nothing else. His free ticket had expired. Linc was on his own and not equipped to deal. 
 
    She heaved a sigh and was reaching across the console for her purse when her cell rang. Kevin Bennet. 
 
    “Hey, Kevin.” 
 
    “Good morning, Annie. You wanted to know when there was activity on that building.” 
 
    “Yep. Something happening?” 
 
    “My colleague, Jeff Bush, has a showing this morning at eleven.” 
 
    “Great. Let him show it, but tell him you have an offer coming in.” 
 
    “Do I?” 
 
    “You do.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re up to, Annie, but one thing I know for sure—you don’t want that building for the usual reasons.” 
 
    “Perceptive, Kev. Don’t let curiosity get you into trouble.” 
 
    “Okay, I won’t. Back at you later.” 
 
    “Thanks, babe.” 
 
    “Ooh, now we’re making progress,” said Kevin. 
 
    Annie giggled and ended the call.  
 
    You’re not my type, Kevin. 
 
    She hurried into the hospital wondering why she was even there. Linc was a loose end. Nothing more. 
 
    He was dressed and pulling on his Harley boots when she opened the door of his room.  
 
    “Going somewhere?” 
 
    “I’ve been released.” 
 
    Annie took in the picture and it wasn’t a pretty one. His face was a mass of swelling and dark colors. Perfect mask for a horror movie. Blood mats stuck portions of his long hair together in clumps of ugliness and his clothes were covered in filth from his roll in the parking lot of the scum bar. 
 
    He glanced up and tried to smile. “Glad you’re here. I knew you’d help me.” 
 
    Fuck you. 
 
    She leaned on the end of the bed and asked, “Do you have family or friends in another state?” 
 
    “Why? Can’t you take me to your place? Wherever that is?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Why are you here, then?” 
 
    “I’ll put you on a plane or a bus, but that’s all I’m doing.” 
 
    “I thought we had something going on.” He stared with one eye open. 
 
    “You thought wrong, kid.” 
 
    “But you put me in a hotel and you wanted me. I know you did.” 
 
    “My second mistake.” 
 
    “What was the first one?” 
 
    “Not killing you in Sonoma.” 
 
    Annie turned and walked out the door. 
 
      
 
    PERRY LEIGHTON grinned and extended his hand when Blaine entered his office. Jack and Greg had opted to sit and wait in the outer office with Miss Simpkins. Not that she was close to being eye candy—more of the aging librarian type—but she had fresh coffee and a box of donuts going for her. 
 
    “I have coffee ready for you, son. After what you’ve been through I figured it was the least I could do.” 
 
    “Thanks, you remembered my addition to caffeine.” 
 
    “I remember lots of things about you, Blaine, and all of them fondly. You’re one of the bright spots in this job.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Blaine poured a little cream into the cup Leighton pushed across the desk to him. 
 
    “You said on the phone you wanted to talk about Juan Aldana?” 
 
    “Uh huh. I just want to be absolutely certain that he has no chance at bail, and I wondered when would be the earliest he could be indicted.” 
 
    “I’ve already informed his attorney, there would be no bail. Grand Jury is sitting this week, and his case is scheduled first on the agenda.” 
 
    Blaine sipped his coffee. “Excellent.” 
 
    “A brutal murderer with a lot of young followers,” said Leighton. “We can’t let him back on the street.” 
 
    “Detective Ortiz told me this morning that the Punos are pushing into Prince’s territory.” 
 
    “The gangs will always be there, pushing and shoving each other, but Aldana was out of control. He has to be locked up on death row in Huntsville as an example to the wanabees who see him as a role model.” 
 
    “After viewing the victims at the crime scene, I’d say the needle is too good for him,” said Blaine. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE SAT in her old dark blue Ram at the edge of the hospital parking lot waiting for Linc Bolivar to make his exit. If the gang played true to form, a couple of guys would be waiting for him, they’d follow him to a less populated area and cap him. Job done. 
 
    If she could foil Vince’s plans one by one as he made them, Vince would take his motley crew and go back to Vegas and mind his own. That’s what the man wanted for reasons he hadn’t shared, and that’s what her job was. 
 
    The glass door opened, Linc limped down the three steps and shuffled towards the street like an old man of eighty. Under his filthy jeans, his legs were, in all likelihood, bruised and sore. For a nanosecond she almost felt sorry for him. 
 
    Emotions don’t belong in this job. 
 
    But what kind of an idiot biker would tell the boss he was thinking of a career change and expect to walk away? Linc Bolivar for one. 
 
    He started down the sidewalk heading east, and Annie started her truck. She’d wait until he was down the block before pulling out onto the road. Her Remington lay across the passenger seat beside her Beretta, both ready for action. 
 
    Once on the road, she could see him half a block ahead of her, sitting on the bench at the bus stop. She drove around the block the opposite way, waited until she saw the bus coming, then dropped in behind. 
 
    She followed the bus not knowing its route or destination.  
 
    Linc wouldn’t have a clue where the bus was going. He’s not from Austin. 
 
    As she crawled along behind the bus, she saw the Jeep in her rearview. She had company doing exactly what she was doing—only the reasons were different. 
 
    The bus pulled to the curb, stopping in front of a strip mall and Linc got off with several other passengers. He walked through the parking lot and into a Budget rental. 
 
    Renting a car. Good, he’s leaving town. 
 
    Fifteen minutes passed as Annie sat parked in one of the spots where she could see the front of the store, and she could also see the line of rental vehicles down the side of the building. The bikers in the Jeep sat three vehicles away from her doing the same thing. 
 
    A guy in uniform walked Linc from the store front, down the line of available rentals to a Chevy compact. He pressed the key fob, opened the door for Linc and handed him the keys. Linc pulled the car out of the line and gave the guy a wave as he headed for the street.  
 
    Annie watched the Jeep drop in one vehicle behind Linc, then she waited her chance and did the same. They had a convoy now—heading where? 
 
    Linc headed west. 
 
    He is nuts if he’s going back to Vegas. 
 
    A few twists and turns through the city and it was obvious, Linc Bolivar was going home. He flicked on his blinker and took the ramp for the I-10. 
 
    Annie followed, waiting for the Jeep to make a move on Linc. If he hadn’t made his club brothers in his rear view, he was a bigger idiot than she thought. Maybe he was armed and ready to stand his ground. Possible but not probable. She’d seen Linc’s true colors—Linc Bolivar was a coward. 
 
    The July heat was vicious, but Annie chose wind over air conditioning as she cruised along the interstate, watching and waiting for something to happen. 
 
    Twenty minutes out of the city, just past the blue rest stop sign, Linc pulled into the turning lane at the last possible minute. The Jeep, three vehicles behind him, eased off the road in front of Annie.  
 
    She followed the Jeep when it bypassed the arrow for vehicle parking and headed into the far parking lot designated for campers and big rigs. The bikers chose a spot behind three semis, near a copse of trees and out of sight of the building. 
 
    Annie backed in next to the Jeep on the driver’s side. Before either guy got out, she opened her door, leaned forward displaying a large helping of cleavage and smiled at the biker in the driver’s seat.  
 
    He smiled back and opened his door, his mission temporarily on the back burner. “Hey, baby, help you with something?” 
 
    “Sure, can.” Annie offered a big smile as she pulled her Beretta with the suppressor from behind her back and shot them both in the head.  
 
    Pop. Pop. 
 
    She kicked the door of the Jeep closed, picked up her brass and was gone. She caught the first turn-around and headed back to the city. 
 
    As she sped back to Austin, her cell rang. “Kevin, what have you got for me?” 
 
    “Offer coming in on the building. My competition is excited that there’s going to be a little bidding war.” 
 
    “I’m twenty minutes from Smithville. You can buy me lunch.” 
 
    “My pleasure. I’ll make a reservation and meet you at the steakhouse.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL AND TRAVIS spent all morning interrogating members of the Latin Princes and had little to show for their efforts. The esteemed leader of their violent little family was in the lockup and they weren’t talking to cops. 
 
    “Let’s get some lunch,” said Travis. “All that talking for nothing made me about starved.” 
 
    “I could eat,” said Farrell. “Where do you want to go?” 
 
    “Don’t care. Waterburger is good.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” Farrell drove the three blocks and they got a table. 
 
    They ordered, and Travis’ phone rang. “Hey, boss, how’s the vacay going?” 
 
    “Not worth a damn, Trav. Rather be working.” 
 
    “Heard you were reviewing reports and statements.” 
 
    “I am. Reviewing material and looking for something—anything we could use. That’s why I’m calling. I couldn’t get Blacky. I think his phone is turned off.” 
 
    “He’s with the DA this morning.” 
 
    “Yep, so anyway, on one of the old arrest records for Aldana—the Prince dude—his address was listed as an apartment on Fourth Street. Write this down. I checked and he’s still paying rent on that place.” 
 
    Travis pulled out a pen and scribbled on a napkin. “Good digging, boss.” 
 
    “Find out if the warrant was for all his holdings and if it was, toss the apartment. He might be using it as a safe house.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” said Travis. “Going back to headquarters now. Let you know.”   
 
    Farrell ate his last onion ring. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Jesse thinks we might have missed one of Coronado’s properties. Got to get on it.” 
 
    “Let’s go. I’ll call Blacky while you drive.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE WAS LATE.  
 
    “I’m joining Kevin Bennett,” she said to the hostess and hurried across the steakhouse to the table by the window where he’d already consumed half a draft. Her beer waited for her in a tall glass beside her napkin.  
 
    Kevin jumped to his feet like the polite Texan he was, pulled out her chair for her and kissed her on the cheek.  
 
    “Thanks, sugar. Busy morning. It’ll be nice to have a bit of down time with you.” 
 
    “I’m always happy to spend time with you, Annie. You’re one of my favorite people.” 
 
    “You’re a sweet man, Kevin Bennett.” She picked up the menu and then put it aside. I think I’ll have the lunch special. It’s usually good.” 
 
     “You don’t know what it is. What if you don’t like it?” 
 
    “I’m an optimist.” 
 
    He chuckled and finished his beer. “Do you want to talk business or wait until after dessert?”  
 
    “How do you know I’m going to order dessert?” 
 
    “I don’t. It was a rhetorical question.” 
 
    She winked at him. “I thought you were showing me your psychic side.” 
 
    “I do have visions, but they’re too personal to share.” 
 
    “How much has the purchaser offered on the building?” 
 
    “They haven’t made the offer in writing yet, but they’re talking eighty-seven thousand.” 
 
    “Tell the vendor I’m offering ninety-five.” 
 
    Kevin set his beer down and smiled. “What in hell are you doing, Annie?” 
 
    “Doing my job, Kev. Just doing my job.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE CHECKED his cell after leaving the DA’s office and saw the missed calls from Jesse and Travis. Before he even scrolled to Jesse’s number Chief Calhoun called. 
 
    “Where are you, Blacky?” 
 
    “In the truck in front of the DA’s office. What’s up?” 
 
    “I’ve secured a warrant from Judge Thomas on an apartment still held by Juan Aldana. Jesse came across it on an old arrest record. Travis and Farrell are picking up the warrant and they’ll meet you at this address.” Blaine grabbed a pen from his briefcase and jotted it down. 
 
    “We’ll need forensics too,” said Blaine. 
 
    “Yep, they’re on their way.”   
 
    Jack pulled out into traffic. “Where to, boss?” 
 
    “I’ll punch it in,” said Blaine. “Be faster.” He called Jesse to thank him. “Hey, good find on the apartment. Heading there now, partner.” 
 
    “Might be empty, but I’m hopeful. He’s paying rent on it for a reason and I’d love to be there to check it out with my crew,” said Jesse. “A few more weeks and I can drive.” 
 
    “We miss you, Jesse,” said Blaine, “Take care of yourself.” 
 
    He pressed end and called Farrell. “Get the warrant?” 
 
    “Have it in my hand and we’re almost at the address. Meet you there.” 
 
    “Roger that,” said Blaine, “I’m about ten minutes behind you.”  
 
      
 
    FARRELL PARKED at the curb in front of the apartment building, and the squad pulled in behind. A yellow brick ten storey in a low-rent area with colorful graffiti decorating all four sides.  
 
    They stood in a knot at the front door making a quick plan. Farrell pointed, “Back door, front door. Check for a fire escape. If there’s anybody in the apartment, the bastards are gonna run.” 
 
    “Yep.” The uniformed officers took off to seal the exits and Travis and Farrell stepped into the small glassed-in space between the two sets of doors.  
 
    Travis pressed the button for the super and they waited until a gray-haired man in coveralls plodded across the lobby and opened the inside door. “What do you want?” 
 
    Farrell held up his creds. “Police. Open the door, sir.” 
 
    “Who do you want to see?” 
 
    Farrell pushed the door open wide enough to get through and said, “None of your business, sir. Go back to your apartment.” 
 
    “Why?” The old man stuck his chin out, bristling with gray whiskers. “I want to know what’s going on in my building.” 
 
    Farrell pushed the elevator button. “Ain’t your building, you just work here. Go on back to your place.” 
 
    “No cops are gonna tell me what to do. I’m coming with you.” He pointed to the ‘super’ word embroidered on his pocket. “I’m the boss in this building.” 
 
    Travis nodded and let the old guy shuffle into the elevator. He pulled his cuffs off his belt, grabbed one of the old man’s skinny wrists and cuffed him to the safety bar in the elevator. The elevator stopped on the fourth floor and Travis and Farrell got out. 
 
    “Hey, you fuckers can’t leave me in here.” His voice faded away as the elevator doors closed. 
 
    Farrell pointed. “Four-ten. Down this way.” 
 
    The hot, stuffy hallway smelled of grease and burnt food. The carpet was worn through to the subfloor in spots and stuck up in others trying to trip you up in the dim light.  
 
    “No air in the hallways,” said Travis. He stopped in front of four-ten and pulled out his gun.  
 
    Farrell stood on the other side of the door with a shotgun in his hand. He gave Travis a nod. 
 
    “This is the police,” said Travis. “Open the door.” 
 
    They waited for a response. “Hear anything?” asked Farrell. 
 
    Travis nodded and winked at his partner. “Somebody hollered for help.” He took a step back and smashed the door a good one with his boot. It splintered around the lock and crashed open.  
 
    Farrell ran in with the shotgun levelled and ready to fire. A knife whizzed through the air from behind him, caught his shoulder and stuck in. Farrell spun around and pulled the trigger. He fired low. The deafening shotgun blast hit the kid’s legs and he went down screaming.  
 
    “Gun,” hollered Farrell, but Travis had drawn a bead on the second kid already and pulled the trigger. The kid’s Glock flew out of his hand as hit the floor, rolling, screaming and clutching his blood-spurting knee.   
 
    “Anymore of you assholes in here?” hollered Farrell, waving the Winchester in front of him. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” hollered Travis. “You’re bleeding like a fuckin fountain, partner. We gotta get that goddam knife out of your back.” 
 
    “Best leave it until they get here,” said Farrell, spitting out the words through clenched teeth. “I’ll clear the rest of this hole while you get an ambulance for those fuckers.” 
 
    “You need one too,” yelled Travis, hyped high on adrenaline. “Calling for two.” 
 
    Farrell searched the rest of the small apartment leading with the shotgun. Bedroom was empty. Unmade bed. One dresser with a couple of drawers half open. Nobody under the bed. Nobody in the closet. 
 
    Metal boxes in the closet. Could be.  
 
    Next, he checked the bathroom and as he opened the door he thought he heard the rustle of plastic.  
 
    Shower curtain. 
 
    “Come on out of there with your hands on your head and I won’t kill you.” 
 
    No response, but he could hear the kid breathing. “Do it now.” 
 
    “Don’t kill me,” the kid said in Spanish. He stuck a leg out of the tub and pushed the curtain back. His hands were on his head. 
 
    He’s about fourteen. Fuck. 
 
    Noise in the other room signaled the arrival of the medics from the first ambulance. They loaded up the two shooting victims, started IV’s and wheeled them out. Travis sent a pair of uniforms to the hospital with them.  
 
    Farrell marched kid number three out to Travis. “Take my cuffs and secure this little dude for me, partner.” 
 
    Travis nodded. He’d used his own cuffs on the super. Travis cuffed the kid and pointed to the floor. “Sit over there and don’t move and keep quiet.” 
 
    The kid plopped down and leaned against the wall. “You rotten cops kill my amigos?” he yelled in Spanish. 
 
    Travis waved his gun and hollered back, “Yep, dead like you’re gonna be if you don’t shut up.”  
 
    At that point, Blaine arrived with Jack and Greg. “Shit did we miss all the excitement?” Then he saw the knife sticking out of Farrell’s shoulder. He turned to one of the paramedics from the second ambulance and said, “Help my brother. He’s got a knife stuck in him.” 
 
    The tall medic with Ryan on his name tag examined Farrell’s shoulder and said, “We need to take him to the hospital. That’s buried deep. I can’t pull it out here.” 
 
    “Take him,” said Blaine, “and I’m coming with him.” To Travis: “Take the scene until the lab people get here. I’ll send one of the uniforms up from the lobby to take the kid to headquarters.” 
 
    “Metal lock boxes in the closet,” said Farrell in a whisper. His face was losing color rapidly. 
 
    “Okay,” said Travis. “We’ll check the boxes along with every inch of this place.” Something caught Travis’s eye on the kitchen table and he grabbed it up. “Brochure here for Misty’s house, boss.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” said Blaine. “Shows premeditation.” 
 
    Travis leaned closer. “Looky here, another one for an address out in West Oak.” 
 
    The paramedics were wheeling Farrell out the door. 
 
    “Write the address down,” said Blaine. “I’ve got to go.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE RODE in the ambulance with Farrell. He sat on the other side of the truck and watched the young medic try to stop up the bleeding as much as he could around the blade of the knife.  
 
    Sirens blared, as they raced through city streets and they arrived at the hospital in under six minutes. Blaine timed it. Farrell was whisked out of the bus and straight through the Emergency doors.  
 
    Blaine took a seat in the waiting area and scrolled to Annie’s number. 
 
    “Hey, sweetheart,” she said. 
 
    “Mom… Farrell got hurt. You better bring Neil.” 
 
    “Bring Neil?” Blaine heard her breath catch. “Baby, how bad is it?” 
 
    “Knife wound to the shoulder. He’s lost a lot of blood.” 
 
    “I’m coming. Where?” 
 
    “Saint Mike’s.” 
 
    “Neil will go insane.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    Next, Mary. 
 
    “Mary, this is Blaine.” 
 
    “What’s up? More gangers biting it? My boss is loving the series on the gang clean up. It’s selling papers.” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s not why I’m calling. It’s Farrell.” 
 
    He heard her take in a big gulp of oxygen. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Saint Mike’s. He’s in Emergency, but I think he’ll be moving to surgery shortly. Don’t rush, you won’t be able to see him for a while.” 
 
    “Surgery? Is he… shot?”  
 
    “Nope. Knife in his shoulder. A kid threw it at him.” 
 
    “Oh, my God. I’ll be there soon.” 
 
    Blaine turned to Jack who sat next to him, “How about some coffee, Jack. We might be here for a while yet.” 
 
    “I’ll go to the cafeteria. I’m not drinking the vending machine poison.” 
 
    “Good call,” said Blaine. He pressed Lily’s contact. “Hey, Lil, are you lonely in the office?” 
 
    “Nope, Andy and Rick are lurking.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “Can you find us a cook for a couple of weeks?”  
 
    “I can cook.” 
 
    “Shit, Lil. Carm said you were taking care of it, but we have a lot of people to feed. Get somebody to help.” 
 
    “Know what? Rick and I were talking about it and he loves to cook. He’s been eyeballing our gourmet kitchen too—in secret. We’re going to share the cooking.” 
 
    “Okay, if it’s what you want to do. If you get tired of it, we’ll call an agency.” 
 
    “Okay, deal. Where are you now?” 
 
    “At the hospital. Farrell got stabbed.” 
 
    “No. Does Mary know?” 
 
    “She’s coming. He’s in surgery getting sewed up. They might be giving him a pint too. He lost a lot.” 
 
    “Damn it.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE FOUND NEIL behind the house hitting fly balls to the kids. Farrell’s little brother who had come to her when he was thirteen, was home from college for the summer.  
 
    She watched him play with Jackson and Lucy for a minute, then interrupted. “Neil, I need to talk to you for a minute.” 
 
    He turned and leaned the bat against the picnic table. “What’s up, Mom?” 
 
    He pushed his blond curls back and wiped the sweat off his forehead. “How hot is it? Like a hundred?” 
 
    “Hundred and four,” said Annie. “We have to go to Austin.” 
 
    Neil froze and stared at her. “What happened to Farrell?” 
 
    Annie held up a hand. “He’s okay. It’s not too serious.” 
 
    Neil dropped his head into his hands. “He’s shot. Somebody shot him again.”   
 
    “Nope. He has a knife wound in his shoulder and the doctor is fixing it right now. He’s going to be fine.” 
 
    Neil lost color, but he pulled it together. “Let me take off my cleats and put some boots on.” 
 
      
 
    MARY ARRIVED FIRST, pale and weepy over Farrell getting hurt. Blaine sat her between him and Jack and tried to make her feel better, but it wasn’t working. Farrell was the moon and stars to Mary Polito. 
 
    “I’m going for more coffee,” said Jack. He wasn’t good with tearful women. He’d almost made his escape when Annie arrived with Neil. 
 
    Neil took a stance in front of Blaine and said, “Where was Travis in all of this? Wasn’t he watching my brother’s back?” 
 
    Blaine snapped an answer back at his foster brother. “Travis was taking down a kid with a gun that would’ve killed your brother, Neil. Sit down and man up.” 
 
    “Right, Blacky. Thanks for bringing me to my senses.” 
 
    Blaine smirked. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Annie hugged Blaine and then Mary. She took Jack’s seat next to Mary and held her hand. “Don’t worry. Farrell is tough. He’s not going to let a little stab wound bother him.” 
 
    Mary dabbed her dark eyes with a wad of Kleenex. 
 
    “Mom, I wouldn’t say the wound was little until we have the facts from the doctor,” said Neil. 
 
    “Okay, baby. You’re right. I’ll wait until we get the facts.” She reached over and touched Neil’s face. “Your momma loves you.” 
 
    Blaine stood up and moved away from the others to take a call from the Chief.  
 
    “How’s Farrell doing? Travis came in to do his paperwork on the three arrests in the apartment and told me about the stab wound.” 
 
    “Still in surgery,” said Blaine, “From what I saw, it’s high on the left side of his back. Could be muscle damage, but I’m no doctor.” 
 
    “Hate it when my boys get hurt.” The Chief whispered, “My best boys.” 
 
    “Jesse made a good catch on the old apartment,” said Blaine. “Can’t wait to hear how many kilos are stashed there.” 
 
    “Haven’t got the numbers yet, but it must be big. Phil Simms went over in person to do the inventory. But I called for another reason, Blacky. State Highway Patrol have a scene and before I knew about Farrell, I told them you would want to take a look at it.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Where?”  
 
    “First rest area going west on I-10. Two dead bikers in a rented Jeep. They have Nevada DL’s.” 
 
    “Hell, yeah, maybe they’re the ones I’m looking for. I’m nowhere on the dead guy in the motel. I’ll leave Annie here with Farrell and take a run out there.” 
 
    “Keep me in the loop.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE SAT with Neil and watched Blaine making calls while he waited for word on Farrell.  
 
    I’m so lucky to have such good boys. 
 
    Then Blaine stood up and gathered up his briefcase. “I have to go, Mom. Keep watch until I get back and call when there’s news.” 
 
    “Where do you have to go, sugar?” 
 
    “Not too far. Rest area out on the highway.” 
 
    Shit. I don’t want Blaine out there. 
 
    “Why don’t you let somebody else take it, honey. You should stay with Farrell.” 
 
    “By the time I get back, Farrell won’t even be awake. He’ll still be in recovery.” He leaned down and kissed her. “I swear, I won’t be long.” 
 
    “Okay, after we see that Farrell is okay, we’ll all go to dinner while we’re in the city.” Annie squeezed Mary’s hand and she nodded. 
 
    Blaine met Travis in the doorway. Blaine turned and pointed across the crowded waiting room. “Stay with Annie and Mary. Phone me the second you know anything.” 
 
    “Right, boss.” 
 
      
 
    JACK SPED ALONG the interstate and Greg said from the backseat. “Jack, right there. That’s the first rest area.”  
 
    Jack cranked the wheel and as they passed the first parking area the yellow tape and activity around the Jeep was clearly visible in the far corner of the second lot. “Hotter than hell this afternoon. Those corpses will be crawling with flies in record time.” Jack got as close as he could to the scene and parked.    
 
    “Hold that thought,” said Blaine as he eased out of the truck. His leg was better, but not better. 
 
    Highway patrol had blocked off the big rig parking area and the trucks were turning into the smaller area they had just passed. Blaine glanced up when he heard more grinding of gears and down-shifting and thought a grid-lock was in the making. 
 
    The crime scene unit was busy photographing the position of the bodies before the medical examiner moved them. Blaine stood behind the tech with the camera and had a good long look.  
 
    They never got out of the Jeep. Good shots. Left temple on both. Someone shot them from the driver’s side. His window is closed. Was the door open? Why did the driver open his door?  
 
    “Suppressor?” Blaine asked. 
 
    “I think so,” said the ME. “Typical execution.” 
 
    “Thanks for letting me have a look,” said Blaine. “I’ll get copies of your report when you send it to Chief Calhoun.” 
 
    Jack and Greg stood a little way back looking on. Blaine joined them. “Almost identical to the guy in the Easy Rest Motel. Somebody has a hate on for The Rule.”  
 
    Jack smirked. “Not a totally bad thing.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL OPENED HIS eyes, saw the crowd around his bed and went back to sleep.  
 
    The next time he woke, only Mary and Neil were there.  
 
    Mary leaned down and kissed him. “We can only stay for a minute, sweetheart. The doctor wants you to sleep until morning.” 
 
    “I’m tired,” mumbled Farrell. He turned his head and focused on his brother. “Neil, don’t worry. I’m okay.” 
 
    Neil nodded and didn’t speak. 
 
    “I want to sleep. Make sure Mom doesn’t cry. Okay?” 
 
    Neil nodded. 
 
    “Y’all come back tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    THEY MET FOR DINNER at Logan’s. Annie had secured a table and ordered a draft while she waited for the rest to arrive. 
 
    Mary seemed a little lost without Farrell, but she tried to encourage Neil whose emotions were ragged at best. “Once the drugs wear off, he’ll be his old self, Neil. Stop worrying.” 
 
    “I’m okay. I’m an adult, Mary. I’m not a little kid anymore.” 
 
    Annie smiled at him. 
 
    He’s so sweet. 
 
    Travis sat on the other side of Annie and she could feel the heat he was throwing off. In spite of all his faults, Travis was a stud and he loved her. It wasn’t a secret. They had surveillance together later and she was looking forward to it. 
 
    After dinner, she drove Neil home to the ranch. “We’ll go to the hospital tomorrow morning, and he’ll be a lot better. You’ll see.”  
 
    “What if he gets infection in the night and dies and I never see him again?” Neil had run his hand through his curly hair so many times it looked like a rat’s nest. “What if that happens, Mom?” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen, Neil. The staff at the hospital won’t let that happen.” 
 
    He sat on a stool at the kitchen island. “No use going to bed. I won’t be able to sleep.” 
 
    “I’ll make you some hot chocolate.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom. I love you.” 
 
    After Neil finally found a game and settled in front of the TV, Annie poured herself a Lone Star and sat at the harvest table in the kitchen. Her cell rang.  
 
    “Kevin, what’s happening?” 
 
    “Your competition is upping his offer.” 
 
    “I don’t care what his offer is, just make sure you make mine higher.” 
 
    Kevin sounded tired. “I don’t think you want the property, Annie. Do you know this guy and it’s some kind of payback or something?” 
 
    “Nope, I don’t know him. Nothing like that. It’s strictly business, and I need to insure he doesn’t get the property.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m not going to pry. I’ll take you at your word.” 
 
    “Thanks, Kevin. Talk to you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS PICKED ANNIE up in the surveillance unit at ten after ten, and they cruised up highway seventy-one into Austin. He picked a spot at the back of a Wal-Mart parking lot, a couple of blocks away from the Easy Rest. 
 
    “Will we be able to hear from this far away?” asked Annie. 
 
    “Uh huh. Sure.” 
 
    Travis locked the cab before they walked around to the back door of the unit and climbed into the camper. 
 
    Annie sat on one of the black stools and watched him get the equipment up and running. She picked up a headset. “Should I put this on?” 
 
    “When they start talking, I’ll put it on speaker and you won’t need to.” 
 
    “Thanks for doing this, Trav. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “I’m happy we’re spending some alone time together. We need to move onto a better page than the one we’ve been on for a long while.” 
 
    “Can we?” asked Annie, “get past the past, I mean?” 
 
    “I want to,” was all he said.   
 
    Travis sat with the head set on and drank a Coke while they waited. After twenty minutes he nodded, flicked a couple of switches and they heard Vince Cabrelli hollering at his men. 
 
    “How in fucking hell could this happen? How did Bolivar get the drop on them? Those guys were soldiers. Way above Bolivar’s pay grade. I have a hard time believing he capped them, but he must have. Who else would ice our guys here in Austin?” 
 
    “Don’t know, boss. Have no idea.” 
 
    “Two of my best men dead, and that asshole Bolivar is in the wind.” 
 
    Travis raised an eyebrow. He hadn’t heard about the bodies at the rest area. How did Vince find out? His buddy in the Austin PD? 
 
    “I’m calling the club and putting mayhem out on him. The boys will find him if he’s in Vegas and bring him down.” 
 
      “Good idea, boss.” 
 
    A phone rang in the background and Vince answered. 
 
    “What do you mean the other bidder put in a better offer? I want that building. Offer another five grand.” 
 
    Travis turned and glanced at Annie and she shrugged.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    July 11th. 
 
    ANNIE WOKE GROGGY and exhausted. Tired from the late-night surveillance of the previous night and more. The late hour had been compounded by strenuous lovemaking with the big former marine lying beside her. Travis had talked her into giving him another chance, and she was too lonely and vulnerable—or too tired and stupid—to turn him down. 
 
    Thoughts of Jesse filled her head while she stood under the hot water in the shower. She could never get him out of her head when she messed around with other men. He was the one—for ever and ever—she just couldn’t have him. 
 
    And when you did have him, you fucked it up and lost him. 
 
    Wrapped in a fluffy blue towel, she stepped out of the ensuite and caught a glimpse of Travis in his boxers smoking on the patio outside her bedroom window. He was a hunk all right, hard-bodied cop, and a stick of dynamite in bed. They were good together in a lot of ways, but Travis had a huge green streak and had messed up every time they’d been a couple in the past. 
 
    Last go-round with Travis. 
 
    He stepped into the room wearing a big smile and closed the garden doors behind him. “Done in the bathroom? I have to go to work.”  
 
    “All yours. I’ll make us coffee and some breakfast.” 
 
    Travis held her in his arms for a brief moment and said, “It would be better if Farrell didn’t know about us. He warned me off.” 
 
    “Sure, okay. We can keep it on the down-low.” She stepped into her closet to grab a pair of jeans. “I’m going to the hospital first thing with Neil, but I need to know what Vince is doing today. Can you monitor him remotely and feed me updates?” 
 
    Travis dropped his boxers on the tiles at her feet and headed into the shower. “Sure can. I’ll let you know what I come up with.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE AND LILY arrived at the hospital at ten to pick Carmelita up and take her home.  
 
    Blaine and a nurse helped Carm from the wheelchair and tried to make her comfortable in the back seat of Lily’s car. All the while, Carm protested in Spanish. She was better and didn’t need help. 
 
    Blaine ignored her protests and said in Spanish, “I’ll be home to check on you after I see Farrell for a few minutes.” It took only seconds to realize he shouldn’t have mentioned Farrell. 
 
     Tears rolled down Carm’s cheeks as she verbalized her anguish over Farrell getting stabbed. 
 
    “Farrell will be okay, Carm. I promise you.” Blaine tried to reassure her, but she was inconsolable. Weak and exhausted from her own injury, Farrell’s stabbing was too much for her to bear.  
 
    Lily handed tissues to Carm and closed the back door. “We’ll be okay. Stop worrying, boss. And don’t forget the autopsy in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL HAD BEEN MOVED into a private room on the surgical recovery floor, and he was wide awake when Blaine arrived. 
 
    “Hey, bro, did they inventory the drugs from the apartment yet? I want to know if it was a good bust.” 
 
    “I heard rumors it was large, but I’ll find out as soon as I get to DPS,” said Blaine. He sank into the visitor’s chair beside the bed and leaned in close to talk to his brother, but before he could catch Farrell up, his visit was cut short. Annie and Neil came through the door with Travis right behind. 
 
    Farrell twigged in instantly and gave his partner the stink-eye as he asked his question, “Y’all come together with Annie or just get here at the same time?” 
 
    “Just met her and Neil outside in the parking lot. I came to make sure you weren’t checking out on me, slacker. Be hell to break in a new partner.” 
 
    “That’s for damn sure,” said Farrell, “I just got you trained.” 
 
    Neil stuck out his hand and said to Travis, “I want to thank you for watching Farrell’s back. Blaine said you took a ganger down before he shot my brother.” 
 
    Travis shook Neil’s hand and grinned at him. “We watch each other’s backs, Neil. That’s what partners do.” 
 
    Blaine stood up to leave and said to Travis: “This morning, I want you to check on the second address you found at the apartment.” He gave Travis ‘the look’ and Travis nodded. 
 
    “Yep, I’m all over it, boss.” 
 
      
 
    FROM THE HOSPITAL, Jack drove Blaine to the morgue. Blaine suffered through the autopsy on the first of the two bikers knowing the only thing he was interested in was the bullet in their brains. What caliber had the honor of ending their auspicious careers as biker thugs.  
 
    Anything but a nine-millimeter Parabellum fired from a Beretta would ease the foreboding that had him wrapped up tight as a mummy. 
 
    Holding it with a pair of tweezers, the pathologist held the bullet up to the light. “Nine-millimeter,” he said. “I’ll send it off to ballistics right away.” 
 
    Blaine’s stomach roiled, and he thought he might heave his breakfast taco. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS PROGRAMMED the lofty address from the second brochure into the GPS in the surveillance unit and followed the map maven’s directions out to the West Oak Hills area of Austin. From where he sat parked in the drive, he could see the real estate sign a little farther down the road. He lit up a smoke and waited for the patrol to roll by.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, a cruiser spotted him in the drive and stopped behind him. A uniformed officer jumped out and jogged up to his window. 
 
    “You’re parked on private property, sir. Could I see some ID?” 
 
    “You sure can, officer. I was waiting for you boys to make your pass before I left my truck and went in for a closer look.” 
 
    The officer eyeballed Travis’ creds and nodded his head. “Thanks, Deputy Bristol. The watch on this place is because of the massacre next door to Mr. B’s house, right?”  
 
    “Exactly,” said Travis. “This address came to light in one of the sweeps and we don’t want the same thing happening here.” 
 
    His face contorted at the thought. “Damn right we don’t. Heard from one of the techs that the scene was one of the worst they’ve ever worked.” He jumped into his cruiser and drove on. 
 
    Once that patrol had passed, Travis left his truck, ran up the hill to the house and checked out the back of the property. The lock on the back door was no match for Travis’ skills and he was in and out in thirty seconds. 
 
    From that elite area of luxury homes, he drove across the city to a lesser neighborhood and parked within shouting distance of the Easy Rest Motel. He hopped in the camper on the back of the truck and booted up the equipment. With the headset on, he grabbed a Coke out of the little fridge under the worksurface and listened to Vince Cabrelli. 
 
    “That other goddam buyer ain’t gonna give up and we can’t go any higher. We’re maxed out. We have to change gears and look for something similar to rent.” 
 
    “Or we could give it up and go back to Vegas.” 
 
    “That’s an option, but I’m not a quitter. How do you guys think I got to be president of The Rule? Not by quitting the first time a problem came up. That’s for damn sure.” 
 
    “Right, boss. Sorry. What do you want us to do?” 
 
    “Go get a take-out order. Make it Chinese. Pick up another case of Bud and get today’s paper.” 
 
    Travis heard the door of the room close, then a phone rang. 
 
    “Yeah, good, you got him? Knew he’d be heading there. Goddam idiot. Tie him up and gag him. Keep him nice and quiet until I get back.” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE EXITED the morgue and was on his way upstairs to the Chief’s office when Arlo called. He stopped and leaned on the wall in the corridor. “Mr. Maznik, nice to hear from you.” 
 
    “You too, Blaine. Let me tell you my brain has been working overtime since the last time we talked about your father, and I think I might have remembered something significant. Can we get together soon?” 
 
    “I can drive up to Dallas,” said Blaine. “No problem.” 
 
    “You’re too busy for that,” said Arlo. “I read the papers. Let’s meet halfway.”  
 
    “Okay. I can be in Waco in an hour.”  
 
    “I’m not done work until five,” said Arlo. “I’ll meet you at George’s. It’s near I-35. Not hard to find.” 
 
    “What time?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Make it six-thirty.” 
 
    “Works for me. See you then.” 
 
    Wonder what he has to tell me that he couldn’t tell me over the phone? 
 
      
 
    “HEY, ANNIE-GIRL, I just eavesdropped on your buddy and he’s throwing in the towel on the building. Thinks he might have to get a rental.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? I guess that’s sort of good news, but it doesn’t sound like he’s ready to give up.” 
 
    “He has pressing business right now back in Vegas,” said Travis. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “His boys have rounded up Linc Bolivar and they have him tied up somewhere waiting for Vince to return.” 
 
    “Shit. That won’t turn out well.” 
 
    “Don’t see how it can.” 
 
    “Did he say when he’s going back?” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” 
 
    “Let’s sit on him tonight. I’d like to know who he has on his payroll in the police department before…” 
 
    “Before what?” 
 
    Before I kill him. 
 
    “Before he goes back to Vegas.” 
 
    “That’s not what you were going to say.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Yes, it was.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE WENT HOME to check on Carm and to clean up before his trip to Waco. With the temperature over a hundred, his deodorant wasn’t holding strong and he needed another shower. The only place he’d been cool all day was in the fuckin morgue.  
 
    Lexi met him at the door, whining, bouncing and full of energy. “You’re happy Carm is home, aren’t you?” 
 
    “She hasn’t taken her eyes off Carm since we got home,” said Lily. “Come in the kitchen and have a coffee. Rick and I are making a casserole for dinner.” 
 
    “Oh, no. I’m going to miss your first dinner. I have to go to Waco,” said Blaine. “Save me some. I want to try it.” 
 
    Carm sat at the kitchen table, keeping an eye on what was going on. Several of her copper pots and definitely her cast iron frying pan were almost sacred, and off limits to interlopers. Her arm was propped on a cushion and a steaming cup of herbal tea sat in front of her. 
 
    Blaine leaned down and kissed her cheek. “You okay?” 
 
    She nodded. “Happy to be home,” she said in Spanish. “I didn’t like the hospital.” 
 
    “But they fixed your arm,” said Blaine. “Should you lie down and rest until dinner is ready?” 
 
    She giggled. “No. I want to watch Lilita cook.” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “I’d like to do that too, but I have to take a shower.” 
 
      
 
    MARY DROVE straight to the hospital when she left the Statesman building after work. She breezed into Farrell’s room, kissed him on the mouth and sank down in the chair beside his bed with a big sigh. She’d wanted to take the day off to sit with him, but he’d told her not to. He planned to sleep all day, so he could get out of the hospital sooner. It drove him nuts being away from Blacky and not being a part of what was going on in the Agency. 
 
    Thank the good lord I’m not officially on the force or I’d be on a fuckin mandatory leave. That would kill me.  
 
    Mary picked up one of the magazines on the stand beside Farrell’s bed and skimmed through it. “So hot out today, you’d hate it.” 
 
    “Not as much as I hate laying here like a useless fuck.” 
 
    Mary smiled and reached for his hand. “You’re anything but useless, sweetheart. Do you know how much I love you?” 
 
    Farrell nodded. “I love you too, although I’m no expert on romance. You’re my first official girlfriend.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll be your last too.” 
 
    “Could be. Never know what kind of crap life will shove in our faces.” 
 
    Mary tilted her head to one side. “Are you in one of your bad moods, honey?” 
 
    “That goddam Travis is hustling Annie again. I can feel it. He turns it on, all nice to her for a while, then he takes a U-turn and treats her like shit. I told him not to go near her, but I saw them this morning and… and I just know. That’s all.” 
 
    “Don’t you think Annie can take care of herself?” 
 
    Farrell gave Mary the eye. “Course I don’t, or I wouldn’t be worrying, would I?” 
 
    Mary shrugged, let go of his hand and sat back in the chair. “Maybe you should let them work it out. They’re both adults.” 
 
    “Nope, I can’t. Mom’s been through too much. She’s right on the edge of something and holding on by a thread since all the shit went down with Jesse. She needs down time, not another fling with Mr. Jealousy.” 
 
    “I see,” said Mary. 
 
    “No, Mary, you don’t see. I owe Annie everything. My life, Neil’s life, my career, Neil’s education… there is no fuckin end to what I owe Annie. And does she ever ask for anything from me? Never. I love her and she’s my first responsibility. I won’t stand by and watch a fucked-up goof like Travis make her miserable.” 
 
      
 
    JACK DROVE Blaine north to Waco and delivered him to the front door of George’s Restaurant.  
 
    “You might as well have dinner with us, Jack. Arlo and I will have a short talk and that will be it. It ain’t classified.” 
 
    “Okay, if you don’t mind. I’m not supposed to leave your side anyway, and that includes public places most of all.” 
 
    Arlo Maznik smiled and got to his feet as Blaine and Jack approached the table. He had half a draft sitting in front of him.  
 
    Blaine stuck out his hand. “Nice to see you, Arlo. How are you standing the heat?” 
 
    He sat down. “Not bad. The dealership is cool and comfortable, and I’m inside most of the time.” 
 
    “Got any deals going on? I’m thing a Jag might be nice to take Carm to the grocery store. She has trouble with the step side on my truck.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were in the market. I’ll email you pictures and specs on what we have in stock.” 
 
    “Fantastic.” Blaine sat down gingerly and eased his leg under the table. “This is Jack, my bodyguard.” 
 
    Arlo nodded. “I heard about the drive-by and I can’t say I wasn’t alarmed by the brazenness of it. Those gangs are something else.” 
 
    “My… friend… that lives with me took a bullet to the arm, but she’s doing well and came home from hospital today.” 
 
    “I’m sure there are gangs in Dallas too, but luckily I haven’t had any close encounters.” 
 
    The server lurked at the end of the table and waited until they ordered a round of drinks. 
 
    Arlo kept up the small talk while they waited for the server, keeping the conversation well away from what Blaine was dying to hear. Arlo sipped his second draft, set it down and picked up the menu. “We better eat first,” he said. 
 
    Blaine’s heart skipped a beat and he knew whatever Arlo had remembered wasn’t good news. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE AND TRAVIS hunkered down in the camper unit waiting for Vince Cabrelli and his boys to return from the sleazy bar next to the Easy Rest. 
 
    Travis checked the time on his phone. “Maybe those assholes are gonna close the place.” 
 
    “They’ve got nothing else to do in Austin but drink,” she said, “I wouldn’t be surprised.” Annie reached over and put her hand on his leg. “Want to make out until they come back?” 
 
    Travis gently removed her hand from his leg and said, “We need to talk.”  
 
    “You fucking jerk,” Annie hollered at the top of her lungs. “After that big speech about this time we’ll make it and all that dung you laid on me.  
 
    “I meant it, girl. You know I did. I love you for always, but did you see Farrell this morning? He zeroed in on me when we walked into his room together and he could tell. Wasn’t the first time he warned me off, and I saw the look in his eyes—that ice-blue look he gets before he squeezes the trigger. He’s gonna give me trouble—huge trouble when he’s out of the hospital.” 
 
    “I get it,” she said. “We’re breaking up one day after we made up because of what Farrell might do to you?” 
 
    “Come on, girl. It sounds lame when you say it like that.” 
 
    “Shut up, Travis. Don’t say another word to me.”  
 
    “Come on, Annie, I don’t want to fight after things just got nice between us.” 
 
    “Nice? Things were nice for you for ten minutes while you were fucking me. Now you’re back to being yourself, and you’re so far from being nice there are no words for it. Don’t say another word to me or I’ll break your stupid face.” 
 
    “Annie…” 
 
    Travis fell backwards off his stool, tangled in the wires of the headset, blood gushing from his nose. 
 
    Annie stood up, grabbed her purse and took off on the run. She slammed the door of the camper behind her, ran into Wal-Mart and called a cab. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    July 12th. 
 
    ANNIE WOKE angry. For a split second, she wondered why she felt so agitated, then a picture of Travis Bristol filled her head and she let out a low growl.  
 
    Fuck him and all those like him. I’m done with men. 
 
    She sat on the edge of the bed, booked a flight to Vegas and jogged barefoot into the ensuite. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE STOOD under the new shower head he’d installed during the upstairs renovation—a thousand pulsing streams pounding down on him—and pondered the new information Arlo had imparted the night before.  
 
    My wife and I were invited over for dinner and it didn’t happen often, your parents were extremely private people. We had a conversation over coffee and the topic is hazy to me now, but I remember your mother remarking on how small her office was at the Pentagon. That drew a look from your father and she quickly back peddled saying she heard the offices were tiny at the Pentagon. 
 
    Blaine bent forward and shook the water off his long hair before stepping out onto the tile floor of the ensuite.  
 
    Her office at the Pentagon. What does that mean?  
 
    He toweled off and pulled on a clean pair of boxers. He wanted to see Farrell at the hospital before going to headquarters. Farrell had called the night before, upset that Mary was mad at him, and asking questions about Travis and Annie. 
 
    I haven’t noticed anything between Travis and Annie. Maybe I wasn’t looking for it. Fuck. Farrell is stressed.  
 
      
 
    BEFORE WORK, Travis stopped by the hospital to check on his partner. Annie was more pissed at him than she’d ever been and Travis worried that she might go off on one of her tangents and do something crazy. 
 
    Like she hasn’t done that before. 
 
    Even so, he had to smooth things over with Farrell, so they could work together when he was released from the hospital. Farrell was a good guy and an excellent partner who never let him down. 
 
    I wouldn’t want anyone else watching my back. 
 
    He walked into Farrell’s room and tried to smile through the swelling around his mouth and nose. “Hey, partner. How you feeling? I heard you might get out of here today?” 
 
    Farrell’s icy blues zeroed in on the mess of Travis’ face and he sat up ram-rod straight in his bed. “Mom hit you. What did you do to her?” 
 
    Travis shrugged and held his palms up. “Nothing, partner. I would never hurt Annie.” 
 
    “You lied to me, you low-life bastard.” Farrell was out of bed and on Travis like a flea on the last monkey. He bowled Travis over, knocked him crashing to the floor and dropped down in straddle position. Farrell pounded Travis, delivering lightning blows to his head faster than Ali on crack. Right. Left. Right. Left. 
 
    A nurse came running in screaming. “Mr. Donovan, you shouldn’t be out of bed. You’re hurting yourself.” She leaned down over Farrell’s back and gasped at the amount of blood seeping through the blue gown. “Get up, Mr. Donovan. You’ve ripped your stitches open.” 
 
    With all his energy expended in one adrenaline rush, Farrell flopped onto the floor beside Travis. An orderly rushed in with a gurney, rolled Farrell onto the stretcher and took off down the corridor.  
 
    The nurse stood over Travis glaring down at him. “You should have your face looked at downstairs in Emergency, Mr.…?” 
 
    “Bristol, Travis Bristol.” He could barely speak his mouth was already so swollen. A couple of his teeth felt loose. 
 
    “Might be a dandy idea if you didn’t visit Deputy Donovan for a few days. He’s had a serious setback, and his doctor will certainly want to know why.” 
 
    “I hear you, ma’am,” Travis mumbled. He took the towel she offered, held it over his nose and headed for the elevator. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE STEPPED out of the elevator, passed by the nurses’ station and opened the door to Farrell’s room. The bed was empty, and a weird feeling shot through him—kind of a hot knife feeling—stabbing and burning at the same time. He turned, retraced his steps and spoke to the nurse on duty. 
 
    “My brother isn’t in his room. Did something happen?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Blackmore, something did happen. A man by the name of Travis Bristol came by and he and Mr. Donovan had a fist fight on the floor of the room. Mr. Donovan’s stitches didn’t hold and he’s in surgery.  
 
    “Goddam that Travis,” hollered Blaine. He took a couple of deep breaths and apologized. “I’m sorry. Could you make sure Mr. Bristol isn’t allowed to visit?” 
 
    “Of course. Doctor Holloway has already made that stipulation.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Blaine went back to Farrell’s room, closed the door and made some calls. Annie didn’t answer her cell. 
 
    I wonder where she is? She’d want to know about Farrell.  
 
    Anger heated his neck as he pressed Travis’ contact. “What the hell did you do to Farrell? He’s back in surgery, you fucking idiot.” 
 
    “He jumped me, boss. No fuckin lie. I’m downstairs in Emerg with the shit beat out of me.” 
 
    Blaine felt like heaving his phone across the room. “What kind of idiot crew am I running?” 
 
    “I’ll be ready to work in about twenty minutes, boss. No time lost.” 
 
    “Get up to that address in the hills and sit on it… and don’t move your goddam ass until I tell you to.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Blaine ended his call to Travis wanting to strangle the big marine. 
 
    Bet it had something to do with Mom. Farrell has been pissed at Travis for a while about some damn thing or other. 
 
    He was still fuming when Misty called. He stared at the screen wondering whether or not to answer. “I don’t want to talk to her,” he mumbled, then pressed talk. 
 
    “Misty, nice to hear from you.” 
 
    “Don’t give me the polite Blacky crap. I can tell the difference between the real you and the fake you—I’m psychic, remember?” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Misty? You sound mad. Why did you call me?” 
 
    “I called because I had no choice. The cards told me to rectify my mistake—right the wrong—and that’s what I’m doing. I love you and I want you back in my life. The sooner the better.” 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    “Uh huh. Why don’t you stop by the house and see Carm? She’s home from the hospital and might appreciate a visit.” 
 
    “I’ll do that. What time will you be home?” 
 
    “I can’t say. I have a busy day.” 
 
    “You can’t avoid me, Blaine. You and I are destined to be together. Accept what the Fates have in store. It’s inevitable.” 
 
    “Gotcha.” 
 
    Jesus, Misty has lost it. 
 
    He put the image of Misty Mulligan gone nuts out of his head and sat staring into space wondering who could help him find out about his biological mother’s tenure in the Pentagon.  
 
    What did she do? What was her job? Why did she have to leave? 
 
    A million questions with no answers. By the time the orderly dressed in blue wheeled Farrell back from surgery, Blaine had one of the worst headaches in history. 
 
    The orderly with the help of Farrell’s nurse transferred him from the stretcher to his bed. He opened his eyes once as the nurse hooked up a new IV, then closed them again. 
 
    “He’ll sleep for a couple of hours until the anesthetic wears off,” said the nurse. “Come back tonight.” 
 
    Blaine nodded, cast a last glance at Farrell and stepped into the corridor. The elevator doors opened and there stood Neil. 
 
    Jesus, could the day get any worse? 
 
    “How did you get here?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “You in a time warp, bro? I have my DL.” Neil stepped out of the elevator and headed for Farrell’s room. 
 
    Blaine grabbed Neil’s arm and corralled him against the wall. “I have to tell you something before you go in there.” 
 
    Neil was always pale, his fair complexion matching his curly blond hair. He shook Blaine’s hand off his arm and took off running. He blasted through the door and stopped dead beside Farrell’s bed.  
 
    Blaine caught up and was breathing hard. “Sit down and don’t wake him up.” He gave Neil a shove into the guest chair. 
 
    Neil’s blue eyes were glazed as he peered up at Blaine. “What happened?” 
 
    “His stitches had to get resewn. The anesthetic hasn’t worn off yet. He’ll wake up in a while and be fine.” Blaine pointed an accusatory finger. “Sit quietly and wait.” 
 
    Neil nodded. “Got it, Blacky. I’ll let him sleep.” 
 
    Blaine patted him on the shoulder. “Good boy. Watch Farrell for me and don’t leave him. We’ll talk later.” 
 
    Blaine made another run for the elevator and this time he made it. The doors closed, and he pushed the button for the lobby the same time his cell rang.  
 
    That fuckin Travis again.  
 
    “Better head for the hills, boss. We got us a bloodbath.” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” Blaine clutched his chest thinking anxiety attack. “I’m on my way.” 
 
      
 
    JACK STOOD OUTSIDE the front door of the hospital smoking and waiting for Blaine. “Travis is in West Oak at the address under surveillance.” 
 
    “Okay.” Jack threw down his half-smoked cigarette, stepped on it and tossed it into the receptacle. “Let’s get out there.” 
 
    Blaine ranted to Jack as they drove through the city. His head was killing him, Misty wouldn’t give up on their screwed-up relationship, Farrell was re-injured because of a fist fight in his hospital room? Neil was a basket case over his brother. Annie wasn’t answering her cell, and Travis was out of control.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on, Jack? Is the sun in the seventh house?” 
 
    Jack chuckled. “I don’t know what that means, but sometimes life piles up on us. It will all work out.” 
 
    Don’t see how it can. 
 
    They drove through the west end of the city and up into the hills. Uniforms stopped them at the gate and asked for ID. The driveway leading to the residence was blocked at the road and littered with police vehicles on both sides. Jack gained clearance from the uniform on the gate and drove the truck up the incline.  
 
    A lot of the elegant homes in this area were built into the hillsides. Lofty incomes bought high elevation and stellar views of the city. 
 
    Blaine eased out of the truck and realized his leg was throbbing. He’d worn the walking boot but forgotten to bring his pain meds with him. The day kept getting better. “Am I looking at three ambulances, Jack?” 
 
    “Think so, boss. If I can count that high, looks like three to me.” 
 
    Are there survivors? Who called for paramedics? 
 
    Blaine sucked in a couple of deep breaths, nodded to a couple of uniforms he knew and crossed the threshold. The metallic odor hanging in the air almost finished him. Used to the smell of blood when he surveyed a crime scene, the concentration of coagulation in this house almost overpowered him.  
 
    How did they get in here with the patrol assigned to the property? 
 
    A lot of activity seemed to be in the kitchen, so Blaine stuck his head in there first. Body on the kitchen table with throat cut. Head hacked almost off. Butcher knife and meat cleaver beside the body. Bloody lake around the table.  
 
    Similar to the other scene, but sloppier. 
 
    Six paramedics formed a knot in the kitchen. They stopped chatting as Blaine limped over to them. “No survivors, am I right?” 
 
    “Correct Mr. B. All dead when we got here.” 
 
    “You guys go ahead. I don’t know who called y’all, but I’ll find out.” 
 
    Waste of time for those boys. 
 
    Dining room was next. Almost the same as the kitchen. A young Latino victim. Blaine thought he recognized this one as one of the Prince’s crew they had rounded up. 
 
    Did they kill one of their own? 
 
    One of the techs pointed him towards the stairs. “Up there in one of the ensuites, Mr. B., the third kid.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “Thanks.” He trudged upstairs, his leg throbbing on every fuckin step, and entered the bedroom where the activity seemed to be centered. The bathroom attached to the master suite was opulent and spacious and free of the tinny blood scent. A roman tub in one corner, double vanity sinks with a wall to wall mirror above. Before reaching the third victim he stopped dead in front of the mirror and read the message. 
 
    ‘Tres por tres.’  
 
    “Three for three.” He nodded in understanding. “The Punos did this. Payback.” 
 
    How did they get the address? It was at Aldana’s apartment. A snitch on the inside? 
 
    Travis had caught up with him upstairs. “Yep, that’s what we thought too.” He pointed at the oversize shower stall. “See the third guy?” 
 
    “Not yet.” Blaine crossed the bathroom and took a look. Blue and white striped clothesline rope circled the kid’s neck and attached him to the shower fixture. Naked but no marks on his body. “They hung him?”  
 
    One of the techs taking pictures shrugged and said, “This one doesn’t match the other killings or the other scene, Mr. B. A puzzle for you to solve.” 
 
     Blaine took a second look at all the victims and made a few notes. When he exited the house, Chief Calhoun had just arrived. “Any thoughts, Blacky, before I go in?” 
 
    “The victims should prove to be Latin Princes. There’s a note in blood on the bathroom mirror that says, ‘three for three.” 
 
    “Revenge killing,” said the Chief. 
 
    “We need to contact the property owners,” said Blaine. 
 
    “One of the girls in the office is working on that. She’s getting the information from the real estate agent.” 
 
    The Chief headed inside and passed Travis on his way out. Blaine had almost reached his truck when Travis caught up. “Talk to you a minute, boss?” 
 
    Blaine stared at the mess of Travis’ face. Both his eyes were reduced to slits and the swelling around his mouth made his speech garbled and almost indiscernible. “Now’s not a good time, Travis. I’m in no mood to listen to a line of bullshit from you.” 
 
    “Nothing like that, boss. No bullshit. I wanted to say I’m sorry about Farrell, but I didn’t start it. Did not. He jumped out of bed and pounded the shit out of me.” 
 
    “You’re fired, Travis. Pick up your severance from Lily.” 
 
    “No. I don’t want to be fired.” He viciously kicked the back tire on Blaine’s truck. 
 
    Blaine struggled up the step into the truck and didn’t give Travis another glance. “Get us out of here, Jack.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE LANDED at McCarran refreshed. The plane was cool and quiet, and she’d slept most of the way stretched out alone in first class. When she flew by herself, she paid for the seats next to her. She preferred them to be empty. A luxury she deserved and could well afford.   
 
    Was Vegas heat worse than Texas heat? 
 
    Christ, it was hot as she got into the rented Mustang convertible. The backs of her bare legs sizzled as they touched the red leather upholstery. She put the top down and let her hair blow wild and free as she cruised north to The Rule clubhouse. 
 
    The square one-storey cinderblock building sat half way down a dead-end street north of the city on the way to Indian Springs. It had been rebuilt on the same spot after Race had burned it to the ground on one of his revenge rampages.  
 
    Annie drove past and counted the bikes parked in a neat row out front. Three. Not too many in the middle of the afternoon. She turned around at the dead end and headed back to the highway.  
 
    Not a big fan of air conditioning, Annie drove back to Vegas, happy she’d chosen a convertible. She put all thoughts of Travis Bristol out of her mind and let the wind cleanse her thoughts. 
 
    In the north end of the city she parked in a small lot next to a brick store advertising guns and ammo. The shop was owned by a friend of George’s from years before that she’d kept in touch with. Always good to have friends in the business in case of an emergency. 
 
    The bell rang over the door and the proprietor trudged out of the back room. He stared at her for a second, then his lined face lit up. “Annie, my Annie. So good to see you.” 
 
    She rounded the counter and gave him a hug. “Petey, how have you been?” 
 
    After a few minutes of catching up and commiserating over George, Petey asked, “What do you need?” 
 
    “Something untraceable with a scope and a suppressor.” She winked at Petey. “I’m only here for one night.” 
 
    “Where are you staying?” 
 
    “I don’t even have a room yet. I came straight here.” 
 
    “Nice game tonight at the Piazza if you’ve got the buy-in.” 
 
    “I might have. I’ll give it a try.” 
 
    “Better call for a seat. Ask for Sid.” 
 
    “Thanks, sugar.” 
 
    “Come on in the back room and I’ll show you my special stock.” 
 
    Annie followed Petey through the doorway behind the glass showcase counter. He barely fit through the narrow opening and huffed and puffed with every step he took. “Guess I should quit smoking.” He pointed at a vertical cupboard with gray paint worn through to the wood around the handles. The double doors were padlocked. “Let’s see what I’ve got for you.” 
 
    Petey showed her what he had, and they worked out which one would be best for her purpose. The old fella wanted to loan her the gun, no charge, but she insisted on a one-day rental fee and she’d return his ordnance the following morning. 
 
    Annie tucked the weapon under the back seat of the Mustang and jumped behind the wheel. In the time she’d been in the shop, the leather under her ass had reached boiling point for the second time. She squirmed around before turning the key and realized her cell was ringing in her purse. Blaine. 
 
    “Hey, honey. How are you?” 
 
    “Having a shit day, Mom. Why has your phone been off?” 
 
    “Airplane mode. I had to come to Vegas on business.” 
 
    “What kind of business, or is it none of mine?” 
 
    “Nothing too important. I’ll be back in the morning.” 
 
    “I called to tell you about Farrell.” 
 
    “What about him? Is he worse?” 
 
    “In a way, yes, he is.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Travis happened. He and Farrell had a fight in Farrell’s room and Farrell’s stitches came apart.” 
 
    “I’ll kill that fuckin Bristol.” 
 
    “I fired him, Mom. It’s best if he stays away from you. Farrell is upset and antsy, to say the least.”  
 
    “Have you talked to Neil?” 
 
    “I did. Neil is sitting with his brother. He’s okay now.” 
 
    “I’ll call him.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE CHECKED into the Piazza and talked to Sid in the poker pit about the private game. “I heard it was a good one,” she said. 
 
    “Has been lucrative for some, Mrs. Powell. Come up about eight and I’ll have a reserved seat for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sid.” Annie entered her suite, opened a beer and sat at the bar to phone Neil. 
 
    “Hey, Mom. Where are you? Rosie said you had to go to Vegas on business. Are you there now?” 
 
    “I’m here, sugar, and I talked to Blaine about Farrell. He’s going to be okay, but I’ll be back in the morning and we’ll talk to the doctor just to be sure.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom. I wondered if I should try to ask the doc questions, but I didn’t. I just watched Farrell sleep. He was all doped up from more anesthetic. Do you know how it happened?” 
 
    “Umm… don’t have the details, sweetheart. His back has been repaired and that’s all we care about.” 
 
    “I guess so,” said Neil. “If he was lying in his bed, I can’t see how it could have happened. That’s all I’m thinking.” 
 
    Better if you don’t know how it happened. 
 
    “Don’t stress about it, baby. Farrell will tell us when he’s ready.” 
 
    “Love you, Mom.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL DIDN’T know how long he’d been sleeping, but he was exhausted, weak, out of it, and couldn’t shake off the drowsy feeling. He turned his head and Mary was sitting in the chair beside the bed staring at him. “Hey, didn’t know you were here.” 
 
    Mary’s eyes were red-rimmed from crying and she had tissues bunched up in her hand. “The nurse told me you had to go back to the OR. I should have been here for you, but nobody called me.”  
 
     “Nothing you could do. I slept all day. Neil was here. I think I saw him, and the nurse told me Blacky was here.” 
 
    “What happened? I thought you were almost ready to leave and I was planning to ask if you wanted to stay in my apartment. I could take a couple days off and take care of you.” 
 
    “Nice offer, Mary, but I have to get back to work.” 
 
    “You can’t work until you have rehab therapy on your shoulder.” 
 
    Farrell glared. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I think I remember the nurse saying that to Blaine.” 
 
    “Ain’t happening.” 
 
    “How did the stitches pull apart?” asked Mary, “I can’t see how it happened if you were lying in bed. Are you going to tell me?” 
 
    “Ain’t important. Don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “It is important, Farrell. You don’t want it to happen again.” 
 
    “Won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Do you know that for sure?” 
 
    “Yep.” He turned his head towards the wall and heard Mary leave the room.  
 
    I want my Mom. 
 
      
 
    JESSE ARRIVED at the door to Farrell’s room as Mary was leaving. “Is he awake?” 
 
    “He’s awake, Mr. Quantrall, but not too sociable.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I’m no social butterfly myself.” 
 
    Farrell heard Jesse’s voice and turned his head. “Hey, boss, nice of you to come.” 
 
    “Hey, one of my boys is hurt. I want to see that you’re being treated right.” 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    “Blacky told me you had a setback this morning.” 
 
    “Jeeze, boss, it was my own fuckin fault. That fuckin Travis got me in such a knot, I jumped him. Shouldn’t have been out of bed and moving around and I damn well knew it.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard the details,” said Jesse, “but Blacky had to run it by me because he fired Travis and we both have to agree on hires and fires and like that.” 
 
    “Blacky fired Travis?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Fuck, Trav will be upset.” 
 
    “I imagine he is.” Jesse grinned. “I’m kind of waiting for a phone call.” 
 
    Farrell nodded. “That might happen. He’ll do everything he can to get his job back. Always does.” 
 
    “Want to talk about what caused the problem?” asked Jesse. 
 
    “Can’t, boss. An off-limits topic.” 
 
    “Annie?” 
 
    “Can’t say.” 
 
    “You guys are protective of your Mom, and with me out of the picture, I bet Travis is trying to smooth things over with her. That’s my take on it, and I don’t like it one bit. Annie and I are not over—at least in my mind—and she’s never been in a worse place emotionally.” 
 
    “You have a clear picture, boss, and I warned that fucker off more than once. Did he listen? Nope. He’s only interested in number one. He doesn’t give a sweet goddam if he pushes Annie over the edge as long as Travis gets what he wants.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready in case he calls me,” said Jesse. “You get better in a hurry, so you can get back to work. Blacky needs you on the gang murders.” 
 
    Farrell reached up for Jesse’s hand. “Thanks for coming, boss. I needed to see you.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE CHANGED from her travelling clothes into a snug black dress with a deep V in the front—her special poker dress. She brushed her hair and sprayed Light Blue liberally in a cloud around her. 
 
    I’m ready. Something to do until it’s time. 
 
    Sid recognized her when he opened the door of the suite where the private game was being held. “Mrs. Powell, come in please. I have seat seven reserved for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sid, I appreciate it.” Annie bought chips, took her seat and glanced around the table not expecting to know anyone, but to her surprise she recognized a couple of faces from the big game at Caesar’s. 
 
    “Mr. Atherton, nice to see you.” Atherton was good looking attorney in his forties or fifties, but she didn’t know much about him. 
 
    “Mrs. Powell, a pleasure to see you again.” He flashed a smile. “The last time we met, I believe you took all my chips.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll give you my chips tonight,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Annie, dear,” said old Judge Rumford, “I’ve been longing to see your beautiful face.”  
 
    “You’re a flatterer, Pete.” 
 
    And a big drinker. An easy mark. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS DROVE the surveillance unit to the east end of the city to do one last thing before he returned it to Blacky’s house, gathered up his gear and left the job he loved.  
 
    I never should have tried to patch things up with Annie. I want her with all my heart, but it never works out for us. Usually my fault and I admit it. 
 
    He backed into a spot near a blue dumpster in the Wal-Mart parking lot, hoping to hear something and redeem himself a little in Annie’s eyes. He locked the cab, rounded the truck and jumped into the camper. 
 
    Still early. I might have to wait awhile. 
 
    Travis drank another Coke to keep himself awake. He was dozing on his stool waiting for some kind of action in Vince Cabrelli’s motel room, when the door slammed, and he came to attention. 
 
    “Okay, the boss is on a plane and we’re stuck here until he deals with the VP and comes back tomorrow.” 
 
    “We should give up this fuckin stupid expansion idea and get back to work in Vegas.” 
 
    “We could be losing all kinds of territory while we’re gone.” 
 
    “Vince is losing it. I swear he is.” 
 
    Travis picked up his cell and called Annie. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE’S CELL rang in her purse. She folded her hand, stood up and stepped away from the poker table. Travis’ name was on the screen and she took a moment to decide whether to talk to him or not. She dreaded the crap he was going to lay on her, but pressed talk. “Hey, why are you calling?” 
 
    “I’m trying to help you with your mission to sort of make up for… you know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know all right. What have you got?” 
 
    “Vince is on a flight. He’s coming back tonight to deal with the VP. That’s what I heard.” 
 
    “Good information, Travis, and I thank you for it. I’m leaving for that place shortly.” 
 
    “Are there people around?” 
 
    “Poker game.” 
 
    “Wish I was there.” 
 
    There are things I could say, but I’m saying nothing. 
 
     “I’ll give you a call… after. It will be late.” 
 
    “Do it. I want to make sure you’re safe when you’re finished... work.” 
 
    “Thanks, Trav.” 
 
    Before returning to her seat, Annie entered the ladies’ room and used her phone to check flights coming from Austin. Only one. Vince should be landing about twelve-twenty with a couple of his guys. 
 
    Are they giving up on Austin and all coming back? 
 
    Annie played hold-em until eleven. She won a few pots, but the game was squeaky tight and boring. Round after round of folding. Little action happening. She said her goodnights, cashed in her chips and took the elevator down to her suite on the twelfth floor.  
 
     She’d only brought an overnight bag with one change of clothes and the dress for the poker room. She whipped the dress over her head and pulled on black leather pants and a Harley t-shirt, then brushed her hair and tied a red bandana around her forehead to keep her long hair out of her face. She hated distractions when she was ready to pull the trigger. 
 
    The temperature had dropped a couple of degrees after the sun went down and the drive north to the clubhouse was pleasant. The loaner rifle lay on the passenger seat within easy reach and a new Lukas Nelson CD was cranked up high. 
 
    She made the first pass and counted the bikes. Sixteen or seventeen. Way too many. 
 
    Why so many bikes? Is there a meeting when Vince gets back? Are they going to vote mayhem on Linc? Is Linc being held here at the clubhouse? 
 
    Questions with no answers.  
 
    The best way to stop The Rule from coming to Austin would be to take out Vince. He’s the one pushing for expansion.  
 
    The best way to save dumb-ass Linc would be to take out Vince. He’s the one who wants Linc dead. 
 
    One shot with a dual purpose. She’d have to hit Vince between the vehicle that delivered him from the airport and the door of the clubhouse. There would be no time to climb down from a tree before they were on her. 
 
    It would be easier to take him out when he went home for the night—wherever that was. He’d be alone, but then Linc would already be dead. Why do I care about Linc? Is it because of Sam?  
 
    Play it by ear. It might come to that. 
 
    She cruised around looking for a spot that suited her needs. On the road that ran behind the clubhouse, more of a hard-packed dirt alley than a road, there were a couple of sketchy buildings that could have been automotive enterprises—body shops or chop shops—or combos. The one she chose had a couple of fenderless vehicles out front that looked like they hadn’t been on the road in the last decade, but the garage itself had a redeeming feature—a maintenance ladder attached to the side. 
 
    Exactly what I need.  
 
    Rifle in hand, Annie climbed up onto the flat roof and crossed to the back of the building. On her knees, she rested the HK on the low safety wall and peered through the scope. A lot of leafy trees in the way. She moved a little more to her right and had an unobstructed shot at the doorway of the clubhouse. 
 
    It was restful up there alone in the dark. Nothing to keep her company but the cicadas singing about the heat. Farther away, frogs were croaking down in the ravine. Maybe there was a creek at the bottom of the hill. 
 
    Headlights turned the corner on the next street and Annie peered through the scope. Vince had arrived. One of the guys had picked him up in a gray Ford half-ton with a dented front fender. Maybe the bikers were better at driving their bikes than a truck. 
 
    Vince opened the door wide and hopped out of the passenger seat. Annie had a clear view for a couple of seconds and drew a bead on him. Some of the members rushed out of the clubhouse to greet him before she pulled the trigger and she couldn’t get a clean shot. A lot of hollering and back-slapping, then they all swarmed inside the building and the opportunity passed. 
 
    Shit. Have to wait. 
 
     She sat on the roof for another forty-five minutes. Were they having a meeting inside now that their esteemed leader had returned? Were the assholes voting on Linc’s fate? 
 
    The vote goes the way the Pres wants it to go—most times. A lot of members are scared crapless to vote against number one—it was that way in the Regulators. 
 
    She flexed her fingers, not wanting them to be stiff when she needed to pull the trigger. Tightness in her legs hinted a cramp might be in the offing and she was about to stand up and stretch when her phone vibrated in her pocket.  
 
    Travis.     
 
    She spoke in a whisper. “Hey, I’m working.” 
 
    “I was worried.” 
 
    “Not done. I need Vince’s home address. Can you get it?” 
 
    “Yep, hang on.” 
 
    “Send it to my phone, I don’t have a pen.” 
 
    “Done. Please be careful. I hate it when you’re alone.” 
 
    “I’m careful. Call you when I’m in my hotel.” 
 
     “I love you.” 
 
    I know you do. 
 
    Sudden activity at the clubhouse caught her attention and she dropped to her knees to get ready. Two hefty bikers she didn’t recognize shoved Linc outside. His hands were tied in front of him and from a distance, his face looked black and blue. 
 
    Allowing no time for more guys to wander outside, she squeezed off two quick shots. 
 
    Pop. Pop. 
 
    Linc cranked his head around, trying to see where the shots had come from, then he leaned down and grabbed one of the knives and he ran. He headed right, running as fast as he could go towards the cover of the ravine. 
 
    Annie had no time to worry about Linc or where the dumb-ass was going, she had to get out of there. She zipped down the ladder, laid the rifle in the passenger seat and started the Mustang. She booked it to the highway glancing a couple of times in the rear view to assure that no one was following. 
 
    Half done. 
 
    Next stop—Vince Cabrelli’s residence. 
 
      
 
    THE CABRELLI HOMESTEAD was located in a shitty part of Vegas. A short street with a few houses. Some with plywood over the windows and car parts for lawn ornaments. Most of the street lights were shot out. 
 
    Nothing like the neighborhood she’d lived in out near Red Rock Canyon. Summerlin was lovely. Thinking back on it, she wished she’d kept that house.  
 
    Just for the memories. 
 
    The house belonging to the current leader of The Rule was a frame rancher in need of paint, with a one-car garage attached by an open breezeway in a sixties’ style. No lights on inside or out.  
 
    Annie parked down the block in front of an empty house with a for-sale sign in the front yard. She put the top up on the Mustang, locked the car and held the rifle easy at her side as she ran through the darkness to Vince’s house.  
 
    She circled around behind the house and found nothing but rock-hard dirt and a falling down chain link. No barbeque. Not one chair for sitting outside. Nothing. 
 
    Maybe he doesn’t spend much time here. 
 
    A peek through the grimy garage window told her his Harley was safe and sound. 
 
    She lurked in the shadows of the breezeway waiting for Vince’s return. 
 
    He might be a little longer with two dead guys outside his clubhouse. Not that Vince would give a lick what happened to them, his main concern would be getting rid of the bodies. 
 
    She wasn’t nervous. It was a job, and one she was perfectly suited for. Her abilities always held her in good stead.  
 
    Finally, headlights came down the street. 
 
    At last the asshole is here. I’m getting tired. 
 
    Annie peeked out of her hiding place, couldn’t see the truck but she thought the rumble was too loud for a pickup. She was right—it was a bike—and her heart skipped a beat when she saw who it was. 
 
    That fucking Linc. Why is he always in my face? 
 
    He parked his bike on the driveway and swaggered into the breezeway like he owned the place. He grabbed the door handle, tried to open it and cursed when he found it locked.  
 
    Annie never moved. She stood frozen and held her breath. Linc turned, caught a glimpse of her against the wall. He jumped back like the coward he was and let out a yelp.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “Same thing you are.” 
 
    He took a step closer and growled at her. “Get out of here, this is my business.”   
 
    “You didn’t thank me for saving your miserable ass.” 
 
    “What? Why would you be at the clubhouse?” 
 
    Annie could feel him staring at her in the dark and trying to figure it out.  
 
    “You’re a sniper. I figured that much out. Who do you work for? The Banditos? The Angels?” 
 
    “None of the above.” 
 
    Annie heard an engine and figured it was the pickup. She stepped out the backdoor of the breezeway and Linc followed her. “Vince is here.” 
 
    “Get out of here, Annie. Vince is mine.” 
 
    Annie giggled. “You are not your brother, Linc. I killed your brother.” 
 
    “Shut up.” He spun around and pointed his Glock at her as Vince opened the front door of the breezeway. With no time to kill Annie, Linc turned away from her, jerked the back door open and hollered, “Payback time, boss.” 
 
    Vince had already unlocked the door and stepped into the kitchen when Linc pulled the trigger. Vince went down, writhing around on the floor with a bullet in his upper back, not dead because Linc was a terrible shot. Linc was terrible at everything biker-related. He was a joke. 
 
    “You idiot,” said Annie. She raised the rifle and popped one into the back of Linc’s head, then stood over Vince and put a single shot between his eyes. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    July 13th. 
 
    ANNIE WOKE alone in her king-sized bed at the Piazza and groped on the nightstand for her phone. She texted a message. 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, she picked up the handset, ordered coffee and closed her eyes. Time was short. She had an early flight. 
 
    Her phone signaled, and the reply was there. 
 
    “You’re my girl.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE SAT at the breakfast table smiling as he watched Lily and Rick make pancakes. Carm sat across from him, sipping coffee with her right hand, her left arm still in the sling.  
 
    “When is Farrell coming home?” she asked in Spanish. 
 
    “Couple more days,” Blaine said. He hadn’t told her about the stitches and he wasn’t going to. That would set off another round of weeping over Farrell. 
 
    “Mary called,” said Lily as she flipped over three pancakes. “She said Farrell was grumpy and he didn’t want to talk to her.” 
 
    “He had a rough day,” said Blaine. “He’ll be better today.” 
 
    Looking pretty proud of himself, Rick set a platter of golden pancakes on the table in front of Blaine.  
 
    Blaine helped himself to a couple and reached for the syrup. “You guys are doing well. Let me know if you need help.” 
 
    “We don’t need help,” said Lily. “Piece of cake.” 
 
    Carm took a pancake and praised the two interim cooks in Spanish. 
 
      
 
    NEIL PICKED ANNIE up at Austin-Bergstrom at ten in the morning and they went straight to the hospital.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re back, Mom.” His usual teasing countenance took a serious turn as he focused on Annie across the console. “What kind of business did you have in Vegas that was so important you had to leave Farrell?” 
 
    “That’s a hard question, sugar pop. And one I can’t answer. The last thing I wanted to do, was leave Farrell and that was before he had his setback. Some of my work is classified.” 
 
    Neil screwed up his face, “You mean like in the CIA and the FBI and stuff like that?” 
 
    “Kind of like that, yep.” 
 
    “I’ve seen those shows on TV, and you could get hurt, Mom. I don’t want that to happen.” 
 
    Annie reached across the console and squeezed his arm. “I’m back and it’s all done for now.” She pointed at the bag in the back seat. “I bought some new Harley stuff for Farrell to cheer him up.” 
 
    Neil parked carefully in the hospital lot. Like everything else he did in life, especially his baseball career, Neil strived to be perfect. A born over-achiever. 
 
      
 
    WHEN ANNIE AND NEIL arrived, Farrell was propped up a little against his pillows reading one of the magazines Jesse had brought him the day before. Annie leaned down, held him in her arms and kissed him. “So sorry I was away when… stuff happened, baby. I love you.” 
 
    “You were working, Mom. Hate it, but you have to do it.” 
 
    “Who brought all the mags, bro?” Neil picked up the latest Guns and Ammo from the pile on the bed. 
 
    “Jesse came yesterday. I needed to see him after…” He eyed Neil and said, “after I got hurt.” 
 
    Annie nodded. “He’s been sticking close to home since his last heart attack.” Annie handed Farrell the Harley bag and let him look through it. 
 
    His face lit up as he pulled out a couple of the new shirts. “You bought me all this stuff in Vegas?” 
 
    “Sure. You’re hurt and you’re my baby.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom. I love you.” 
 
    “When can you go home, bro?” asked Neil. 
 
    “Don’t know yet. A few days, I guess.” 
 
    “Why don’t you come home to the ranch until you can work,” said Annie, “I miss you, baby, and Neil misses you too.” 
 
    “Been thinking about it and maybe I will, Mom. I’m no good to Blacky until my left arm is working again.” 
 
    Annie leaned over and hugged him. “You made me happy. I miss you so much.” 
 
    “I wanted to like be an adult and live with Blacky—like two guys out of the nest—with girlfriends n’all, but I missed my Mom.” Farrell grinned. “I found out I’m a bit of a suck.” He grinned and pointed at Neil. “A lot like my baby brother.” 
 
    Neil gave him a hand signal that Annie didn’t see. 
 
    “You’re only twenty-three, sweet thing,” said Annie. “Barely an adult yet. You’ve got lots of time to mature.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE ENTERED Chief Calhoun’s office and plopped down in one of the guest chairs. He’d been downstairs and seen the holding cells bursting at the seams with Punos. The young gangers were hooting and hollering out curses in Spanish at the officers on duty in the lockup. 
 
    The Chief had ordered a sweep, and the squads had picked up every one of the kids they could find. Whether questioning them would be fruitful was another story. 
 
    With a Styrofoam cup in his hand, Calhoun came in and sat down. “Didn’t know you were here already, Blacky. Have you been downstairs?” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “Didn’t need to go all the way down,” he chuckled, “I could hear them from the top of the stairs.” 
 
    “I told them they’d stay locked up and all of them would be charged with triple murder. We’ll see how long it takes for one of them to roll on his best buds.”  
 
    “Speaking of best buds, Farrell and Travis had a difference of opinion in Farrell’s hospital room. I wasn’t there, but a fight broke out and Farrell ripped open his knife wound.” 
 
    Calhoun made a face. “Don’t like the sound of that.” 
 
    “That was bad enough. More anesthetic and more surgery for Farrell. I lost it and fired Travis.” 
 
      “Damn it, but I’m not saying I blame you. He probably deserved it. He’s been off center lately, with the Governor thing and whatnot.” 
 
    Blaine glanced at his phone beside him on the Chief’s desk. “I’m expecting him to call.” 
 
    The Chief nodded. “He’ll phone and want his job back. He’s done it before.” 
 
    “More than a few times. Jesse fired him a couple times in the past too.” 
 
    “Damn shame he has behavior issues. He’s a damn fine cop.” 
 
    “Hate losing him, but he’s been causing a lot of havoc lately.” 
 
    The Chief valued Travis but didn’t protest his firing. Instead he changed the subject. “Not much we can start on from yesterday’s scene. The techs aren’t nearly finished.” 
 
    “No prints in the system?” 
 
    “So many prints in the house, it will take them a good while to check them all.” 
 
    “Yeah, there could have been dozens of kids there while the murders were going down.”  
 
    “We got in touch with the owners up at their cabin in Colorado,” said the Chief. “They decided not to return until we were finished with the house. No point.” 
 
    “Save themselves some grief if they psyche themselves up and get ready for it,” said Blaine, “If you can ever be ready for your eyes to see something so horrendous.” Blaine’s cell rang, and he guessed it was Travis. Nope. LVPD. 
 
    “Detective Vargas, nice to hear from you. What’s going down in Sin City?” 
 
    “Something goin on with The Rule, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Is that why Annie was in Vegas? 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “Techs are still at both scenes, but this is what I know so far. Two guys were capped outside the clubhouse last night. A motorist on ninety-five north saw bikers dragging bodies to a pickup truck and called it in.” 
 
    “And there was more?” 
 
    “The current President, Vince Cabrelli, was found dead at his residence with the VP, Linc Bolivar.” 
 
    “What killed them?” 
 
    “Head shots all. Rifle. Could have been a suppressor.” 
 
    “All identical?” 
 
    “All but one. It looked like Bolivar tried for Cabrelli and botched it. One shot with his Glock. It was still in his hand.” 
 
    “He botched it, but somebody else finished the job?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Be a big shakeup in the club now,” said Blaine. “I heard they were expanding into Texas. Maybe that will be on hold.” 
 
    “You don’t want them there.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “That’s about it for this morning. I’ll let you know if we come up with a shooter. Chances are slim. No brass. No trace. A pro job.” 
 
    That’s what I was afraid of. 
 
    “Thanks for the call.” Blaine gave the story to the Chief. “Now we won’t find out who iced the guy in the Easy Rest. It’s not a single hit. It’s bigger than that.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Calhoun. “Let them kill each other off. Saves us the trouble.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL WAS ASLEEP when Travis tiptoed into his room. He leaned close to the bed and spoke in a whisper. “I had to sneak past the nurses’ station because I’m not allowed in here.” 
 
    Farrell opened his eyes and felt a pang of regret for the condition of his partner’s face. “Yeah, I heard.”  
 
    “I wanted to say sorry. That’s all. I’m staying away from Annie from here on in, and I’m gonna phone Blacky and beg for my job back. Do you think we can still work together?” 
 
    Farrell shrugged and winced from the pain in his shoulder. He had to start healing all over again and that was the big piss off. The freezing had come out and all he had left was the pain. It reminded him of the dust-up. “Don’t know. You never keep your word, so I can’t say.” 
 
    “I’m keeping it this time. Absolutely, guaranteed.” 
 
    “Ain’t up to me, Trav. Blacky and Jesse will make the call. Jesse was here and he ain’t happy with you, not one little bit. In his mind, Annie is his wife and always will be. You trying to push in while they’re separated is pissing him off severely. You’ve got a lot of fences to mend.” 
 
    “Didn’t know the boss felt that way. Thanks.” 
 
    The nurse came into the room and waved Travis out. “Mr. Bristol, you’re not supposed to be in here. Would you mind leaving, please?” 
 
    Travis walked obediently to the door. “I’m gone, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    JACK DROVE BLAINE to the hospital for the final checkup on his leg. Blaine waited a few minutes for the doctor, suffered through the prodding and poking of the healed area on his leg, listened to the good report and felt relief. 
 
    All good. Now I can drive myself and get back to work. 
 
    “Now that we’ve reached this stage,” said the doctor, “I want you to start some massage and physio sessions to regain your muscle tone and flexibility. You need it in your line of work.” 
 
    “It feels fine. I don’t need therapy.” 
 
    The doctor smiled. “Do you know how many people say that to me in a day?” 
 
    Blaine sighed. “Lots, I bet.” 
 
    “Yes. Lots. And believe it or not, they don’t know what they’re talking about.”  
 
    “And neither do I?” Blaine grinned. “Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    He smiled and handed Blaine a card. “Go to this address. It’s around the block from the hospital and see this young woman. She’s tops in her field and you won’t need many sessions—umm… I’m thinking six.” He scribbled it on a requisition pad. “Go for six, I’ll take a last look after that and you’ll be good as new.”  
 
    Sounding resigned to his fate, Blaine said, “Okay, I’ll make an appointment soon.”  
 
    The doctor shook his head. “No. Your first appointment is made, young man. I know how these things work. You have fifteen minutes to get over there. Miss McLean is waiting for you.” 
 
    Annoyed more than a little when he rejoined Jack in the waiting room, Blaine blurted out the bad news. “I have to go from here around the block to a rehab place. The doctor made an appointment for me, and it’s right now.” 
 
    Jack screwed up his face. “How many sessions?” 
 
    “Six if I get off lucky.” 
 
    “You better make an effort, or they’ll add more on.” 
 
    “Fuck, they better not.” 
 
      
 
    AUSTIN REHAB was a block away from Saint Mike’s hospital. A two storey brick building with glass doors at the front and a smiling receptionist inside. What’s not to like? 
 
    I don’t want to be here. I’m too fuckin busy. 
 
    Blaine stood in front of the desk and read the card in his hand, “I have an appointment with a Miss McLean.” 
 
    “Have a seat over there, sir. She’ll be with you in a minute or two.” 
 
    Blaine checked the time on his phone to see how long it would actually be, but when Miss McLean came out to fetch him, he forgot all about timing her. He followed her down the hall studying her hair. Long and dark, it got lighter as it reached her shoulders and ended in uneven platinum vees. Amazing hair.  
 
    Halfway down the hall, she stopped, turned and pointed. “In here, Mr. Blackmore.”  
 
    He followed like a puppy who would follow her anywhere. The scent of her perfume leading him on, just like in the cartoons he watched with Jacks. 
 
    She pointed again, and he studied her face. So perfect. And her perfect face matched her perfect body. She was the same height as him, maybe an inch shorter, slim and muscled. Definitely athletic. 
 
    Wonder what sport she plays? 
 
    His heart hammered in his chest and he felt light-headed when she made eye contact with him. It was the green eyes working their magic.  
 
    “Sit for a minute before we start, and I’ll get a few details.” 
 
    Feeling a little shaky, Blaine thankfully dropped into the chair closest to him. 
 
    What the hell is wrong with me? 
 
    “Mr. Blackmore, could you give me your address, phone number and your date of birth for the file?” 
 
    “Sure.” He pulled out his driver’s license, so he wouldn’t have to talk. Convinced that if he tried to sound intelligent to this beautiful creature, he’d sound like a fuckin idiot. 
 
    “Just a little background on the injury,” she said, moving her pen down the page. “When were you shot?” 
 
    “Umm… can’t remember exactly. A few weeks ago.” 
 
    She smiled, and he felt warm and weird all over. “Doesn’t matter. I can get the exact date of your surgery from the hospital and fill it in later.”  
 
    “Sorry,” he mumbled. “Too much happening.” 
 
    She stood up and walked across the room to a row of dressing rooms. “You can leave your shirt and your underwear on. Strip off your pants, socks and boots.” 
 
    Jesus Christ. This is kind of personal. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” She giggled, then said, “I can be trusted.” 
 
    Maybe you can. 
 
    When he was ready, he walked out of the safety of the little cubby hole feeling more naked than he’d ever felt in his entire life.  
 
    Wish I wasn’t wearing Harley boxers, and this faded shirt. 
 
    “Up here,” she pointed at the table, “lying on your stomach, please.” 
 
    Blaine lay flat on the padded table with his arms tucked under his head. 
 
    “Today we’ll start with a gentle massage of the injured area. We won’t start any exercises until I evaluate the condition of the muscle.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “You’re in good shape, Mr. Blackmore. Nice muscle tone all over your body. You should have no trouble at all restoring your leg to full function.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He felt her hands running up and down his leg, barely touching him and it was the most erotic thing he’d ever experienced. 
 
    Get that out of your head. 
 
    “Try to relax. You seem tense. Are you nervous?” 
 
    “New. This is new.” 
 
    “New, but not frightening in any way.”  
 
    She pressed a little harder on the leg and he felt it. Not pain but could easily be pain if she applied more pressure.  
 
    “You’re protective of your leg and you’re tensing up. It’s okay. I won’t hurt you. Breathe deeply and let it go.” 
 
    He opened his eyes and she was standing beside his head smiling at him. “All done for today. Once you relaxed you slept through the last twenty minutes.” 
 
    Blaine sat up on the table and faced her. “I did?” 
 
    “You did.” She eyed his tats for a moment, then tilted her head towards the cubbies. “You can get dressed.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Once he was fully clothed again, he sat in front of her desk and waited for further instruction. Truth be known, he didn’t want to leave. “What’s next?” 
 
    “Tomorrow we’ll add in a bit of stretching after we get you loosened up. Nothing strenuous. This isn’t a gym.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s what I was expecting. More of a workout I wasn’t ready for.” 
 
    “You’re ready, Mr. Blackmore. The wound is nicely healed.” 
 
    “Could you call me Blaine?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, and she swished the gorgeous hair. “Oh, I don’t know about that. You’re a celebrity in Texas. Kind of a superhero.” She made a funny face. “Could I call Superman, Clarke? I don’t think so.” 
 
    Blaine broke out laughing. “You can do it.” 
 
    “I’ll try tomorrow.” 
 
    “Do I have a time?” 
 
    “Let’s set up your schedule before you leave.”  
 
    Let’s. I want to see you every day for the rest of my life. 
 
    Out of her desk drawer, she extracted a large card with room for a week of appointments on it. “Pick a time in the morning that suits you, and we’ll roll with it.” 
 
    “What time do you start?” 
 
    “Eight.” 
 
    “Eight’s good for me. Once I start something else, I might not be able to come here.” 
 
    “That’s the most I’ve heard you say.” 
 
    “I’m not a conversationalist.” 
 
    She raised the green eyes and smiled at him. “More of a thinker. Crime solver. Got it.” 
 
    He stood and picked up the card. “I’d better go. My driver’s waiting.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “I’ll walk you out and lasso my next victim.” 
 
    Perfect. She’s perfect. 
 
    
BLAINE DIDN’T REALIZE he was smiling in the truck until Jack turned his head and asked, “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Nothing funny. The therapist, she was… different.” 
 
    “Different… like interesting?” 
 
    “And fuckin gorgeous. That didn’t hurt.” 
 
    “That never hurts,” said Jack. “If they’re not hard to look at, that’s half the battle.” 
 
    “Should a relationship be a battle?” asked Blaine. “It was most of the time with Misty. I never did or said the right thing when I was with her.” 
 
    “She’s not the right one, boss. If that’s the case. Nope.” 
 
    Blaine’s cell rang. “Hold that thought, Jack.” He pressed talk. “Mr. Leighton, happy to hear from you.” 
 
    “Just a call of congratulations, Blaine. Juan Aldana has been indicted by the Grand Jury and his trial will begin in August.” 
 
    “That’s great. He’s a terrible influence on the young neighborhood kids and he belongs in Huntsville.” 
 
    “He certainly does.” 
 
    Blaine thanked Leighton for the call and let Mary know about the pending trial for her follow-up story.  
 
    “Thanks for the lead, Blaine. My gang series has been popular, thanks to your input.” 
 
    “That’s okay, Mary. You write the stories, and write them well. I just give them to you.” 
 
    “Can we talk about Farrell for a minute?” 
 
    “Okay. Why do you sound sad? Are you fighting?” 
 
    “No. Not fighting. We had a difference of opinion. I wanted him to stay at my apartment while he was recovering, and I’d take a few days off, but he says he’s going to the ranch for a week.” 
 
    “Annie wants him at home until he heals, and Farrell needs his mom. He’s like that.” 
 
    “I don’t get that, Blaine. Farrell’s a big, tough cop. He doesn’t seem like a guy who would need his mom when he’s hurt.” 
 
    “Well, he does, Mary. Farrell never had a mother until he was eighteen. He ran from his gang and they shot him and left him for dead. Annie took him home to the ranch and gave him and Neil new lives. He’s clingy. Just roll with it.” 
 
    “He doesn’t talk about his past, and I didn’t know that. Okay, I’ll try not to be selfish, even though I want him all to myself.” 
 
    “See, there you go. You have to share.” 
 
    Mary managed a little chuckle. “I guess I do.” 
 
    He ended the call from Mary and Travis was on the line. “Travis,” he said to Jack in a whisper before he answered. 
 
    Jack nodded. “You knew that was coming.” 
 
    “Hey, Travis, how’s retirement?” 
 
    “Fuck, Blacky, I don’t want to be retired. Let me come back to work.” 
 
    “Give me until tomorrow to talk to Jesse and we’ll make a decision. I’ll have to give Farrell a vote too. He’s the one who paid the price, even though I’m not saying you started the fight—but you caused it.” 
 
    “For sure, I did, and know what, boss? I sure as hell did not know that Jesse was of the mind that him and Annie were still married and would always be married, and they were working on their differences.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Jesse told Farrell that very thing, and I didn’t know. I thought with the divorce n’all they were history. I swear it.” 
 
    “Jesus, I didn’t know that either, Trav.” 
 
    Wonder if Annie knows. 
 
    Blaine sent Annie a quick text.  
 
    “Jesse told Farrell that he considers you his wife for always and y’all are working on your differences.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I guess you’re the last to know, Mom.” 
 
    “Jeeze, baby. Shocked doesn’t even describe it.” 
 
    “Play it cool and let it play out.” 
 
    “Thanks. Love you.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE SAT in Charity’s room in the rocker, relaxing and doing a lot of thinking as his daughter slept. He was feeling a lot stronger now, and more positive about his future than he had for months. He and Annie were separated, only by fifteen miles, but it felt like they were a world apart. She was keeping her distance because of the stress she caused, but he was stronger now. A lot stronger, and they would never get back together if he didn’t show her that he wanted her back.  
 
    He checked the date on his phone to be sure and nodded. “Her birthday is in a couple days. I’ll have dinner here at the ranch for her.” 
 
    He stepped next door into his own room, so he wouldn’t wake the baby and sat on the side of the bed. Blaine answered on the first ring. “Hey, Blacky, I want to run something by you?” 
 
    “Is it about hiring Travis back?” 
 
    “Shit, did he call? I’ve been waiting for it.” 
 
    “He did, and I told him we’d have to talk it over, and also see how Farrell felt about the two of them working together, before we decided.” 
 
    “Good call. Let’s make him wait a day or two.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “Sure. Make him wait.” 
 
    “Something else,” said Jesse. “Annie’s birthday is coming up in a couple days and I wanted to have dinner for her here at the house. Jackson too, and everybody. Nothing fancy. Just family.” 
 
    “All the walking wounded?” Blaine laughed. “Sure, sounds great. Is it a surprise?” 
 
    “A little. I think I’m surprising myself too, but I can’t help it. I want to smooth things over, even halfway would be a start. We were always best friends before… texting and calling, and I miss that, kiddo. I miss it every day.” 
 
    “I’m hyped for it. Can I bring a date?” 
 
    “Sure, did you and Misty make up?” 
 
    “Nope, that won’t happen. I met somebody else.” 
 
    “Sure, if you’re interested in someone new, I want to see her first hand, and I know the boys will.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, the boys will give her a good going over. Especially Paulie.” 
 
    Jesse laughed. “Yeah, especially, Paulie.” 
 
      
 
    JACK PARKED at the back of the driveway near the carriage house and turned off the engine. “The yellow tape’s down on the house next door,” he said as Blaine eased down from the sidestep. 
 
    “Guess I was too busy on the phone to notice. Let’s take a look.” 
 
    The two of them strode around the house, crossed the front lawn and mounted the steps onto the porch. Blaine peered in the front window. “Yep, all done. Nothing left but the mess. I hope they gave the keys to Lil.” 
 
    Jack tried the door. “Locked. They locked up.” 
 
    “That’s a joke,” said Blaine. “A little vandalism couldn’t make it much worse, could it?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “Let’s go see if Rick has cooked anything we could safely eat.” 
 
    Blaine pulled Lone Stars out of the Sub-Zero for him and Jack and took a seat at the kitchen table with Carm. He chugged down half his beer then called across the cavernous kitchen to Lily. “The techs are finished next door, Lil. Can you get a couple of demo guys lined up to give us estimates in the next day or two?” 
 
    “Sure, boss, if you’re sure that’s the way you want to go. We could get estimates on redoing the rooms in question as well.” 
 
    Blaine pulled a face, “But we’d never get the smell out. Never.” 
 
    Lily made a face. “I guess that’s true.” 
 
    Carm asked him in Spanish about Farrell, and Blaine explained that Annie was taking Farrell to the ranch for a week before he came back here. 
 
    She nodded and said, “Madre.” 
 
    “Si, he needs his madre.” 
 
    “How did the therapy go, boss?” asked Lil as she whipped up something in a big bowl, a wire whisk in her hand.  
 
    A big smile spread across Blaine’s face and he felt a warmth trickling through his veins. “Good, real good.” 
 
    Lily crossed the kitchen, took a stance in front of him and focused on his face. “It didn’t go that well. You hate stuff like that. What did she look like?” 
 
    He blew out a big breath and then grinned. “Oh, my God, Lil. I’m fuckin toast.” 
 
    “Aww… shit, boss.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    July 14th. 
 
    LEXI WHINED beside the bed and Blaine opened his eyes. Pitch dark. “What’s wrong girl?” He woke a little more fully and heard it. Middle of the fuckin night and his cell was ringing. He rolled over and fumbled for it in the dark. “Shit, what time is it?” He grabbed the cell and glanced at it.  
 
    Four twenty. 
 
    “Dan Riaz, Fire Chief, Mr. B. One of your gang addresses is burning to the ground. Nothing you can do. Just letting you know.” 
 
    “Anyone inside?” 
 
    “Don’t think so, but it was hot when we arrived.” 
 
    “I’m up. I’ll drive over and take a look.” 
 
    Blaine grabbed his clothes from the floor and put them on without taking take time to shower. He shoved his Beretta into his waistband as he strode along the upstairs hallway with Lexi on his heels. He stopped long enough to stick his head in Jack and Greg’s room. “Fire in gangland. I’m driving over.” 
 
    “I’m up,” said Jack. “You can’t go alone.” 
 
    “I’ll smoke on the porch.” 
 
    “Be right down.” 
 
    The junkers were ready in five minutes and Jack hustled out the door with Greg right behind him. “I’ll get the truck. Wait there.” 
 
    Blaine whistled for Lexi, put her back in the house and set the alarm. He waited at the side of the drive for the truck and broke out in a sweat standing still. 
 
    Hot night for a fire. Must be about a hundred. 
 
    The Prince’s clubhouse was only a few blocks away. With the Punos on a revenge kick and a lot of the Princes in jail, Blaine figured it would be the Prince’s turf blazing—and he was right. 
 
    Not much left of it when they arrived. Half the block was cordoned off. The tiny frame houses on the street were so old and close together, the neighbors’ roofs on each side had caught fire and the sides of the houses facing the fire were blackened and badly damaged. The displaced residents were standing on the street looking on in horror. 
 
    “Arson,” said Blaine to Jack. “Has to be. Punos are on a rampage.” 
 
    “Too bad about the neighbors,” said Greg. “They’re innocent in all this.” 
 
    “Hope there was nobody inside.” 
 
    Blaine sat in the truck making calls. Alerting the gang squad to what was going on and organizing another round up of any Punos that were missed on the first try. 
 
    There must be more of them running loose, if they set the fire. 
 
    Media vans appeared out of the darkness and began filming the blaze. Blaine called Mary’s cell, woke her up and asked if she wanted pictures for the morning edition, and she did. She arrived a few minutes later with the paper photographer, Raj Singh. Blaine got out of the truck, stood on the sidewalk with them and recounted what he knew, and it wasn’t much. Mary took notes while Raj clicked off frames for the front page. 
 
    Blaine turned to walk back to the truck and heard a pop. A shot whizzed by his head. Thunk. It hit the side of the truck. 
 
    Jack grabbed Blaine and pushed him into the cab. 
 
    “Goddam idiots. That was close, boss. Pot shots. Are you wearing a vest?” 
 
    “Didn’t think of it.” 
 
    “Fuck this,” hollered Jack, “we’re out of here.”  
 
    “Let’s go get coffee, boys,” said Blaine. “It’s morning, and I think I’m supposed to be somewhere.” 
 
    Jack pulled out of the Starbucks’ drive through and came up with it. “Eight o’clock therapy, boss, with the new looker.” 
 
    “Fuck. I smell like smoke and sweat.” 
 
    “Don’t matter. It’s five after eight. You’ve got to burn your ass to make it.” Jack flipped on the lights and siren and flew through the red light at the corner. 
 
    Blaine grabbed the safety bar. “Fuck, Jack. It ain’t that important.” 
 
    “Sure as hell is. You’re in lust with her.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Greg snorted in the back seat. 
 
    Jack pulled up to the front step of the physio building with the siren wailing and let Blaine out. He hustled inside feeling like Pigpen from Peanuts with smoke instead of dirt swirling around him in a cloud.  
 
    The receptionist glanced up and pointed. “Miss McLean is waiting for you, Mr. Blackmore.” 
 
    Fuck. I am late. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said as he headed for the dressing room to rip his clothes off. “Something came up.” 
 
    “I saw you on the breakfast news. One of the gangs set a fire.” 
 
    “I smell like smoke and that might not be all.” He tore across the room in his boxers and flopped onto the table. 
 
    “It’s okay. Relax, Blaine. If I’m going to call you Blaine, you better call me Carson. Then we’ll be even.” 
 
    “Okay.” Blaine let out the breath he was holding and tried to let go some of the stress as he felt her cool hands on his leg. 
 
    “Stressful morning wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And your energy is down. No time for breakfast?” 
 
    “Coffee in the truck.” 
 
    “Not enough for all the stress you’re under. Try harder.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    When the therapy was finished, and he was dressed, he asked his question. “I want to take you to dinner. Is that allowed?” 
 
    The green eyes widened. “We barely know each other, and I never date patients.” 
 
    “Never?” 
 
    “Never. My policy, and I stick to it. It’s a bad idea. Causes problems.” 
 
    Blaine leaned forward over her desk. “Let’s say it was a special occasion and being the forward prick that I am, I already told the host I was bringing you.” 
 
    “What? Why would you do that without asking me?” 
 
    “I can’t explain it, other than to say, the attraction is overwhelming. I need to know you on a personal level and I’m not giving up with a flat no.” 
 
    “Well, let’s see if we can sort this out. I am attracted to you, Blaine. Your bad-boy image—tats and long hair—bullet holes, smoky aroma and all. New for me, I’ve always dated preppy guys. Clean, neat and predictable.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “I make an effort at being clean, but it doesn’t last. Never neat. Keep going.” 
 
    “You’re a little young for me. I usually date guys at least four or five years older than me.” 
 
    “I don’t care how old you are,” said Blaine. “It’s a number. My mother is only fifteen years older than me and it doesn’t matter. We connect on every level. Relationships are about chemistry.” 
 
    “Your mother? Oh, my God, now we’re talking about Mrs. Powell, are we not?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    The green eyes flashed. “And this special occasion we’re talking about, will your mother be there?” 
 
    “She will. It’s her birthday.” 
 
    Carson’s hand went to her throat. “I feel a little warm.” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “You look fantastic, warm or cool.” 
 
    She checked her watch. “I’ve got to move on to my next patient.” 
 
    “Why don’t I call you later?” 
 
    “I never give out my cell number,” she said as she scribbled it on a post-it. 
 
    “Therapy is the new favorite part of my day.” 
 
    She winked at him. “There’s ash in your hair.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL SAT IN the guest chair of his hospital room,  dressed and ready to go. Stiff and sore and testy because he couldn’t work, he wasn’t smiling when Annie and Neil came to pick him up. 
 
    Annie leaned down and gently hugged him. “Ready, baby?” 
 
    Farrell nodded and pointed to the bag at his feet. 
 
    “I’ll get that,” said Neil. “So happy you’re coming to the ranch, bro. Missed you a lot.” 
 
    “I miss the ranch and all the people who live there,” said Farrell. “Guess it’s part of growing up.” 
 
    “I talked to Declan in Ireland this morning,” said Annie. “His mother died and he’s clearing up a few things for his family. He won’t be back for two more weeks.” 
 
    “I don’t need a caregiver, Mom. The hospital arranged for a lady to come and change the bandages. That’s all I need.” 
 
    The nurse rolled a wheelchair into the room and pointed. 
 
    “Do I have to?” 
 
    She smiled. “You do, Mr. Donovan. Hospital policy.” 
 
    “I could push that bad boy, bro, and give you a ride to remember,” said Neil. 
 
    “I’ll handle it,” said the nurse. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” said Neil and gave her a little salute. 
 
    Annie grinned at her boys. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE AND the junkers headed home for showers and breakfast after the therapy session. They’d started the day with neither and were feeling the need. 
 
    “I saw the fire on the news,” said Lily, “and figured that’s where you were. Did you eat?” 
 
    “Nope,” said Jack, “got any breakfast left?” 
 
    “I can whip up bacon and eggs,” said Rick, “No sweat.” 
 
    Jack grinned at him. “The new Rick. Did they teach cooking at the farm? I forget.” 
 
    “You all look sooty and sweaty,” said Rick, standing by the stove in a white apron and grinning because it wasn’t him. “By the time y’all shower, I’ll have this job done.” 
 
    Feeling a lot more put together after breakfast, Blaine sat on the front porch and called Jesse. “We need some face time, partner. Two or three things need discussion.” 
 
    “Okeydokey. I’m leaving soon for service on the Rover and a couple of adjustments at the dealership in Dallas. Why don’t I pick you up? We can talk on the way and have lunch up there in the big city.” 
 
    “It’s out of your way to come get me, when you could go straight up seventy-seven.” 
 
    “Don’t matter, but if you want to drive over, I still have to get Charity ready. You’ll be here by then.” 
 
    “Leaving now. Happy to be driving by myself again.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE PARKED inside the Quantrall compound and jumped into the front seat of the Range Rover. Charity sat in her car seat in the back with a trayful of toys in front of her. 
 
    Blaine twisted around so he could see her. “Hi, baby. Wow, you’re a lot bigger than the last time I saw you.” 
 
    “She’ll be a year old in October. Ty wants to have a big party.” 
 
    “Sure, go for it, if it makes Tyler happy.” 
 
    Jesse chuckled. “Ty always has her. I can be working in the office, come out and she’s gone. Gone to the barn and getting filthy. She loves the dogs, the barn cats and the horses. She has a special toy box at the barn, Ty made her.” 
 
    They headed up the highway and Charity dozed off in her seat. “Did you want to talk about the Travis thing?” asked Jesse. “I thought we decided to let that settle for a couple of days.” 
 
    “Yeah, we did, and I’m fine with that. There are other questions I have, and I needed some private time.” 
 
    “Okay, shoot.” 
 
    “This first one goes back a way. When you researched my parents for Annie before my adoption, can you remember the name of the lawyer you spoke to?” 
 
    “Sure. Nice guy, and he remembered your case. What was his name. Nice office in downtown Abilene. Park, Drummond, that was it. I think Mr. Park, the senior partner, was your parents’ attorney.” 
 
    “Good memory, Jesse.” Blaine jotted the name in his notebook. “I’m thinking of spending a couple days in Abilene when I get a chance and dig into my family at bit more.” 
 
    “You should. Not knowing hangs over you like a fuckin cloud. Do it. You’ll either find something you’re looking for, or there will be nothing for you to find. But you have to know either way to have any peace.” 
 
    Blaine nodded, “Yep, I’m going to do it.” 
 
    “Another half hour and we’ll be there.” Jesse glanced in the rearview at his daughter. “She sleeps in the truck. Always.” 
 
    “Can I ask you a personal question?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Course, you can. You’re like my own son, Blacky. What do you want to know?” 
 
    “This birthday that you’re having for Annie, is it just a friend thing or an effort to do something more?” 
 
    Jesse turned his head and grinned at Blaine across the console. “It’s an effort. Brian won’t be happy, and it will put a little stress on me, but I love her too much not to see her at all. Can’t stand it. Day after day with no texting and no talking. We’ve always done that even when we were fighting.” 
 
    “I was wondering what you were up to. None of my business, but I want you together, for always.” 
 
    “Let’s say I’m testing the waters with a birthday dinner. See what happens.” 
 
    “You go, Jesse, and good luck. I’m a hundred percent behind you.” 
 
      
 
    ARLO MAZNIK greeted them at the dealership and offered to buy them lunch while the Rover was being serviced. 
 
    “We can walk across the road to Ruby Tuesdays. They have decent lunch specials and a dandy salad bar.” 
 
    “As long as they have a highchair,” said Jesse. 
 
    Blaine held out his arms. “Let me carry her across the street. She’s heavy for you, Jesse. And you’re not supposed to lift.” 
 
    “Not supposed to, but when you have a baby, it’s hard not to.” 
 
    They returned after lunch, and while Arlo went to check on Jesse’s vehicle, Blaine and Jesse strolled through the Jaguars on display. 
 
    “Love this one,” said Blaine.  He slid behind the wheel of a black convertible with the top down. 
 
    “Would you ever drive it?” 
 
    “Maybe not. I thought of getting a car for Carm to take to the grocery store.” 
 
    Jesse raised a brow. “I didn’t know she could drive.” 
 
    “Never seen her drive, but she’s never had a car. I should ask her.” 
 
    Jesse chuckled. “Find out that detail before you buy her a Jag.” 
 
    “This would be too small anyway for the bushels of produce that she buys. She’d need a Rover like you have. She needs a hatch in the back.” 
 
    Arlo returned and told them Jesse was all set to go. 
 
      
 
    LILY STOOD on the front lawn of the house next door chatting to a rough looking guy in dirty coveralls. His truck parked in the drive read ‘Don’s Demo.’ The uneven lettering looked hand painted, possibly with a brush. 
 
    Blaine parked in his own driveway and stepped out of his cool truck into the hottest part of the day. He walked across the grass and stood next to Lily. “Hi, are you Don?” 
 
    He hooked a thumb over his shoulder at his truck. “That’s me. This your house?” 
 
    “It is. I’m looking for an estimate on tearing it down.” 
 
    “That there is one huge mother of a house—three storey Victorian. Gonna take a lot of manpower, and it’s gonna cost y’all an arm and a fuckin leg to get ‘er gone.” 
 
    “Just work out the estimate,” said Blaine, “I’m planning on getting two more bids, then I’ll compare them and see who gets the job.” 
 
    “You’re one of those guys, eh? Son of a bitch that goes for the lowest price and starves out the little guy.” 
 
    You’re an asshole, Don. 
 
    “I don’t always take the lowest price. I find out who is going to do the best job and go with that company.” 
 
    “Good luck with that.” 
 
    Blaine smiled and winked at Lil. “Thanks.” 
 
    Don left, and Blaine walked Lily back to the house. “Start over, I’m taking Don out of the running.” 
 
    Lilly giggled. “Me too. What a jerk.” 
 
    Lily went inside where it was cool, and Blaine sank down on the porch steps to call Carson. He checked the time. Most of the day had been spent with Jesse in Dallas and it was almost dinnertime. 
 
    He programmed her number into his phone and she answered on the second ring.  
 
    “I didn’t recognize your number at first,” she said, sounding a little out of breath. 
 
    “Were you running?” 
 
    “Doing a few sprints.” 
 
    “Jeeze. Can you take time for dinner?” 
 
    “When, now?” 
 
    “I’m hungry now. I’ve been busy all day and I want a beer and some food.” 
 
    “I’m not dressed up, so it will have to be casual.” 
 
    Blaine laughed. “You’re kidding me. You’ve seen what I wear every day. It doesn’t get any better.” 
 
    “Okay, then. I’m dressed appropriately.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Still here. Downtown. Using my own space after hours for some exercise. It’s too hot to run by the lake. Tell me where to meet you.” 
 
    “Go over to the Capital Grille. I’ll be there shortly.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Not much enthusiasm in your voice. Sounds like it’s not a favorite. Pick something else, if you want.” 
 
    “No marker. I’ve never been there. I thought the clientele were lawyers and political people.” 
 
    “I’m a lawyer. You’ll be safe.” 
 
    “Liar. I’ll mention your name,” she said with a giggle, “and maybe they’ll let me in.” 
 
    I am a lawyer and I’m not a liar. 
 
    “Do it. I’m leaving now.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE ENTERED the Grille and the hostess smiled at him. “There’s a lovely lady waiting for you at your usual table, Mr. Blackmore. I’ll show you.” 
 
    “I was hoping to get here ahead of her.” He crossed the room and sat down opposite Carson. “I didn’t think I’d take that long. Traffic. Did you order a drink?” 
 
    “I waited.” 
 
    “You look amazing. You have a glow about you, and that pale green dress with your eyes… uh huh.” He stared without meaning to. 
 
    “Thanks. You said your day was busy?” 
 
    “My partner and I drove up to Dallas on business.” 
 
    “Uh huh. On my way over here, I wondered what kind of chitchat I’d be able to come up with to talk to a celebrity super cop.” 
 
    “I wish people wouldn’t say that. It creeps me out.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry. I thought it was like a title. Like Sir Galahad or one of those.” 
 
    She’s messing with me. 
 
    He held up a hand. “Stop and tell me what you want to drink.” 
 
    “I’ll have a black cherry cooler,” Carson said to the server who magically appeared at the end of the table. 
 
    “Corona,” said Blaine. 
 
    Carson nodded.  
 
    “What, because I’m Latino it’s a foregone conclusion that I drink Corona?” 
 
    “Of course, or Petron.” 
 
    He stared across the table and the green eyes pulled him in again. “You are intelligent and have a great sense of humor. I don’t enjoy coaxing a thought out of a female head.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    “Time is too short for games.” He picked up the menu. “At least my time is.” 
 
    “Noted.” She mimed scribbling on her napkin. 
 
    She’s fun. Exactly what I need. 
 
    Blaine stared at the choices. “What’s your fancy?” 
 
    “You are,” she whispered. 
 
    He reached across the table, picked up her hand and kissed it. “Bueno.” 
 
    The server returned with a tray laden with the drinks they had ordered plus a bottle of wine and two wine glasses. She set everything down and said, “Doctor Rodriguez sent the wine with her compliments.” 
 
    Blaine turned his head and didn’t see her. “Where is she?” 
 
    “In a private dining room, sir, in a meeting.” 
 
    Blaine tipped the server. “Convey my thanks, would you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I will.” 
 
    Carson’s green eyes were wide. “Doctor Rodriguez, the next governor of Texas?” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “We’re… discussing a working relationship, when she assumes power.” 
 
    “Cool.” Carson took a sip of her cooler. “This stuff is so far over my head, all I can say is I’ll have another cooler.” 
 
    Blaine broke out laughing.  
 
    “I want to ask a couple of questions about the dinner for your mother. Is it formal or at some fancy place? I need details, so I know how to dress.” 
 
     “Nothing like that. My partner, Jesse Quantrall is my mother’s ex-husband, and he’s hosting. He wants them to get back together, but she doesn’t know it yet.” 
 
    “Quantrall Oil?” 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “Don’t think about it. Just a table in Jesse’s dining room, that’s all it will be. His baby will be sitting in her highchair throwing food probably.” 
 
    “He has a baby?” 
 
    “Charity. I don’t want to overload you with details. All you need to know is this—it’s dinner at a horse ranch and nobody will be dressed up.”  
 
    The meal was served, and Blaine cut a piece of his steak. 
 
    Carson fiddled with her salad. “How many people will be there?” 
 
    “Let’s see.” Blaine counted on his fingers. “Jesse and his four brothers, Wendy, two babies, you and me, Mom, Farrell, Mary, Neil, Jacks and Luce, oh, and Carm.” 
 
     “Seventeen people?” 
 
    “Four of those are little kids. So, eleven plus us.” 
 
    “I can handle it.” 
 
    “I knew you could.” 
 
      
 
    THE EVENING was warm and sultry as they stepped out of the restaurant. Blaine reached for Carson’s hand and led her down the steps and in the opposite direction of the parking lot. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “There’s a jewelry store I like down the block and I want to get Annie something.”  
 
    “Do you call your mother by her first name?” 
 
    “Sometimes. How about you?” 
 
    “Nope. Never.” 
 
    “In here. I’m happy they’re still open.” 
 
    They walked past glistening glass counters full of sparkling gems. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “When I was a kid, the first thing I ever gave her was a ruby necklace for her birthday. I was only fifteen and had about ten bucks that I won at poker, but she wore it every day because I bought it for her.” 
 
    “Now you want to get her the real thing, because you can. I get it.” She squeezed his hand. “You love your mother. I can tell by the way you talk about her.” 
 
    She’s everything to me. My whole world. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Mr. Blackmore, nice to see you again. What can I help you with?” Tom, the proprietor, offered his hand across the counter and Blaine shook it. 
 
    “I need a ruby necklace for my mother’s birthday. It’s her birthstone.” 
 
    “Down this way, I have what you’re looking for. Choker or something with a longer chain?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Longer, I think.” He gazed through the glass at the selection of rubies and then pointed. “The pear shaped one. I like it.” 
 
    “A marvelous pendant. Gorgeous setting, handcrafted by a native American artist.” 
 
    Blaine turned to Carson. “What do you think?” 
 
    “It took my breath away when I saw it. Beautiful.” 
 
    “Would you gift wrap it for me, Tom?” Blaine pulled out his wallet and dropped a black Amex on the showcase. 
 
    “I’d be happy to.” 
 
      
 
    BEHIND the Grille, Blaine walked Carson across the parking lot to her car, a white Mustang with racing stripes that had been bumped around a little. “Cute car.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He pushed her snugly up against the side of her car, wrapped both arms around her and placed his open mouth over hers. The kiss deepened and didn’t end until other patrons came looking for their vehicles. 
 
    “I’ll see you in the morning,” he whispered, and opened her car door for her. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    July 15th. 
 
    BLAINE’S CELL JANGLED on the passenger seat as he drove to his new favorite hour of the day. Therapy. “Shit, don’t make me miss my therapy,” he said to the screen before he answered. “Chief, good morning. Something up?” 
 
    “Out at county lockup where we had to transfer a lot of the gang members, your witness, Miguel, a.k.a. Charlie Ziffler was found dead in his cell this morning.” 
 
    “Oh, shit. Goddam punks. The two gangs weren’t mixed in their cells, were they?”  
 
    “No, of course they weren’t,” Calhoun barked back at him. 
 
    “Sorry, Chief, just thinking out loud.” 
 
    “Ziffler was alone in his cell as a precaution. Empty cells next to him both sides. And Aldana isn’t housed at that facility at all. We still have him downstairs awaiting trial.” 
 
    “Have they moved the body?” 
 
    “No. Waiting for you.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “I’m at the physio building now. Let me run in and cancel for this morning, and I’ll head out there. I better call Perry Leighton.” 
 
    “Yeah, you call him. I haven’t had my coffee yet.” 
 
    Blaine parked and ran inside. His leg felt incredibly better, but maybe it was nothing Carson had done, just time for it to be healed. He paused at reception and spoke to the freckled face staring at her computer. “I need to see Miss McLean for a second.” 
 
    “She’s with a patient, Mr. Blackmore. You’ll have to wait.” 
 
    He leaned closer and whispered. “I can’t wait. This is an emergency.” 
 
    The blue eyes widened, and she leaned closer. “A real police emergency?” 
 
    “Very real.” 
 
    “Can you tell me what it is?” she asked in a whisper. 
 
    “Somebody just killed… somebody… and I have to go.” 
 
    She screamed and ran down the hall like her ass was on fire. Heads turned in the waiting room. 
 
    The whole world will know who it is soon enough. 
 
    Carson came rushing down the hall. “What’s the emergency?” 
 
    Blaine whispered. “I have to cancel. Somebody killed Charlie Ziffler in his cell, my witness against Juan Aldana.” 
 
    Since the gang war started, Juan Aldana is a household word. 
 
    Carson sucked in a breath. “Go, go. Call me later.” 
 
      
 
    COUNTY LOCKUP was a zoo when Blaine arrived. The front of the building was curb to curb media trucks. Reporters and camera men pacing the sidewalk out front trying to get a scrap of information from anybody and everybody going in or out.  
 
    A reporter approached as Blaine reached the front steps. “Ranger Blackmore, this gang war is your baby. Can you tell us anything?” 
 
    He gave a finger wave and said. “Give me half an hour inside and I’ll be back.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    Chief Calhoun stood in the hallway at the top of the stairs. “The ME is down there now. Go take a look.” 
 
    “Yep.” Blaine made his way through the crowd of staff craning their necks to get a look at what was going on instead of working at their normal duties. He descended the stairs and turned to his left. Charlie Ziffler had been secured in the last cell on the left side of the run. Alone. No cellmate. No next door neighbors. 
 
    The cell door stood open. The medical examiner was on his knees beside the body and his assistant stood behind him waiting for instruction. He turned, saw Blaine and nodded. “Hey, Mr. Blackmore.”  
 
    “Hey, Herbie, another hot one outside.” 
 
    “Will be worse this afternoon.” 
 
    “You guys are lucky the morgue is so cool.” 
 
    Herb chuckled. “Yeah, I guess that’s lucky.” 
 
    Blaine stepped closer. “What are you thinking, Doc?” 
 
    “No marks on him except one fresh needle mark. Somebody shot him up. From the signs, I’m guessing a huge OD. I’ll try to schedule the autopsy for tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thanks.” To Herb: “Could you let me know the time?” 
 
    “Will do, Mr. B. I’ve got your cell number.” 
 
    Before leaving, Blaine slowly paced back and forth in front of the long run of holding cells looking for any sign from one of the young gangers. They were all pretty good actors, or else they didn’t give a rat’s ass about what had happened at the other end of the run.  
 
    Upstairs, the Chief was in conversation with a knot of men in the corridor. He looked up when Blaine approached. “Anything?” 
 
    “Nothing surprising. One new needle mark. Somebody shot him up—if he didn’t do it himself. Autopsy tomorrow.” 
 
    “The girls are compiling a list of visitors and attorneys who were in and out in the last twenty-four,” said the Chief. “See if we can come up with anything.”    
 
    “Hope there’s someone obvious, but I’m not counting on it,” said Blaine, “these lockup things can be pretty hazy.” Pressure in his head was mounting and he wanted to let go a huge stream of cursing, but figured he’d wait until he got to his truck. Instead he said, “Do you want to say something outside, or do you want me to do it?” 
 
    The Chief didn’t care much for the media. More of a background guy who worked his ass off and gave his men all the credit. “Say anything—make up anything—just make them go away, would you?” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “I’ll try.” 
 
    He strode through the dingy room near the entrance where visitors checked in, opened the front door and the media mobbed him before he made it down the first step. They all yelled out questions at the same time and he didn’t hear any of them. 
 
    “Hold on.” He held up a hand. “You can have what I have and it ain’t much. The victim’s name is Miguel Ziffler. Alone in his cell at the time of his demise. Y’all know he has no next of kin except his three younger brothers in foster homes because he accidently shot his mother during the arrest. That’s old news. The ME thinks it might be an overdose, but he won’t know for sure until the autopsy. He’s trying to make time for it tomorrow.” 
 
    “Miguel Ziffler would have been the prime witness in the Juan Aldana trial, wouldn’t he, Ranger Blackmore?” 
 
    The only fuckin thing we had. 
 
    “He would have been important to the DA’s case. Yes.” 
 
    A blonde with perfect hair stuck a mic in his face. “Any suspects? When can we expect an arrest?” 
 
    Too close. 
 
    The crowd was closing in on him and he was plastered against the entrance doors. A couple of officers on crowd control pushed their way in front of Blaine and bodily made space.  
 
    “Bottom of the steps, people,” hollered one of the uniforms. “Y’all retreat to the bottom of the steps and give Ranger Blackmore room to breathe.” 
 
    “Thanks, guys,” said Blaine in a whisper. 
 
    “Can you tell us any details?” Someone shouted. 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “Alone in his cell is the only detail I know for sure. Go with what you know and wait for the facts. That’s all I can suggest. Something I can tell y’all—none of the gang members locked up inside will be saying a single word about what happened right under their noses. You can take that to the bank.” 
 
    “Does Aldana know that the number one witness against him is dead?”  
 
    Bet he does. 
 
    “I’ll be speaking to Mr. Aldana shortly, and I’ll ask him for you.” 
 
    A flutter of laughter. 
 
    They filmed his short interview and had to content themselves with what they had. 
 
    Blaine sat behind the wheel of his truck and texted Mary the story of what had happened to Charlie.  
 
    “He’s the only witness. You must be upset.” 
 
    “I’ve been better.” 
 
    “What should I do?” 
 
    “Run Aldana’s picture on the front page if you can and ask Ben if you can start a countdown to the trial. Big numbers in the top corner—days and hours. I don’t want Aldana to feel that his situation has changed.” 
 
    “A countdown is a great idea. Ben loves it when people need a paper every day. He’ll go for it.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL WATCHED Blaine on the news. He’d been glued to the sofa in the family room at the ranch since the minute he got home, and it was driving him nuts. He squirmed around and tried to get into a position where he could comfortably get up. Every move he made seemed to be connected to the muscles in his back. 
 
    Neil noticed his brother’s unease. “What do you want, Farrell. I’ll get it for you. That’s what Mom is paying me for.” 
 
    Farrell gave Neil the brotherly stink-eye. “She better not be paying you.” 
 
    “Why are you so testy, Farrell? Of course, she’s not paying me. It’s just an expression.” 
 
    “Drive me to the city, Neil,” Farrell barked. “I’ve got to watch Blacky’s back. Now that Aldana has killed the witness, he’ll try to take Blacky out.” 
 
    Neil’s face contorted. “How do know that? Sounds like a stretch, to me, Farrell.” 
 
    With a groan of pain, Farrell struggled to his feet. “Get my sawed off, my Remington with the scope and my SW and bring them out here.” 
 
    “Don’t think Mom is gonna like this, Farrell. You’re supposed to be lying down.” 
 
    “Blacky is gonna be lying down…dead, if I don’t’ get to the city.” Farrell winced and pointed with his left hand, “and it’s gonna be your fuckin fault, Neil Donovan.” 
 
    “Jeeze, Farrell.” Neil turned and booked it down the hallway. He returned a few minutes later with the guns loaded in his arms. 
 
    “Get my ammo box and load it and all the guns into the back seat of my truck.” 
 
    “Jeeze, Farrell, rethink this. I’m gonna be in so much trouble.” 
 
    “Where is Mom anyway?” Farrell clicked the TV off. 
 
    “I’m here, sugar pop,” Annie called from the kitchen. “You need me?” 
 
    “Now lookit,” whispered Neil. “You’re in it.” 
 
    Annie entered the room and eyed the guns. “What’s up?” 
 
    Neil shrugged and pointed at Farrell. 
 
    “Aldana managed to kill the only witness we had to the murders, and I think he’ll try for Blacky next.” 
 
    “He’s in jail, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s in jail, but the witness is still dead, ain’t he?” 
 
    “I see your point.” Annie waved Neil in the direction of the guns. “Put those back. Farrell can’t leave this house. I’ll call Jack and make sure Blaine is heavily covered.” 
 
    “I want to do it myself,” said Farrell. “I want to be sure.” 
 
    “You’re right, baby. We want to be sure. I’ll go.” 
 
    Annie’s word was law and both boys knew it, but Farrell gave it a shot anyway. “Take me with you, please Mom.” 
 
    She reached out and stroked the side of his face. “Looking at the condition you’re in—barely upright here in front of me—I can’t. You’re weak and pale, and if…” she turned her head to glance at Neil, “if I need to do something quickly, I won’t be able to watch out for you. Having you there might make all the difference in… timing.” 
 
    “Yeah, timing.” Farrell nodded in agreement. “I see that, Mom.” He sank down on the sofa and eased his sore back into the pillows. “And I’m worn out from standing up for the last five minutes. What a useless fuck I am.” 
 
    Neil raised an eyebrow at his brother and didn’t comment. 
 
      
 
    FROM THE LOCKUP, Blaine drove to the DA’s office. Perry Leighton waited for him with coffee and a tray of pastries fresh from the bakery. “We’ve all seen the news,” said the DA as he poured Blaine a coffee, “we’re going to need more evidence than we’ve got to convict Aldana.” 
 
    “We have Ziffler’s interview tape.” 
 
    “Ziffler was a teen who’d accidently killed his mother hours before he gave up Aldana,” said Leighton. “I can imagine what Aldana’s defense will do with that.”   
 
    “I admit,” said Blaine, “the tape won’t be as powerful as having Charlie on the stand, but the facts are the same.” Blaine added cream to his coffee and took a sip. 
 
    “We can put him away on the drug charges, no problem, but without the witness for the murders, his attorney is going to put up a huge battle for bail.” 
 
    “Has he called already?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Three times since this morning.” 
 
    “How did he hear the witness was dead?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “One would wonder.” 
 
    “He’s requested a meeting at three with his client.” 
 
    Blaine checked his watch. “Does the Chief know?” 
 
    “I called.” 
 
    “I want to be there before that to talk to Aldana.” 
 
    “Will it do any good?” 
 
    “Probably not, but I want to feel the vibe coming off the piece of scum.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed, you put a lot of stock in that, Blaine.”  
 
    “Kept me alive in Odessa. Old habits die hard, sir.” 
 
    Leighton nodded. “You’ve come so far, sometimes I don’t realize the things you’ve endured and what you must know firsthand.” 
 
    “Some things you never forget.” 
 
      
 
    THE MEDIA had not diminished in numbers but had only changed locations. They were parked in a news ‘swarmation’ around the perimeter of headquarters, with the occupants of the vehicles roaming free, like escaped zoo animals carrying mics and cameras.  
 
    Blaine parked and braved his way to the front entrance. 
 
    “Ranger Blackmore, could I get a comment?” hollered a curly headed guy with too-perfect hair. At this point in the day, Blaine wanted to clock him. 
 
     “About what?” 
 
    “Anything you’d care to comment on for the citizens of Texas.” 
 
    “Anything?” 
 
    “You know what I mean. Anything about Juan Aldana.” 
 
    “I just came from a conversation with the DA, and we’re of the opinion no matter which way the murder trial goes, there are enough charges pending against Senor Aldana to keep him in Huntsville until he is eighty-eight and counting.” 
 
    “Good one, sir, but don’t you want Aldana to get the needle after all the murders he’s committed?” 
 
    “Anyone who witnessed the crime scene would want that, believe me.” 
 
    “Right, sir. I understand. Anything else?” 
 
    Blaine glanced at his Cartier and shook his head.  
 
    Inside the building, things had quieted down since the hubbub earlier in the day. Blaine tapped twice on the Chief’s door, popped his head in and recounted the conversation with the DA. 
 
    “Drug charges alone should do it,” said the Chief, “but I hate like hell to see him walk on triple fuckin murder.” 
 
    “I’m going down to speak to him for a few. Leighton said Juan’s attorney is coming this afternoon?” 
 
    “Yep, reserved a room for three o’clock. The prisoner will be shackled hand to foot and cavity searched before he leaves his cell.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. Fatigue encompassed him as he descended the stairs and he longed to sit for a moment and call Carson. That would restore his spirits in a flash.  
 
    First Aldana. 
 
    At the end of the run, Juan Aldana sat on his bunk reading a novel. At first glance he appeared harmless enough, thinner than the last time Blaine had seen him. It was the eyes that gave him away. Black, penetrating and full of hate. Dark lasers of death. 
 
    “Buenos dias, Senor Blackmore.” 
 
    Blaine stood close to the bars and didn’t speak. 
 
    “Did you come to the pits of hell to watch me read or was there something else you wanted?” 
 
    “I noticed there was no ‘next of kin’ listed in your police record. It concerns me that I don’t know who to notify.” 
 
    Aldana laughed and stood up. He took a couple steps closer to the bars. “I will live to cash my social security, Ranger Blackmore, but you will not.” 
 
    Thanks, Juan. All I wanted was confirmation. I’m next. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE CHECKED her weapons’ case in the back seat of her truck. Farrell had cleaned all her guns and they were in perfect condition. Farrell was the perfect son, like all her boys. She loved them all. 
 
    She slid behind the wheel feeling happier than she had in weeks. Jesse had called and invited her to dinner at the ranch for her birthday. 
 
    Jesse never forgets. He’s so sweet, and I couldn’t love him more. 
 
    At the end of the long lane leading from Coulter-Ross to the highway, Annie stopped for traffic and texted Blaine.  
 
    “Please wear your vest today.” 
 
    “It’s in my truck. I’ll put it on.” 
 
    “Thank you. I love you.” 
 
      
 
    ON HIS WAY to the exit, a short, bald Hispanic man in an olive colored three-piece suit accosted him in the hallway outside the attorney-client rooms.  “Mr. Blackmore, could we have a word?” 
 
    “Of course. I don’t believe I know you sir, you are?” 
 
    He stuck out a hand, “I am Arturo Mora, Mr. Aldana’s legal counsel.” 
 
    “Right,” said Blaine. “We can speak in here.” He opened the door and motioned to the table and the two chairs.  
 
    “I understand your position is firm on the subject of bail for my client?” 
 
    “Triple murder rarely merits bail, sir. But it’s not up to me, it’s up to the presiding judge.” 
 
    “If I petitioned for bail, would you oppose me in court, Mr. Blackmore?” 
 
    “Yes, I would. Vigorously.” 
 
    “Thank you for your candor.” 
 
    Storming out of headquarters, still fuming over his conversation with Mora, Blaine forgot to retrieve his vest from the back seat before starting the truck. Jack should be with him, but he’d been so keen on driving by himself and exercising a little self-reliance, he’d foregone the safety issue that the man had recently emphasized. 
 
    I should take Aldana’s threat seriously. I know what he’s capable of. 
 
    Once he was home, he forgot about the threat for the moment, and everything else work-related. He grabbed a beer and headed onto the front porch to call Carson. His heart gave a little flip-flop as he waited for her to answer. 
 
    “You must have had a horrible day,” she said. 
 
    “I’m not dwelling on it. Are you finished work?” 
 
    “Uh huh. I’m at home.” 
 
    “Any dinner plans?” 
 
    “Not yet, but I have a lot of nukeable options.” 
 
    “I’m thinking Tulley’s for seafood.” 
 
    “I love their crab cakes.” 
 
    Fuck. So did Misty. Déjà vu and all that shit. 
 
    “Fantastic. I’ll pick you up.” 
 
    “You don’t know where I live.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “Yeah, there’s that.” 
 
    A van with blue lettering on the side pulled in next door. ‘Demolition Inc.’ 
 
    Lily got another guy for an estimate. Good. 
 
    Blaine got to his feet as Lily came out the front door with Lexi running behind her. “Didn’t know you were home, boss. Called in a couple more guys.” She tilted her blonde head towards the van. “That’s one of them.” 
 
    “Go ahead and walk him through. I’ve got to take a shower.” He petted Lex on the head.  
 
    “Date night?” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “Could be.” 
 
    “I’ve got this.” She jogged next door with Lexi following. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE HOPED Farrell was wrong about the gangers out to get Blaine, but Farrell wasn’t usually wrong about anything street-related. He’d grown up fighting for survival on the streets for himself and for Neil and could feel vibes that nobody else felt. If he was worried, she should be worried too. Neil definitely was. 
 
    How should she handle it? Go to Blaine’s house for a visit and lurk around? Shadow him and protect him without him knowing? That might be better.  
 
    I don’t want to tick him off now that we’re back on good terms. And I can follow him discreetly. Farrell gave me his phone and showed me how to read the tracker he has on his brother.  
 
      
 
    JESSE FINISHED discussing the dinner menu for Annie’s birthday with Molly and Wendy. He wanted everything to be perfect and both the housekeeper and his sister-in-law assured him it would be. The girls were excited to be having a party. A ranch house full of men was boring routine most of the time.  
 
    Why was he so nervous? Annie had eaten dinner at the ranch dozens of times before. 
 
    He sat down in the great room to finish off the long list of stuff he needed to pick up and didn’t notice Brian come into the room and sit down in his favorite chair with the paper.  
 
    “You seem intent on what you’re doing, Jesse.” 
 
    “Making a list for the store. A few more groceries, a couple cases of beer, some coolers for the girls, and the only thing I’m stuck on is a gift for Annie’s birthday.” 
 
    Brian whacked the folded newspaper across his knee. “I thought you agreed you were better off without Annie in your life.” 
 
    “I did initially, but I’m a lot stronger now and it doesn’t feel that way to me anymore. I miss her too much.” 
 
    Brian leaned forward in his chair and showed Jesse his doctor face. “You might take a big step backward if you start seeing her again.” 
 
    “Yeah, Brian, I might. But then again, I might not. I invited her here for her birthday tomorrow.” 
 
    “You what? Why in hell would you do that without running it by me?” 
 
    “My house, Brian. I don’t have to run anything by you. Most of the time I do, just out of courtesy.” 
 
    “Fuck courtesy, this is your health we’re talking about, and we both know what a stress machine that woman is.” 
 
    “That woman is my wife, Brian. I love her and nobody else. Always have and always will. Live with it.” 
 
     “She’s not your wife, Jesse. You divorced her, and it was the smartest thing you ever did for yourself.” 
 
    “I was pissed at her for my own reasons, but they no longer matter. Race is dead, and Annie and I are two lonely people who are in love with each other.” 
 
    “Do the other boys know about this change of heart you’ve had?” 
 
    “I believe they do. Ty and I have discussed it. If not, I’ll be sure to fill them in.” 
 
    “How many people have you invited to your little soiree?” 
 
    “Only family and their dates, but that adds up to about seventeen counting the kids.” 
 
    “You can drop the count back to sixteen because I won’t be here.” Brian stood up, tossed the Statesman onto the table and stomped out of the room. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE TOWELED OFF after his shower wondering what he should wear to dinner. His phone jangled on his dresser and he checked the screen. He wasn’t taking any calls that could screw up his date with Carson. Chief Calhoun. 
 
    “Chief, what’s up?” 
 
    “Rumors, son. Rumors that are making me shake in my cowboy boots.” 
 
    “Like what? Aldana is going to take me out?” 
 
    “I should have known you’d be aware. You’re always out front.” 
 
    “My mother called and told me to wear my vest.” 
 
    “Damn right, son. You listen to your mother. That’s a woman who knows the business end of a gun.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful.” 
 
    “And you’ll wear the vest?” 
 
    “Even though it will look dorky when I go to dinner, I’ll wear it.” 
 
    “Blacky.” 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “I’d consider it a personal favor if you’d make yourself scarce for a few days. Get out of town. Go to Vegas and stay in a hotel. Anything, until things cool down with the gangs.” 
 
    “I have business in Abilene. That might happen.” 
 
    “Make it happen.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE MADE a face as he glanced in the hall mirror on his way out the door. “I look like I gained twenty fuckin pounds.” 
 
    “Don’t matter what it looks like,” said Jack. “It’ll keep you alive.” 
 
    Blaine picked up his keys and reached for the door handle and felt Jack and Greg close behind him. “Where are you guys going?” 
 
    “You didn’t think you were going out alone, did you? We were with you all day even though you didn’t see us.” 
 
    “My shadows.” 
 
    “Don’t knock it. We have jobs to do.” 
 
    “I know. Just feels weird going on a date with a convoy.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. “You won’t even see us.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE SAT in the mall four blocks away and watched the blip on Farrell’s phone. Blaine had started to move, and she had to focus. Technical stuff wasn’t her strong point, but she could learn if she had to. 
 
    Farrell had phoned three times already to make sure she was okay, and nothing was going on with Blaine. He was sick with worry and torn up because he wasn’t doing the job himself.  
 
     
 
    JESSE DROVE into Giddings, about a ten-minute drive from the Quantrall ranch. He could get everything he needed for dinner at the grocery store, but he wanted something special for Annie. Something she would know he’d put a lot of thought into. He parked the Rover in front of the gun shop and went inside to look around. 
 
    Annie was a gunny. Teacher, coach and expert in every way. A woman who knew her way around ordnance. She’d made Farrell and Blaine into the expert marksman they were in their late teens and they kept on improving. He’d never be as good if he lived to be a hundred. 
 
    He strolled around the shop, staring at all the guns, makes and models, thinking Annie probably had one of everything. 
 
    “Help you sir?” 
 
    “Got anything new? Something a gun expert might like? I need a gift.” 
 
    “A Nightforce scope just came in this morning and it’s a beauty. Have to be a gift for somebody you like a lot, cause it’s gonna run you around two k.” 
 
    “No problem. I’ll take it. Can you giftwrap it?” 
 
    “We don’t get much call for fancy wrapping in the gun store. Think y’all are gonna be on your own for that.” 
 
    Jesse grinned. “No problem.” 
 
    After the gun shop, he hit the florist and ordered two dozen white roses for the dinner party and another two dozen to be delivered to Annie’s ranch the following morning. 
 
    He picked up all the other items on the list and figured he had it all covered. 
 
    Except for Brian. He’s being a prick. 
 
      
 
    CARSON MCLEAN lived in one of the new condo communities near Lady Bird Lake. Blaine recognized the address from a couple of calls he’d made to the same complex investigating a murder or two in the past. 
 
    He parked out front, waited until Jack was in position and then hopped out. The sun was setting, but there was lots of daylight left. No hitters worth their salt would be out this early. Still… you couldn’t be sure.  
 
    The vest was bulky and uncomfortable under his jacket, and hot… he couldn’t believe how fuckin hot he was walking a few steps through the wrought iron gate and into the courtyard. All units faced the courtyard—a design detail. The door that faced the street was for the sake of appearances and a fire exit, not much more.  
 
    Hot, testy and sweaty was not the way he wanted to feel as he rang the bell on Carson’s condo, but that’s the way it was. 
 
    She answered immediately, wearing a cotton dress that made her eyes look greener. Her hair hung in the perfect jagged points he’d become addicted to and she flashed him a beautiful smile as she opened the door wide. “Come on in and have a beer.” As he brushed past, she gave him a second look and asked, “Why are you wearing a jacket? It’s a hundred degrees out there.” 
 
    Blaine shrugged and followed her into the pristine sitting room to the left of the foyer. Cream leather love seats formed an ell, with a dark wooden coffee table in front. A candle with three wicks burned brightly in the center of the table and gave off a strong spicy scent that made him dizzy.  
 
    Is that aroma therapy? 
 
    He sat down and tried to relax. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Carson said when she returned with his Corona, a lime wedge and a napkin. “Tell me.” 
 
    Not wasting time on the lime, Blaine picked up the beer and chugged half of it. He managed a half smile before saying, “I’m hot and miserable because my mother is making me wear my vest.” 
 
    Carson giggled and gave him a thumbs up. “Let’s hear it for mom. She knows what she’s doing.” 
 
    “It’s too bulky and I’m sweating.” 
 
    “But look at it another way—you’re not dead. That’s what mom’s care about.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    “We don’t know each other hardly at all,” said Carson, “and most of the time I’m amazed by your maturity and your experience in things I know nothing about, but when you say something like you just said, it makes me realize how young you are.” 
 
    “Are you playing the ‘too young’ card again?” 
 
    “Not at all. I’m ready for some hot young passion.” She leaned over, brushed his damp black hair out of his face and kissed him. 
 
    Blaine set his beer on the table and pulled her closer. He forgot all about the vest and his misery and existed only in the moment. His heart pounded as the kiss deepened. 
 
    “Do we have a reservation?” Carson asked, when she came up for air. 
 
    “I could change it.” 
 
    “No. Let’s eat, then when we come back you can take off a couple of layers and get comfortable.” 
 
    “Your call.” 
 
    “Not my call. We both decide, that’s the way I like it.” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “I could easily not eat and not move from this sofa, but once I get going I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “You had a terrible day and I want to hear all the details. You can unload on me in the truck.” Carson stood and offered her hand to help him up. 
 
    “Unload?” 
 
    She pulled him off the sofa, reeled him in and kissed him again. His tongue found its way into her mouth and his erection struggled against his tight jeans. He moaned with wanting her.  
 
    She is the sexiest thing I’ve ever been close to. 
 
    Carson let him go. “We better get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    THE HOSTESS AT Tulley’s seated them right away at their reserved table in a private alcove near the back of the dining room. The restaurant was crowded, and grilled seafood aromas filled the air. Blaine was starving. 
 
    “Your server will be with you in a moment, Mr. Blackmore. Enjoy your dinner.” 
 
    “I’ve never sat back here in the elite section before,” said Carson. 
 
    “It’s just a table, like all the rest of the tables.” His words came out with an edge he didn’t intend. 
 
    “You hardly said a word in the truck. I was waiting for you to tell me the horrors of your day.” 
 
    “Best if we try to tuck that stuff away for now. I want to enjoy my time with you.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s nice.” Carson reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “Remember before… when we were kissing at my place?” 
 
    “How could I not remember? I was so turned on, I’m surprised we’re even here.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about—the chemistry. I think you were right. It’s not about matching ages, it’s about chemistry, and I’m pretty sure we have it.” 
 
    “We have it all right—in spades.” 
 
    “Are you a card player? You look like you might be.” 
 
    “Uh huh, I am. Annie is a huge poker player. A high-stakes-in-Vegas player.” 
 
    “I guess she can afford it.” 
 
    “It’s all relative. Anybody can play. There are games at all levels. Pick one that suits your bankroll.” 
 
    The green eyes widened. “So much I don’t know about you and your life. But on the other hand, I’m willing to learn.” 
 
    Blaine ordered drinks and the server left them alone. “I’m willing to learn too. Anything you want to teach me.” 
 
    “That has sexual connotations.” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “Yeah, those.” 
 
    “I’ve heard different stories about how you’re a genius. Is that true?” 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “My IQ is high, and I learn quickly. Nobody has to beat me over the head to teach me anything, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    Carson grinned. “I enjoy your personality. Serious on the surface… like—I take no shit—and underneath you’re laughing at people, situations, life in general.” 
 
    He smiled. “Annie is funny.” 
 
    “And you are a reflection of your mother?” 
 
    Blaine finished his beer and motioned to the server. “We’re soul mates. We love each other a lot.” 
 
    Carson fastened the green eyes on him and they were intense. “I could be jealous of that if we were in a relationship.” 
 
    Like Fabiana. 
 
    “People have been in the past.” 
 
    “Is it a stumbling block for you?” 
 
    “Not for me,” said Blaine. “Annie is my mother, plain and simple.” 
 
    The server brought the second round of drinks and they ordered. 
 
    “You’ll meet her tomorrow,” said Blaine, “and I think you’ll like her. She’s friendly, smart and fun.” 
 
    “I’ve seen her picture from time to time, and I know how gorgeous she is,” said Carson, “This is the pivotal question.” 
 
    I don’t like where this is going. 
 
    “Okay, shoot.” 
 
    “Did you ever wish or fantasize, in a different lifetime that she wasn’t your mother, but played another role in your life?” 
 
    Every minute of every day. 
 
    He stood up and said, “Order me another beer. I need to go to the men’s room.” 
 
    I’m drinking too fast on an empty stomach and she’s baiting me. Watch the temper.               
 
    Blaine took his time in the bathroom, washing his hands and staring into the mirror over the sinks. What was Carson trying to do? They barely knew each other and yet she was pushing into the most private parts of his soul, wanting to know things he wasn’t even sure of himself.  
 
    “I’m not up for more questions,” he mumbled to himself as he strode back to the table. 
 
    Luckily the food had arrived in his absence, and Carson was knee deep in crab cakes. Blaine drank his beer and watched her eat. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE SAT in her tree. A tall oak growing at the back of Tulley’s parking area. The trunk of the tree sprung up out of the property behind the restaurant, but the branches hung over both sides, so she wasn’t in essence, trespassing. To her way of thinking, this would be a prime location for a hitter or a drive-by. She hadn’t seen any gangers skulking around yet, but she’d only been in the tree for an hour. 
 
    She’d seen Jack and Greg patrolling out front, and spoken to them about positioning, and they were prepared. They didn’t seem at all surprised she was there. 
 
    The parking lot was dimly lit, but security lights shone in the two back corners and there were two more poles closer to the building. It could be deemed adequate, and bright enough to discourage muggings or auto thievery.  
 
    These were her thoughts when Blaine appeared with his date, a lady Annie had not yet met. From a distant glance, she looked pretty, but Annie didn’t have time to look at Blaine or his date, she was watching for kids in dark clothing on the run. Gangers on foot with weapons waiting to ambush her son. 
 
    A shot rang out and Blaine dropped to the asphalt pulling the girl down with him. 
 
    There he is. Dressed all in black and almost invisible, the kid was running towards her, zig-zagging between the rows of cars trying to make it to the back fence. She lined him up in the scope and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Pop. 
 
    He dropped without a sound.  
 
    Was there more than one? Then she saw Jack and Greg running towards Blaine and the girl and getting them into the truck. Blaine was almost upright, hunched forward like his ribs were broken. He must be wearing his vest. Hurt but not dead. Best scenario after a hit. 
 
    Annie scrambled down from the tree and ran through the rows and rows of vehicles to her son. “You okay, baby?” She grabbed him in a hug and kissed him. 
 
    Blaine hugged himself, protecting his ribcage. “Shit, Mom, were you in that fuckin tree the whole time?” 
 
    “A mother’s work is never done.” She turned to the girl and said, “I’m Annie Powell.” 
 
    Tears were streaming down Carson’s face and she didn’t respond.  
 
    “A couple of my ribs are broken, and I think Carson is a bit shook up,” said Blaine. He turned to her and said, “As soon as you give your statement, I’ll take you home.”  
 
    She nodded and didn’t speak. 
 
    Three squad cars rolled in, followed by the medical examiner’s van and then the crime scene unit. Last in the entourage was Chief Calhoun’s Bronco.  
 
    Greg had called it in. 
 
    The Chief stepped out and took in the scene. He reached for Annie’s rifle and took it from her. “Mrs. Powell, do you have something to tell me?” 
 
    “I’ll show you, Chief. I’ll also show you the bullet mark on Blaine’s Kevlar.” He followed her through the rows of parked vehicles and stopped beside the kid lying dead with the Glock in his hand. 
 
    “Where were you, Mrs. Powell, when the attack occurred?” 
 
    “The same place I’ve been for the past two hours, Chief. In that tree behind us.” 
 
    The Chief shook his head then shouted out orders to the uniforms with him. 
 
    While she waited to give her statement, Annie called Farrell and assured him Blaine was safe. 
 
    For the moment. 
 
      
 
    CARSON HADN’T uttered a word or moved out of the truck since Blaine was shot. Statements had been taken, and the Chief had taken over the crime scene. Annie had gone home to the ranch without her favorite gun. 
 
    My ribs are fuckin killing me. 
 
    “Jack, let’s get Carson home.” 
 
    “Who’s Jack?” 
 
    “One of my men.” 
 
    “Like a bodyguard?”  
 
    “Uh huh. Like that.” 
 
    Blaine tried not to groan out loud as he and Carson got into the back seat and Jack and Greg took the front. While they drove, Blaine opened the conversation. “I don’t want you near me until this thing with Aldana is over.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Physically near me, in the city.” 
 
    “Does that mean I’m not coming to your mother’s birthday?” 
 
    “No. It means I won’t be picking you up for your own safety. I’ll send someone to get you.” 
 
    “Who?” she asked in a whisper and pointed at Jack, “I’m not driving around with men I don’t know.” 
 
    “I’ll send Mary. You’ll like her.” 
 
    “Who’s Mary? More of your staff?” 
 
    “Mary Polito. She’s my press person.” 
 
    “Mary Polito, the crime writer for the Statesman?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Why would she be attending your mother’s birthday?” 
 
    “She’s my brother Farrell’s girlfriend.” 
 
    “Too much information.”  
 
    Jack parked the truck in front of Carson’s condo, and Blaine gave it his best effort. He held his breath, eased out of the truck and shuffled rather than walked Carson to her door. He waited until she was inside and kissed her gently, barely touching her.  
 
    “Sorry about our date.” 
 
    “Call me tomorrow.” 
 
    She closed the door and Blaine waited until he heard the lock click. He shuffled back to the truck, struggled getting up onto the side step, then he flopped across the back seat. 
 
    “Get me to the hospital.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    July 16th. 
 
    ANNIE’S BIRTHDAY 
 
    BLAINE heard the alarm, stretched out his left arm in the general direction of the noise and growled in pain. He couldn’t roll, could barely move without his breath catching in his distressed lungs and sending a stabbing pain of S.O.S. ratcheting through his brain. 
 
    Sitting up was going to take longer than a fuckin minute. He’d requested tape from the doctor who examined him in Emerg the night before, because it was a matter of function. Taping for most rib injuries was a thing of the past, but he had no time to sit around waiting for his cracked bones to heal. Aldana would try again and he had to be ready. 
 
    Holding his breath, he eased up into a sitting position and Lexi thumped her feathery tail on the carpet. “Yep, I’m alive, girl.” He inhaled a shallow breath and waited for the pain to hit. “And sometime in the next half hour I’ll make it downstairs to let you out.” 
 
    He tried again for the cell, managed to grab it and checked the missed call. Farrell. “Hey, bro, I couldn’t reach my cell. The bullet fractured a couple of my ribs. Don’t know what kind of ammo the punk was using, but I guess we’ll find out.” 
 
    “Glad Mom was there,” said Farrell. “Fuckin killed me not being there for you myself.” 
 
    Blaine wanted to laugh but figured the fuckin pain would rip him in half. “She sat in a tree for two hours while I was in the restaurant, bro. Who has a mother like that?” 
 
    “Nobody but us. We’re the lucky ones.” 
 
    “Goddam right we are. It’s all good, and as soon as I can stand up, I’m going to the bail hearing this morning to show him he missed.” 
 
    “Jesus, do you think you should?” 
 
    “Have to. Have to fight against the fuckin bail.” 
 
    “Good luck with that. You sound funny—like you can’t breathe. Maybe you should stay in bed.” 
 
    “Believe me, I want to.” 
 
    “Make sure you’ve got junkers with you today.” 
 
    “Yep, I will, and I’ll see you tonight at Jesse’s.” 
 
    “Yep, I’ll be there,” said Farrell, “and, bro, something else I been in a knot about. I need to buy Mom a present.” 
 
    “I’ve taken care of it. Giftwrapped and ready to go.” 
 
    “I can’t get off my broken ass, much less drive to town. Never felt like such a useless fuck.”  
 
    “I’ll say it’s from all of us.” 
 
    Farrell blew out a breath. “Thanks, I was worried.” 
 
    After Farrell, Blaine texted Annie. 
 
    “Happy Birthday, Mom. Love you.” 
 
    “Thanks, baby. Are you sore this morning?” 
 
    “Yep, stiff and sore.” 
 
    “Don’t leave the house until I get there, okay?” 
 
    “I have the junkers. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Wait for me.” 
 
    Blaine smiled and called Carson. “Hi, sorry about last night. Are you okay this morning?” 
 
    “No. How could I be? I’ve never been shot at before.” 
 
    Sounds like she’s pissed at me. 
 
    “Are you taking a day off?” 
 
    “No. I have patients and I’m already at work. Are you coming for your session?” 
 
    “I won’t be able to.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Umm… my ribs are fractured from the impact.” 
 
    “What? How could your ribs…?  Oh, Blaine, I’m so sorry. I was only thinking about myself and how scared I was. Of course, you’re hurt. I’m a horrible person.” 
 
    “It’s okay, don’t worry about it. I’ve got a full day and I’ve got to get going. I’ll call later.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL SLUMPED in a chair at the end of the harvest table while Annie buzzed around cleaning up after breakfast. The kitchen was massive—biggest and busiest room in the house—three rooms in one. Large prep area housing the appliances and square granite island, a hearth wall with a seating area, and the eating area where he was. A long harvest table with a dozen chairs where Annie and Rosalie fed the cowboys their meals. “Mom, bring your coffee over here, I need to talk to you.” 
 
    “What’s up, sugar? You still fretting over Blaine?” Annie sat down and put her hand over Farrell’s.  
 
    “More than ever. I just talked to him and he’s going to the bail hearing this morning. He’s gonna argue against the bail for Aldana.” 
 
    “Why in hell would any judge grant bail to that murderer?” 
 
    Farrell shrugged, then winced at the pain he caused himself by the shoulder motion. “Could happen.” 
 
    “And if he walks?” asked Annie.  
 
    “If he walks, I want Travis on him every second. He doesn’t officially work for us anymore, but he’ll do it for you if you ask him. We have to know where Aldana is.” 
 
    “I want to know that too.” 
 
    “I thought you would. Call Travis for me, Mom.” 
 
    Annie hugged him and kissed his neck. “I love you, baby. I’ll talk to Travis on the way into the city.” 
 
    The dogs barked outside, and Annie peeked out the kitchen window. “Florist truck at the gate.” 
 
    “Somebody loves you, Mom. Besides me.” 
 
    “Wonder who? She jogged out to the porch and returned with the bouquet. “These roses smell heavenly. White are my favorite. We need a vase, Rosalie. Somebody likes me.” 
 
    Rosalie smiled. “Everybody loves you, Mrs. C. and it’s your birthday.” 
 
    Annie pulled out the card and tears burned behind her gray eyes. “Jesse.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE ENTERED the courthouse with Jack and Greg on either side of him. Parking space out front was jammed with media vans. The whole city was waiting to hear if Juan Aldana would be granted bail on his second time around.  
 
    This time, the judge was Hector Vega, and according to Perry Leighton, Vega was a regular golfing buddy of Arturo Mora, Aldana’s attorney. Blaine couldn’t help but notice the trepidation in Leighton’s voice as he delivered the message. 
 
    Blaine’s desire to make a personal appeal against bail was squelched by Leighton, who insisted on sending an ADA to do the job. Blaine could only watch and had been heartily discouraged from attending the proceeding by both Chief Calhoun and Perry Leighton. 
 
    The courtroom buzzed with media personnel. Bail hearings were never of much interest to anyone but the accused and maybe a couple of family members, but it seemed everything Juan Aldana did since the murders was everybody’s business. 
 
    The proceeding was short. Mora argued that circumstances had changed in his client’s case, and without a witness to place Aldana at the crime scene, the prosecution’s case had lost merit and his client should be allowed to return to his family until the trial started. 
 
    The ADA Leighton had assigned, did his best to convince the judge that the case was just as strong without Miguel Ziffler as it was before, but the judge didn’t buy it. 
 
    “Bail is granted in the amount of one million dollars. See the clerk.” The gavel came down and that was that. 
 
    Aldana turned and shouted, “Thanks for coming to my hearing, super cop. Might be your last court appearance.” Laughing, he went with his attorney to arrange the bond. 
 
    “Jesus,” said Jack. “What an asshole.” 
 
    “A murdering asshole,” said Blaine. “Let’s get out of here. We’ve got the autopsy next.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE AND TRAVIS were parked side by side in the courthouse lot. “Look at that,” said Annie, pointing at the media people swarming towards the door of the courthouse, “he must be coming out.” 
 
    “Okay, girl,” said Travis, “if he’s out, I’ve got him. I’ll call you every couple of hours and let you know where we are. When I get a… suitable location… you come.” 
 
    “I won’t forget this, Travis. Thanks.” 
 
    “No thanks needed, Annie-girl. I’ve got a lot to make up for, and the last thing I want to be is enemies with you.” 
 
    “We were never enemies,” said Annie, “just bad lovers.” 
 
    Aldana was mobbed by the press as Annie watched. “How can they treat a murderer like a celebrity?” Everything in the world was ass-backwards. At least it was to her. 
 
    Her cell signaled a text. 
 
    “He made bail?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Take care of it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    THE STEPS descending to the morgue were a challenge. Blaine had taken his pain meds, but they didn’t come close to the misery the stairs inflicted on his ribs.  
 
    Once he made it into the morgue, Jack found him a stool and Blaine leaned rather than sat through the procedure on Miguel Ziffler’s corpse.  
 
    After two hours, nothing new turned up. The medical examiner had been right on his first guess. Massive overdose injected by an unknown person.  
 
    “You can get a copy of the tox screen from the lab,” said the pathologist. “The victim could have injected himself, although no needle was found in his cell, or it could have been someone else, although the cell was locked when the victim was discovered. A locked room mystery. Can’t help you, Blaine.” 
 
      
 
    BACK IN the truck, Blaine called Annie. “Have you got eyes on him?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom. I love you.” 
 
    “Rest for a couple of hours. I don’t want you to miss my party.” 
 
    “I won’t miss it.” 
 
    Blaine ended the call to Annie just as Jack ended his call. “Lily and Rick have lunch ready, boss. We’re heading home.” 
 
    “Good, I’m fuckin toast physically, and half-starved.” He leaned into the headrest and managed to close his eyes for thirty seconds before his phone rang again. Carson. 
 
    “I want to apologize for being selfish before. Last night, I didn’t even ask you if you were hurt, and you were shot, for crying out loud. I’m a caregiver and you should have been my first thought in a situation like that. My first crisis situation and all my training flew right out the window. My responses were all wrong—all of them. I’m an idiot.” 
 
    “You’re not an idiot. You were scared.” 
 
    “You’re being more gracious than I deserve. I’m ashamed of my behavior and I’m having strong feelings about cancelling on dinner.” 
 
    “Because…?” 
 
    “After last night, I guess I’m having trouble coping with my guilt.” 
 
    “You don’t need to feel guilty. You didn’t shoot me, and I don’t want you to cancel. I want you to meet my family.” 
 
    “There was a moment when I looked forward to meeting your family and finding out about your life, but that seems to have been replaced by fear today. I’m a mass of Jell-O.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine by tonight.” 
 
    “Think so? What should I wear? You said it was casual, but I can’t focus right now.” 
 
    “Wear jeans and a top of some description. You look great in anything.” 
 
    “Flatterer.” 
 
    “Stop stressing, Carson.” 
 
    “Did you talk to Ms. Polito?” 
 
    “Yes. She’s picking you up at six. It’ll take half an hour to drive out to Giddings to the Quantrall ranch.” 
 
    “Okay, I feel a little calmer now, just talking to you.” 
 
    “Once you get there, we’ll have a drink, I’ll introduce you and your worries will be over.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    Jesus, why do I pick the ones who need a babysitter? 
 
      
 
    LILY HAD the table set and a big pot bubbling on the stove was filling the air with a mouth-watering aroma, when Blaine got back from the morgue. Carm’s sling was slung over the back of one of the kitchen chairs and she was chopping something on the butcher block. 
 
    “Hey, what are you doing over there, mi Corazon?” Blaine hollered at her in Spanish. “You can’t be cooking. It’s too soon.” 
 
    Carm shrugged and ignored him. 
 
    “I’ll get you a beer, boss,” said Rick. “You hurting today?” 
 
    “Believe it,” said Blaine. “I ain’t dead, that’s the good part.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before Lily and Rick served up the spaghetti and Lily fetched a pan of garlic bread out of the oven. 
 
    “This is good,” said Blaine, “who made the sauce?” 
 
    “No se,” said Carm with a little grin on her face. 
 
    “Paul Newman,” said Lily, “he helped me.” 
 
    “It’s still good. I was starving.” 
 
    “Another demolition estimate coming between one and two,” said Lily. “I can handle it if you want to rest for a while.” 
 
    “I’m better now that I had food.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE SAT on the porch steps smoking after lunch. His belly was full, his pain meds were working, and he felt like he might make it to Annie’s party after all. When he first woke in the morning, he had his doubts. 
 
    His cell rang, and it was Jesse. “Hey, partner. Just thinking about dinner at your place. Everything a go?” 
 
    “Yep, the girls are busy in the kitchen. I’m looking forward to it. I heard about last night’s incident from the Chief. He called me, but I kind of expected it to be you.” 
 
    “Shit, I’m sorry. First thing this morning, I had the bail hearing and then Ziffler’s autopsy, but that’s no excuse, I should have called and told you I’m okay.” 
 
    “What about bruising or cracked ribs?” 
 
    “Got both of those. A huge black mark where the bullet didn’t kill me, and I’m taped up tighter’n a mummy.” 
 
    “Shit, and the bastard made bail. Who’s on him?” 
 
    “Guess.” 
 
    “My wife?” 
 
    “First guess. You win.” 
 
    “Hope she shows up for dinner.” 
 
    “She will. She’s looking forward to it. She told me. Farrell told me she cried when the flowers came this morning. You’re looking good, boss. Real good.” 
 
    “Thanks, Blacky. I don’t know if I should make a pitch, or just have the dinner and make the pitch in a couple days.” 
 
    “Can’t help you there. You’ll have to feel it out.” 
 
    “I will. Can’t wait to meet your new lady. She a looker?” 
 
    “Sure is. I think y’all will like her a lot.” 
 
    “As long as you like her, that’s what counts.” 
 
    The jury is out on her. Wait and see. 
 
    “Did you decide anything on Travis?” asked Blaine. “Doctor Rodriguez is back in town at the moment.” 
 
    “If she’s elected you can expect a call from her. She wants Blackmore Agency to make her look good. Wonder if she’s contacted Travis?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Maybe she has. Should we give him a couple more days?” 
 
    “Let’s. We’ll wait until he phones again.” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “Okay.” 
 
    A green pickup with Green Demolition painted on the doors, pulled into the driveway next door, and a tall man in jeans and a green t-shirt matching the truck jumped out. 
 
    “Got to go. A guy is here to give me an estimate on the house next door. See you later.” 
 
    Lily came flying out the door when she saw the truck. “Sit there, boss and don’t get up. I’ll walk him over the property, then he can come over here and discuss it with you.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks, Lil.” 
 
    Blaine leaned back against the porch post and lit up another smoke. He was thinking about going to Quantrall for dinner and how much fun it was going to be when Misty pulled into his drive and parked her blue Prius. She was running towards him screaming and crying and he couldn’t figure out what the problem was. 
 
    “You can’t do that. Don’t do it. I won’t let you.” She ran past him and crossed the lawn to the house next door. 
 
    “Oh, shit. She’s talking about the demo man.” 
 
    “Jack,” Blaine hollered, hoping Jack or Greg could hear him inside the house. 
 
    Jack stuck his head out the door. “You calling me, boss?” 
 
    “Yeah, could you run next door and keep Misty from beating up the demo guy? I can’t do it.” 
 
    “Yep, I’m there.” Jack booked it and tried to catch Misty before she launched her attack on the estimator. Almost successful, Misty only managed one swing before Jack caught her and marched her back to her car. 
 
    Jack opened the car door and pointed, but before she got in she yelled at Blaine, “Are you just going to sit there and not even explain yourself?” 
 
    “Yep, I am.” 
 
    “You bastard Blackmore, you’ll be sorry when Karma comes around to bite you in the ass.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will be.” 
 
      
 
    AT FIVE TO SIX Jesse chugged a Lone Star on the porch. He’d changed his shirt twice and finally settled on a silvery blue color that he thought Annie had once commented on.  
 
    Am I wearing too much cologne? My hair’s too long. Should have got it cut. 
 
    Molly had assured him that dinner would be ready as soon as the guests arrived and had a welcoming drink. Charity was fed, bathed and looking adorable in one of the dresses Annie had bought on her last shopping trip to Vegas.  
 
    Why am I so nervous? It’s not our first date. She’s my wife. 
 
    He finished his beer, stood up to go inside and realized he’d sweated right through the fresh silk shirt he’d put on. “Why in hell did I sit out here when it’s a hundred and ten fuckin degrees?” 
 
    I have to change. 
 
    Running up the stairs was no longer an option. His speed now was the velocity of a sloth on a lazy day. He changed into a shirt a little darker blue and was buttoning it up when Tyler stuck his head in the room. 
 
    “I thought you were ready?” 
 
    “I was, but like an idiot, I went outside and wrecked my shirt.” 
 
    Tyler chuckled. “Why are you so nervous?” 
 
    “Can’t say, but I’m a mess.” 
 
    “Where did Brian go? I saw him take off when I was on my way in from the barn.” 
 
    “He said he wouldn’t join us. He’s boycotting the dinner as a protest against any contact with Annie.” 
 
    “What? Fuck him. It’s her birthday.” 
 
    “That’s how I feel too.” 
 
    “Ty,” a little voice called from the next room. 
 
    “Somebody’s calling you.” 
 
    Ty grinned. “So funny how she shouts out for me all the time. I love it.” 
 
    “She’s got your number,” said Jesse. 
 
    The bloodhounds put up a huge howl on the porch and Charity hollered, “Boo.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s Bluebelle all right,” said Jesse, “She’s loudest, but Red’s howling too. Somebody is here.” 
 
    “I’ll get Char,” said Ty, “You get the door.” 
 
    It took Jesse more than a minute to descend the curved staircase, and by then Wendy had the door open and was chatting with all the guests in the foyer.  
 
    Some more mobile than others. Farrell leaned one shoulder against the wall, looking pale and miserable. Jesse singled him out and hooked a thumb over his shoulder towards the great room, “Get in there and sit, kiddo. Happy you came.” 
 
    “Thanks, boss.” 
 
    Annie’s mane of black hair flowed over her bare shoulders in stark contrast to her white cotton dress. With her skin tanned from the summer sun, she looked like an Indian princess. “Happy birthday, Ace.” Jesse held her in his arms and inhaled her perfume. “I love you,” he whispered into her hair. 
 
    She kissed his neck and said, “Thank you for the roses, cowboy. White are my favorite.” 
 
    He took her by the hand and led the way into the great room. “Everybody spread out in here and Bobby will get y’all drinks. He’s on bar duty.” 
 
    “Where’s Charity, Jesse?” asked Jackson. “I want to see her toys.” 
 
    “Ty’s bringing her down. She can say a couple of words, and she likes to shout out for her Uncle Ty.” 
 
    “Does she know my name?” 
 
    “Don’t know, Jacks. You say it a couple times to her and she might repeat it. She knows Tyler’s name. That’s for sure.” 
 
    Farrell eased down onto the sofa and Jesse noticed the discomfort he was in. He handed him a pillow and said, “Stay there, Farrell and I’ll fetch you a brew.” 
 
    “Thanks, boss. Appreciate it.” 
 
    “How about you, Neil? What are you drinking?” 
 
    Neil glanced at Annie and she nodded. “Neil can have Lone Star. No cops around—oh yeah, you’re all cops. I forgot.” 
 
    “Hilarious, Mom.” 
 
    Ty carried Charity down the stairs and sat her on the floor next to Jackson and Lucy. With Charity’s dark hair curling around her face, she looked enough like the six-year-olds to be their little sister. 
 
    “Hi baby,” said Jackson. “Want to play a game?” 
 
    Charity reached out a chubby hand and grabbed hold of Jackson’s long hair.  
 
    “That’s one of her favs, Jacks,” said Ty. “Pulling hair.” 
 
    “Ow. I don’t like that game.” 
 
    Lucy giggled. 
 
    More barking signaled the arrival of Blaine, and moments behind him was Mary bringing Blaine’s date—the new girlfriend everybody was keen to get a look at. 
 
    “Come on in, Blacky and girls,” said Jesse. “Mary, nice to see you.” 
 
    “Thanks for inviting me, Mr. Quantrall.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Jesse said in his deep Texas drawl. “Bobby is serving up drinks in the great room and you’ll find Farrell in there.” 
 
    “Jesse, this is Carson McLean,” said Blaine.” 
 
    Jesse took her hand. “Lovely to meet you, Miss Carson. Welcome to Quantrall.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Your home is lovely.” 
 
    Jesse smiled, “You can call me Jesse.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE WALKED CARSON to the end of the great room where Bobby was making drinks at the bar and introduced her. “This is Bob Quantrall. He’s the manager of our foundation and he works with Annie.”  
 
    Bob, wearing a silk dress shirt and linen jacket, flashed her a friendly smile. “Happy you could join us, Carson. What can I get you to drink?” 
 
    “A cooler would be perfect. Any kind, thanks.” 
 
    Bob poured her cooler over ice and as he held it out to her, Blaine instantly noticed a connection between the two of them.  
 
    She’s attracted to educated preppy guys and Bobby fits. I should feel jealous, but I feel relieved somehow. 
 
    Blaine left his date talking to Bob and eased into a chair in the corner of the room near the stone fireplace and close to Farrell. “Can I get you another beer? You don’t look like you can move.” 
 
    “I can’t move, bro, but you’re not in much better shape than me—worse maybe. Mary will get us beer, won’t you, babe?”  
 
    Mary smiled at Farrell and let go of his hand. “Sure, I can get libation for the wounded. Just doing my duty.” 
 
    Mary headed for the bar and Farrell leaned closer to Blaine. “Your date is talking a long time to Bob.” 
 
    “He’s a better fit for her than me. Just say’n.” 
 
    “You throwing in the towel on that one already?” 
 
    “I’ve had a hell week and dating is stressful.” 
 
    Farrell laughed, then groaned. “Don’t make me laugh. It hurts too fuckin much.” 
 
    “Ditto.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE ANNOUNCED that dinner was ready, and everyone followed him into the lavishly appointed dining room. Four-foot wainscoting in a dark stained ash set the tone, a huge iron chandelier hung low over the long table, and artifacts Jesse’s mother had collected graced the four walls.  
 
    Bob uncorked the wine and poured everyone a glass, then nodded at his brother. “I think Jesse wants to make a toast.” 
 
    Jesse stood at the end of the table, usurping top spot in his brother’s absence. “First a welcome to Quantrall to a couple of newcomers, Mary and Carson, then all I want to say is happy birthday to my wife, Ace. I love you with all my heart.” 
 
    He raised his glass to Annie, as did everyone else, with a chorus of ‘To Annie.’  
 
    “Thank you, cowboy. I love you too.” Tears rolled down her cheeks as she sipped her wine. 
 
    “Are you crying, Mommy?” asked Lucy. 
 
    “A little bit. Tears of happy, that’s all.” 
 
    Halfway through the main course, Annie’s cell buzzed in her purse and she excused herself. She locked the door of the powder room and checked her cell to see if it was Travis.  
 
    “Followed him out of the city. Farm near Lincoln.” 
 
    “I’ll come as soon as I’m done here. Send directions to my cell.” 
 
    “Roger that, partner.” 
 
    She returned to the table and Farrell was casting her an inquiring eye. He wanted to know what Travis was doing and where Aldana was. It was killing him not being able to protect Blaine himself.  
 
    Blaine was eating and talking to Paul and didn’t seem to notice. He wasn’t noticing his date much either and that seemed odd. Her boys were tough, but polite—always polite—the way she had taught them. Blaine’s date seemed enraptured by Bobby Quantrall, who sat next to her, and Annie wondered about that. Maybe Blaine wasn’t too attached to Carson yet—she hoped that was the case. Beautiful girl, all the same. 
 
    After the birthday cake was served with coffee and liqueurs, it was time to relax. The children were excused and ran into the great room to play with Charity’s toys that Tyler had provided. Paul went to supervise the kids while Wendy helped Molly clean up and load the dishwasher. 
 
    “We got you something, Mom,” said Blaine. “Neil, where’s the gift?” 
 
    “I hid it behind the bar. I’ll get it.” Neil returned and placed the gift, wrapped in shiny blue paper, in front of Annie. 
 
    “Y’all didn’t have to get me a gift. I have my family, and that’s enough for me. All I want.” 
 
    “Open it, Mom,” said Blaine. 
 
    Annie undid the tape, peeled off the paper and slowly opened the lid of the box. She inhaled a little breath as she realized what it was. More tears cascaded from her gray eyes—a night for happiness—rare in the last few months.  
 
    “So beautiful. Thanks to all my boys.” She held it up to her neck, so everyone could see. “My birthstone, ruby.” 
 
    Jesse stood up behind her. “Let me fasten it for you, Ace.” 
 
    “I love it. Thank you” 
 
      
 
    JESSE WAITED until everyone had gone but Annie. Blaine had volunteered to drop off the kids at Coulter-Ross and get them into their pajamas, so Jesse could have a little private time with Annie.  
 
    Jesse took her hand and they walked outside onto the wrap-around porch. The temperature had mellowed slightly from the vicious heat of the afternoon, but it was still in the nineties. The pecan trees lining the Quantrall laneway buzzed with the song of the cicadas. 
 
    “Can we talk for a minute?” he asked. 
 
    “Sure, cowboy. I want to thank you for dinner and for having all the family together. It was so sweet of you.” 
 
    “I love you, Ace, and no matter how long we’re apart, that never seems to change one iota. I want us to spend more time together, just gradually if that’s what it takes. I can’t stand the way things are now—not having you in my life is like having no life at all. We don’t talk, and we don’t see each other, and I want that to change.”  
 
    He relaxed into one of the wicker chairs and pulled her down onto his knee.  
 
    “Brian will object,” said Annie. “He sees me as a source of stress and doesn’t want me near you. I can’t risk your health.” 
 
    “Brian doesn’t run my life, although he’d like to think he does. I’m better now, getting stronger every day, and as long as I take it easy, I’m okay.” 
 
    “What’s the word on sex?” 
 
    “No word yet.” Jesse’s tanned face broke into a grin. “You and I are going to have to test that.” 
 
    Annie smiled. “Testing can be fun.” 
 
    “I want us to talk and text everyday like we always did. I miss that so much, I can’t tell you.” 
 
    “You’re lonely, cowboy and so am I. You know I still love you, but I don’t want you to change your day to day now that you’re doing so much better. You have your hands full with the baby and the ranch. Have you started helping at the barn yet?” 
 
    “In the arena only. I can’t do chores, but Ty is happy that I’m back training every day. Takes some of the load off him and Paulie.” 
 
    “I’m happy that you want to do more together, and we’ll talk more about it, but I’d better go for now. Farrell might be having trouble with the kids and he feels terrible physically.”  
 
    “Before you go, I got you a little something for your birthday.” 
 
    “You already sent me flowers, sweetheart. That was enough.” 
 
    From the drawer on the wicker side table, he produced the box that Wendy had wrapped.  
 
    “Interesting shape.” Annie opened the end of the long cylindrical package and slid the box out. “Oh, I so wanted this scope. It’s the new Nightforce model. How did you know?” She grabbed him in a hug and kissed his neck.  
 
    “I guessed.” 
 
    “Good guess. I love you, Jesse.” 
 
      
 
    AFTER KISSING JESSE goodbye and promising to meet him for lunch the following day, Annie hopped in her truck and zoomed out the Quantrall laneway. As soon as her wheels touched route seventy-seven, she turned north for Lincoln, put the hammer down and let the viper engine whine. She called Travis. “I’m heading your way now.”  
 
    “Aldana’s staying put. Still inside the farmhouse and hasn’t moved.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll be there in ten.” 
 
    She joined Travis at his position a quarter mile from the farmhouse where he could clearly see the end of the lane. “Nobody has left the place since they got here this afternoon.” 
 
    “He’s laying low?” 
 
    “Don’t know what the hell he’s doing, but with all his properties having been searched maybe this is one they didn’t know about.” 
 
    “All his other rat holes were in the city. Why is his last safe house way out in the sticks?” 
 
    “No clue, girl. How was your birthday party?” 
 
    Annie smiled. “Great. Jesse put a lot of effort into it and it was lovely. He bought me a new scope too. I’m excited about it.” 
 
    “He knows how to push your buttons.” 
 
    “He loves me, Travis. Always has.” 
 
    “I’m not jealous, Annie-girl. I want you to be happy and you belong with Jesse.” 
 
    I do. 
 
    “I’m changing my clothes and then we’ll go,” said Annie. She grabbed the bag from the back seat of her truck, stood at the side of the road in the dark and pulled her dress over her head. She tugged on black jeans and a black t-shirt and smoothed her hair down with her hand. She twisted a red bandana and tied it around her forehead to keep her hair in place. 
 
    Next her guns. Beretta in her waistband and her Remington with the scope loose by her side.  
 
    Wish I had time to try my new scope.  
 
    “You take the sawed-off, Trav, in case we get into trouble.” She handed him the gun and closed the door of her truck. 
 
    “No trouble. Exactly like we planned. Let’s go.” 
 
    As they trudged through the dried-up hay field towards the farm house, Travis said, “We don’t know how many are in there. I only saw Aldana with one other person, but there may have been others already here before they arrived.” 
 
    “Only one SUV, so can’t be too many. We’ll check it out first,” said Annie, “before we make a move. Lure Aldana outside if we can. That would be best.” 
 
    “I can force them out. I brought a couple of flash bangs.” 
 
    “You’re my man, Trav. Going in from the back?” 
 
    “Yep, as soon as you’re in position out front.” 
 
    As they approached the front of the house, Annie pointed to her right. “I’ll take that tree. Perfect angle for the front door.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS WAITED until Annie was set, then leading with the shotgun, skirted around the clapboard house using only the light shining from the side window. Probably the kitchen.  
 
    The steps leading up to the back porch were lethal. Rotted boards on every step, and if he fell through, Aldana would have a heads up. 
 
    He bypassed the steps and climbed onto the porch as silently as he could manage. No light near the back of the house. One turn of the knob told him the back was unlocked, or the lock was broken—didn’t matter.  
 
    Travis pulled one of the canisters out of his ammo sack and smiled. He preferred hot gas. More impact and definitely more fun when the fires started, but these flash bangs were all he had on hand. He opened the door, stepped into the back hallway, and threw the first of two towards the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE BALANCED on the branch of the cottonwood waiting for Aldana to appear at the door after Travis chased him out. She rechecked the scope and everything was perfect.  
 
    She saw the flash of light through the front window before she heard the first deafening explosion. She raised the rifle, heard the second loud bang and the first guy blasted out the door and ran down the steps. Young kid—through the scope he looked about eighteen—Blackout in his hand and he was screaming out curses in Spanish and laying down a spray in her direction. 
 
    Jesus, that was deafening.  
 
    Two seconds behind the kid, who was putting his young life on the line for a murdering asshole, was Aldana, hollering and brandishing another automatic weapon. Both firing blindly into the pitch dark. 
 
    Annie drew a bead on Aldana’s head and squeezed off a round. His head exploded, and he dropped like a stone beside the kid. The kid screamed, then turned and fired a wide arc in her direction. She didn’t want to kill the kid, but he was going to kill her if she didn’t stop him. 
 
    Zing.  
 
    She yelped when the bullet hit her arm and she dropped her rifle. The gun clunked down and caught in the branch below. 
 
    Bang. That was a pistol. Travis. 
 
    Reaching down groping in the dark for her gun, she saw the kid drop.  
 
    Blood poured out of her arm. Caught her just above the elbow and goddammit, it stung. Her head swam a little and she fought it off.  
 
    Then Travis was there underneath her tree talking to her. “All done, girl. The kid was gonna kill you and I had to take him out. Did he hit you?” 
 
    Annie handed down her gun and slid down after it into Travis’ waiting arms. “Yeah, caught me. I’ll need a couple of stitches.” 
 
    “Can you drive?” Travis wiped Annie’s blood from his arm and steadied her as she tried to stand. “I want to secure the scene and call Blacky. Lots of drugs in there, but you’re bleeding bad. You need to get to a doctor or a hospital.” 
 
     “Probably best if I wasn’t here.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE LAY IN his bed a little groggy from the pain meds and tired from the long stressful day he’d put in. The party was fun except for his date pretending he didn’t exist. What the hell had happened between Carson and Bobby? Bob Quantrall would never edge in on another man’s turf. Never would, but if the two of them were so compatible, what the hell did he care? He didn’t. Carson was hot, and he was hot for Carson, but that was about as far as it went. 
 
    I got leery of her when she tried to psychoanalyze my relationship with Annie. Hate that shit. 
 
    He wanted to roll over and get some sleep, but his cell was ringing on the nightstand. Travis. “What’s up, man? It’s late.” 
 
    “Need you, boss. Situation.” Travis explained what had happened, Farrell recruiting him to keep an eye on Aldana. No mention of Annie. 
 
    He wouldn’t have been there alone. This has Annie written all over it—in black marker. 
 
    “And why in hell would you be there alone, Travis? Mom was with you, wasn’t she?” 
 
    “Can’t say.” 
 
    Feeling the heat rushing to his tired brain, he barked at Travis, “I’ll call the appropriate people. Secure the scene.” He groaned as he tried to sit up and get his legs on the floor. 
 
    Fuck, this is bad. 
 
    “Chief, it’s me. Farrell had Travis on Aldana.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Aldana is dead.” 
 
    “Is it gonna play?” 
 
    “I fuckin hope so.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, I do too. Pick me up.” 
 
    “We need Ortiz and a couple squads of narcs.” 
 
    “There’s drugs? Good. That’ll help a helluva lot.” 
 
    Blaine pulled on the same clothes he had taken off, then woke Jack. Once they were in the truck he called Mary. 
 
    “Sorry, Mary, can you get dressed?” He explained what was happening. “I’ll pick you up in ten.”  
 
    “He was hiding way out in Lincoln?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready when you get here.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE DROVE STRAIGHT to Doc Simonsen’s ranch. Seemed like a long twenty minutes before she stumbled out of her truck and banged on his door.  
 
    Must be two-thirty or later.  
 
    She pounded again, and this time he answered, looking sleepy and fumbling with the snaps on a plaid shirt. 
 
    “Annie, what is it, sweetheart?” 
 
    She opened her eyes and squinted them shut again, the overhead light too bright, the table rock hard under her back. 
 
    “You fainted on my doorstep, dear, but don’t worry, I’ve got the wound cleaned up. Your arm will feel numb. I’ve injected a lot of freezing.” 
 
    She glanced at the arm she couldn’t feel, and it was clean, the blood was gone. “Thanks, Doc. Was it right through?” 
 
    “Yep. No bullet. Should I ask how this happened or why you didn’t go directly to the hospital?” 
 
    “No. I can’t tell you. I’m… doing some…work anonymously for someone and it’s classified.” 
 
    “I see. And this is the first time you’ve been wounded?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m happy you trust me enough to come here. We’ve always had a bond.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc.” 
 
    She closed her eyes while he did the suturing and tried not to think about anything. 
 
    “There we go. All done.” He taped the last piece of gauze in place. “I want you to lie on the sofa and sleep until morning. You’re not fit to drive home—not for a while yet.” 
 
    “I feel a bit wonky.” 
 
    “Of course, you do. A pint of blood would have been the ticket, but my fridge was empty.” 
 
    Annie sat on the sofa in the living room and let the doctor remove her boots, then she lay down and closed her eyes while he tucked a warm blanket around her. She was asleep in seconds.  
 
      
 
    BLAINE ARRIVED at the Lincoln farmhouse at three a.m., Jack at the wheel of Blaine’s diesel, Chief Calhoun riding shotgun, him sitting beside Mary in the back seat. 
 
    The glow of Travis’ Marlborough shone brightly through the pitch dark as they drove up the grade from the sideline to the house. Like many built in the same era, the house sat perched on a little knoll with the barn farther down the lane.  
 
    Travis sat on a raised concrete well top about thirty feet from the house, his Glock beside him.  
 
    The Chief approached Travis and spoke first. “I trust you can explain what you were doing at this location at this hour of the night, Deputy Bristol.” 
 
    “I can, sir. With everything that had been going on with Ranger Blackmore, meaning the attempted murder n’all, my partner, Deputy Donovan, who’s on mandatory leave asked me to cover off the surveillance on Juan Aldana.” 
 
    “I see. That makes sense.” 
 
    Blaine let out the breath he was holding. The Chief was no dummy and knew we had eyes on Aldana from the second he left the bail hearing. 
 
    The Chief walked over to the bodies lying in the grass and shone his light down on them, first Aldana and then his ganger. Both were holding fast to their automatic weapons in a death grip. 
 
    “Mary, get a couple pictures of the victims with clear shots of their weapons,” said Blaine. “Chances are you won’t print them, but I might need them.” 
 
    “No problem. I can use pictures of the house when I write the story up for the paper.” She clicked off frames of the bodies, then the farmhouse. “Would I be allowed to get shots of the drugs inside?”  
 
    “Better wait for the crime scene people. They like to be first with pictures.” The Chief turned to Travis, “So you were here alone?”  
 
    Travis didn’t answer. 
 
    “It’s okay, Travis,” said the Chief, “I know Mrs. Powell has been protecting Blacky since the first drive-by. It makes sense she was here with you.” 
 
    “Where is she now?” asked Blaine. “That’s what I’m wondering.” 
 
    “The kid with the Blackout hit her with spray,” said Travis. “Her arm, Blacky, just her arm.” 
 
    “And you took him out before he killed her?” asked the Chief. 
 
    “Yes. I had to.” 
 
    The Chief nodded. “Course you did, son, you had no choice. We’ll get Mrs. Powell’s statement tomorrow.” 
 
    Sirens sounded, and the troops drove up the laneway in single file, led by the medical examiner, and followed by the crime scene unit, and unmarked vehicles from narcotics and the gang squad. 
 
    “Where did my mother go for medical attention, Travis?” 
 
    “No idea, Blacky, honest.” 
 
    No fuckin way she’d go to the hospital with a bullet wound. She must know a doctor who’d fix her up. 
 
    Blaine tried her cell and it was answered on the first ring. “Whose calling?” 
 
    “Who is this?” asked Blaine. “Is my mother there?” 
 
    “This is Doctor Simonsen, Blaine, and yes, your mother is here. She’s been sutured, and she’s been medicated. She’s asleep on my sofa and I’m watching over her.” 
 
    “Thank you very much, sir. I was worried. I’ll talk to her in the morning.” 
 
    “Is Annie okay?” asked Travis. 
 
    “Yes. She’s been given medical attention.” Blaine blew out a breath, looked at the Chief then back at Travis and said the words he didn’t want to say. “Since you were here for Annie and you brought down Aldana, I suppose I should offer you your job back.” 
 
    “Thanks, boss. Appreciate it.” 
 
    “You’re a good cop, Bristol,” barked the Chief. “Superior skills and a helluva lot going for you, but you need to get yourself straight.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, Chief. That’s exactly what I’m gonna do.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    July 17th. 
 
    ANNIE OPENED her eyes, glanced around the room and wondered where in hell she was. A dull throb in her left arm reminded her of the previous night and through the haziness in her brain and the gray light of dawn, she recognized Doc Simonsen’s living room.  
 
    “You awake, dear? I have coffee on.” He stood behind her in the doorway. 
 
    “I’m awake. I better get up.” She tried to sit and felt the blood rush to her head. Tilt-a-whirl. 
 
    “Don’t move too fast. You lost a fair amount of blood and it will take your body a while to replace it. You’ll be light headed.” 
 
    “I am. You’re right about that, Doc.” 
 
    He leaned down and offered his arm. “Come on, we’ll get you sitting in the kitchen and get some hot coffee and some food into you. You’ll feel better after you eat.” 
 
    “I should go home,” said Annie, “The kids will be getting up and wondering where I am.” 
 
    “You have staff, dear. An hour won’t make a difference.” 
 
    Annie nodded and eased her aching body onto a wooden kitchen chair. One glance around the room told her that the doctor was incredibly neat for a man living alone. 
 
    After toast with raspberry jam and two cups of strong coffee, Doctor Simonsen examined the stitches, covered them with antiseptic cream and put a fresh bandage over the wound. 
 
    “I don’t have a sling here at home, Annie, but your arm wouldn’t ache so much if it had a bit of support.” 
 
    “I have one at the ranch, Doc. From before.” 
 
    He nodded with a sadness in his eyes. “Yes, you’ve been wounded many times.”  
 
    She gathered her belongings and he walked her to her truck. “Stop into the hospital in a couple of days and let me check the stitches and put on a clean bandage.” 
 
    “I will.” She gave him a hug and eased behind the wheel. “Thanks, Doc. You’re a lifesaver.” 
 
    He smiled and closed the door of the truck.  
 
      
 
    FARRELL GREETED her in the kitchen with a face that would have terrified lesser women. “Where in hell were you, Mom? Do you know how long I’ve been waiting to see if you were fuckin dead?” He pounded the harvest table with his right fist, then winced and gritted his teeth as the pain shot through him. “All fuckin night, that’s how long.” 
 
    Annie nodded, noting his distress, but before she could say anything, Farrell noticed the bandage and how pale she was. He reached out his right arm and pulled her close to him. “You got hit. Oh, my God, Mom, I should have been with you. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I should have called you, but I thought you’d be sleeping. It was after two when I got to Doc Simonsen’s ranch.” 
 
    “Love that guy,” said Farrell. “Son of a bitch took a bullet out of my side and saved my worthless life.” 
 
    “He’s done a lot for me and for most of my boys. He’s a good man and I trust him.” 
 
    “I called Blacky and his phone is turned off. What the hell? I feel like I’m on another fuckin planet. If I don’t get back to work soon, I’m gonna lose it.” 
 
    Annie smiled at him. “Sounds like you are losing it, sugar. I’ll get us some coffee and tell you all the details.” 
 
    “That’s what I need, Mom—the play by play.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE WOKE, sleep deprived, sore and testier than he could remember ever being. When had he turned into such a miserable prick? Was it gradual and he didn’t notice it coming on? Or did it happen in the last couple of days? Was it the Carson/Bobby thing?  
 
    I’ve never lost a date in the middle of the fuckin date. I need coffee. 
 
    Exercising caution, he sat up slowly, placed his left hand on the nightstand and pressed his legs into service. Once on his feet, he tried getting dressed without involving his ribs and the necessary act of breathing and found it was a game he couldn’t win. He zipped up his jeans and shuffled out of his room like a Zombie on the hunt for brains.  
 
    Lexi bounded down the stairs ahead of him in a hurry to get to the backyard. “I’m coming, girl. Take me a while.” 
 
    With the big Newfoundlander outside, he checked the kitchen to see if there was coffee—Jack was always up at the crack of dawn—but it wasn’t Jack, it was Carm who stood at the granite island with her white apron on and no sling. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing, Miss Carmelita?” Blaine asked her in Spanish. 
 
    She giggled and said she was better and needed no help in the kitchen. 
 
    Blaine sat down at the table shaking his head. “Don’t think it’s time yet. Nope. You’re going to hurt your arm.” 
 
    Carm didn’t favor him with an answer. Instead she brought him a mug of coffee and went back to cracking a dozen eggs on the side of the big red bowl. 
 
    Shit. Could anything go right? 
 
    He took a sip of caffeine and closed his eyes to review the shit storm playing in his head. Carm wouldn’t listen. Carson had screwed him over. Annie was running rogue and now she was shot. Farrell was hurt and in so much pain, he could feel it himself. He wouldn’t be back to work for a couple more weeks. And Travis—now he’d hired that fucking Travis back and had to cope with his attitude every single day. 
 
    “I’m gonna go to Abilene for a few days,” he said to Carm. 
 
    She nodded like she knew what he was talking about. His cell rang on the table in front of him and he saw the man’s number.  
 
    “Regrouping is in order. Your team is down. Take two weeks off and let everybody heal.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We need that.” 
 
    Thank you, baby Jesus. I get to heal my fuckin ribs. 
 
    The cell rang again.  
 
    Carson. Do I want to talk to her? 
 
    “Hi Blaine, I’m surprised you answered. If I were you, I wouldn’t want to talk to me.” 
 
    Blaine felt the heat rise in his neck as his Latino temper flared. “I don’t want to talk to you, Carson. What the hell? If you wanted to date Bob Quantrall, couldn’t you have done it after our date was over, instead of during?” What the fuck were you thinking?” 
 
    She sniffled a bit, then said, “I called to say I was sorry. I didn’t think you’d be so angry.” 
 
    “I am angry. Angry about a lot of things. I hope you and Bob have a happy life together.” He pressed end and felt like propelling his phone across the room. 
 
    Jack stuck his head in the kitchen. “Demo guy is out front, ready to start, boss.” 
 
    “Sure, Jack, he can go ahead and start. Tell him to come over here if there’s anything he needs.” 
 
    Jack left, then was back in a flash, someone else with him. “Travis is here, boss.” 
 
    Shit, I’m not ready to deal with Travis. 
 
    “Hey, Trav. Grab a coffee and sit down here for a minute,” said Blaine. “You came at the right time.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? I didn’t know if you’d be happy to see me this morning or not.” 
 
    “Just talked to a higher power and he said we were on two weeks of vacay time, but since you’ve been missing for at least that long, I have work for you to do while I’m taking care of something else.” 
 
    “Is it shit work, boss? That’s what I’d get in the corps if I screwed up.” 
 
    “Kind of shitty. Did you see the truck next door when you came in?” 
 
    “Yeah, demolition.” 
 
    “You’re going to supervise that crew on my behalf until that property blends seamlessly into mine.” 
 
    Travis grinned. “Not as bad as I thought. I can do that, boss.” 
 
    “Great. Finish your coffee and drag your ass over there.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE LAID on her bed with her eyes shut hoping the meds would take the ache out of her arm. So far, nothing close to relief. Her cell jangled, and her first thought was to ignore it, but she turned her head and read Jesse’s name.  
 
    Damn, I forgot our lunch date. 
 
    “Hey, cowboy.” 
 
    “Hey, Ace, you sound… weak or something. You okay?” 
 
    Just the sound of his voice made her tear up. “No, I’m not okay, baby. Can we have lunch here?” 
 
    “I’ll be right over.” 
 
    “Thanks, I love you.” 
 
    She pressed end and it rang again in her hand. Blaine. 
 
    “Hey, Mom, I tried you a couple times, but your phone was off.” 
 
    “Doc Simonsen turned it off to make me sleep. I’m home now and resting, honey. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I was worried, and besides I heard we’re all on leave for the next two weeks. Healing time handed down from above.” 
 
    “That’s nice. I sure could use it.” 
 
    “We all could.” 
 
     
 
    JESSE ARRIVED at Coulter-Ross Ranch fifteen minutes after talking to Annie on the phone. His heart raced in his chest and he employed one of his breathing techniques to calm himself. 
 
    She opened the door and melted into his arms and at first, he didn’t see the bandages.  
 
    “You’re hurt, Ace. What happened to you between leaving my place last night and now?” 
 
    “Sit down, Jesse. Have lunch and I’ll tell you all about it.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE SAT AT the table after lunch with a copy of the morning paper spread out in front of him. Mary had done a super job wrapping up her series on the gang war with her final installment. Her boss should be proud of her. More than content to sit at the table and drink coffee all day, Blaine lazily took his next call. Ortiz. 
 
    “Hey, man, how’s it going in gangland?” 
 
    “Kudos to you Blacky. That’s a big ugly mess off my plate and I want to thank you.” 
 
    “It was everybody’s problem, Detective. Glad to help.” 
 
    Ortiz brought him up to speed on the quantity of drugs confiscated, and the number of automatic weapons seized. He was a happy cop. 
 
    Then his cell came up with a number he didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Blaine, this is Bob Quantrall.” 
 
    “Hey, Bob, I can guess what you’re going to say, and I’ll save you the trouble. Carson already called this morning, and the way is clear if you have intentions in that direction.” 
 
    “Jeeze, I’m so embarrassed. Nothing like that has ever happened to me before. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Obviously, you two have a strong connection,” said Blaine. “You should take her out and see where it goes.” 
 
    “In good conscience, Blacky, I don’t know if I can.” 
 
    “We barely knew each other, Bob. She was doing therapy on my leg and I asked her out. It was only our second date. I give you my blessing. No hard feelings.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it, but thanks for understanding. It was in no way intentional.” 
 
    “I’ve known you too long to think that, Bobby. It’s all good.” 
 
    “Thanks, Blacky.” 
 
    Blaine pressed end and headed for the stairs talking to himself. “I’m such a loser. I’m going upstairs to pack and then I’m driving my miserable ass to Abilene. 
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     CHAPTER ONE 
 
   
 
    Tuesday, August 7th. 
 
      
 
    Cherokee Junction, Texas. 
 
    PAINT CREEK ran deep in the woods behind the trailer park. More than a trickle, narrow for a river, but just as swift. Tall pines shaded the muddy banks and fostered teaming wildlife and dark pools full of fish. On the hottest days in summer it was always cooler by the river. 
 
    The park was not much of a park if you could call it that at all. Narrow hard packed dirt trails running zig-zag through the run-down single and double-wides that should have been towed to the dump and left there to rot long ago. Now they rotted where they stood—on cement blocks—crying out for tlc but never getting any—nests of poverty, despair, misery and violence. Becca was the dictionary definition of all those words. A 3D example in living color and an expert in all they entailed. 
 
    The river was one of the only good things about living here—maybe the only one. Yep, the only one. Fed from springs farther north up around Lake Brownwood—that’s what the boys at the Spur had said and it could be true. The Paint rarely dried up in the summer and thanks be to somebody—Becca wasn’t sure whether there was a God or not—this brutally hot August was no exception. 
 
    If there was a God, he’d never done her a lick of good. 
 
    Leaning her aching back against a rough tree trunk, she took a drag and held fast to the joint she’d stole out of Mason’s stash in his private drawer—the one she wasn’t allowed to open—closed her eyes and let her black and blue legs dangle in the river. The cold water numbed the pain in her legs and in her brain, and for that she was grateful. 
 
    The cicadas hiding in the leaves above her head sang a chorus of the ‘I love heat’ song and she drifted off. The feel of something nibbling at her toes woke her with a start and she let go a squeal as she jerked her legs out of the water. Her heart thumped a couple of times as she peered down and realized her attackers were a school of tiny silver minnows. 
 
    Now you’re scared of a minnow? Suck it up, girl. 
 
    The sound of a motor causing the dogs to bark not far away tugged her back to reality. A reality she didn’t want to face. Becca had done a decent job of forgetting about her past—the brutal years of her life spent with Billy-Don Donovan—but once in a while on hot summer days like this one, the horror of it played like a B-movie in her head and guilt overwhelmed her. Self-hate dragged her down like an undertow in the Pacific—an ocean she’d never seen, although she pictured it as being beautiful with huge curling waves crashing on a beach—and she was certain she’d never be able to swim to the surface and make her way out of the life she’d let herself drift into.  
 
    Fate. Nothing could change fate. 
 
      
 
    Huntsville Prison. Huntsville, Texas. 
 
    BILLY-DON DONOVAN sat on his bunk in solitary. He’d started the goddam fight on purpose to have a little private time away from the range and away from his fuckin idiot cell mate, Buster Chartwell.  
 
    Today was his fiftieth birthday and nobody was gonna ruin it for him. Nobody. 
 
    The plan was in place and when the time was right he’d get even. People in his past owed him and he’d make them pay. Everybody who’d ever crossed Billy-Don would regret it. He smiled.   
 
      
 
    MASON PARKED the Camaro in front of the double-wide and honked the horn—two blasts—for Becca to come out and see the paint job. He stood beside the car, noticed how bad the patch of grass out front needed to be cut and turned his head. He felt in his pocket for his father’s silver Zippo, lit up a Spirit and waited some more, but she didn’t show. 
 
    His perpetual smile spread across his scruffy face as the heat seeped up his neck and into his brain. “Where the hell is that bitch when I want her?” Flexing his right fist, he headed for the front door, but caught a glimpse of her pushing through the trees at the back of the lot. “About fuckin time,” he mumbled to himself, then restored the smile. As she came closer, the sight of her bruised up legs made his smile widen. “Come see how the paint job turned out, babe. Nate did a fuckin fantastic job on it. Can’t tell for a goddam second this baby used to be black.” 
 
    “Looks good, Mason.” Becca ran a finger down the hood. “I love red. Switch the tags out?” 
 
    Mason’s jaw tensed and still he held on to the grin. “Course I did, girl. Think I’m fuckin brain dead?” 
 
    Becca shook her head, turned and headed inside. “Too hot out here. Getting us a couple cold ones.”  
 
    Mason followed her through the screen door and let it bang shut behind him, still talking about the car, “Fantastic sound system—high end after market stuff. Musta cost the guy a fortune. You’re gonna love it.” 
 
    Becca reached into the fridge for the beer, grabbed two cans and juggled them as she fiddled with the fridge handle. The door never closed right but asking Mason to fix it hadn’t gotten any action. Never would. She handed him a can of Lone Star and popped the top on her own. 
 
    He fiddled with the cap. “You listening to me?” 
 
    “Sure am,” said Becca, “can’t hear nothing else.” She sank down on a chair at the kitchen table, cluttered with dishes and beer cans from the day before and the day before that. She held the beer can to her forehead and glanced up at the unmoving ceiling fan. 
 
    Mason took a step closer to the table and the smile had evaporated. “What’s that supposed to mean? I thought you’d be jumping over the fuckin moon and dead keen to cruise into town in the new wheels.” He tipped up the can, chugged what was left, then crushed the can in his big right hand. “Never could figure you out, Becca. Never could.” 
 
      
 
    Blackmore Agency. Austin. 
 
    BLAINE WOKE with a start when something wet touched his face. “Jesus, Lexi, do you have to do that?” The huge Newfie dog licked his face once more and thumped her tail on the hardwood, happy he was awake. “Want to go out?” 
 
    She bounded out the bedroom door and down the wide steps of the old Victorian.  
 
    “I’m right behind you,” Blaine muttered as he struggled with the covers, silently cursing his ribs that were far from healed. The doc said six weeks and they were a long six—he had about three more to go. “Hate it when I lie to my dog. Shows what kind of asshole I am. No wonder I can’t hold down a relationship.” 
 
    “What are you mumbling about, bro?” asked Farrell. He came out of the room next door wearing black Harley boxers, and nothing else, his bare back still bandaged from the knife wound a ganger had inflicted.  
 
    Blaine’s foster brother was tall and blond, polar opposite to his own shorter, darker Latino heritage—still, apart from appearances, in all other ways they were brothers. “Talking to myself like a goddam nut case,” said Blaine, “Pissed I can’t seem to make a relationship work.” 
 
    “You gonna be mad at Bobby forever for taking Carson?” 
 
    “Mad at myself that I was too fuckin boring for her.” 
 
    “You ain’t boring, bro,” Farrell walked beside Blaine on the steps—one riser at a time was all the taped ribs and restricted breathing would allow— “I bet Einstein was no hell at relationships—too much thinking about splittin atoms and shit, and not enough screwin around time—just like you. I’m gonna Google it.” 
 
    Blaine snorted as he reached the bottom of the stairs. “Go for it, Farrell. Can’t wait till you lay it on me.” 
 
    Farrell went straight into the kitchen while Blaine trudged down the long narrow hallway to the back entrance to let Lexi out.  
 
    Two mugs full of steaming caffeine and the cream carton were on the kitchen table when Blaine returned. “Looks different out there now that the bulldozing is done,” said Blaine. “Landscaper should start today.” 
 
    “Hot to be working outside,” said Farrell, “for anybody. Even assholes that are used to it.” He spooned three heaping into his coffee and stirred methodically. 
 
    Blaine eyed Farrell. “Lotta sugar. Ever thought about cutting back?” 
 
    A grin spread across Farrell’s unshaven face. “No. You?” 
 
    Blaine snorted and was still laughing at his brother when Carmelita hurried through the doorway wearing one of her spotless white aprons. “Buenos dias, mi Corazon.” 
 
    Carm answered in Spanish. “What do my beautiful boys want for breakfast?” 
 
    Carmelita Flores was the mother of Blaine’s former love, Fabiana, who had died while on a DEA assignment in Columbia. Even though he and Carm weren’t officially related, Blaine was all the family Carm had, and they’d grown close.  
 
    Annie Powell, Blaine and Farrell’s adopted mother lived on her ranch east of Austin. 
 
    “Waffles, Carm,” hollered Farrell, “and sausages, and I’m gonna drown those babies in syrup.” 
 
    “Jesus,” said Blaine, “you’re gonna be on one fuckin sugar high today.” 
 
    “What do you care, boss, if I’m letting fly at old ladies that look at me sideways? You won’t be working with me. You’re heading up to Abilene, ain’t ya?” 
 
    Blaine smiled at Farrell, but the smile faded when his cell rang. He pulled a face when he read the screen. “Chief.” 
 
    “Morning, son, and yes, I know you’re on vacay and heading up to Abilene today—I didn’t forget—but I need you to take this one for me. Just get it organized and then hand it off to your boys, is all I’m asking.” 
 
    “Does it tick my boxes?” asked Blaine as he reached for his yellow pad that was never too far away. 
 
    “Got the breakfast news on?” 
 
    “No, the TV’s not on in the kitchen, Chief. Just tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “Been an increase in car jackings in the city, at events—you know how many fuckin events and concerts we have in Austin—anyway, this is the second one where the vehicle owner has ended up dead and laying in the parking space where his car or truck used to be.” 
 
    “The jackers are killing the owners?” 
 
    “Could be those were the only two that caught them in the act, but shows they aren’t backing down or running off when the owner shows up.” 
 
    “Give me the locate.” Blaine wrote it down. “Is the scene secure?” 
 
    “Yep, I’ll tell Mort to expect you soon.” 
 
    Blaine pressed end. “Yeah, soon. Fuck, bro, polish off those waffles and get some clothes on. We’re working.” 
 
      
 
    Mill Antiques II. La Grange. 
 
    TRAVIS STOOD in the living room of his apartment above the antique store, gazing down at the lush common across the street, his second mug of coffee in his hand. A couple of people sat on benches under the old oaks inhaling morning caffeine and enjoying a toasted bagel from Sterne’s deli on the west end of the town square.  
 
    He loved his rented space almost as much as he loved his landlord, but that love could go nowhere. Every day was a battle to put Annie out of his mind and concentrate on work or something else—someone else—anything else.  
 
    The day before, he had cleaned his whole space and it was huge, the entire second floor above the store. He inhaled the lingering pine scent and congratulated himself on a job well done. He hadn’t been a Major in the Marines for nothing. He knew how to work. 
 
    What the hell am I gonna do today? I’m no good at vacation time. 
 
    “I’m damn fortunate I got my job back,” he mumbled to himself. “Got to get my head on straight and do a decent job for Blacky, or the next time my retirement will be permanent.” 
 
    Got to put Annie out of my mind. From here on in, we’re friends and friends only. 
 
    He strolled back to the kitchen for a refill and his cell was jangling on the kitchen table. “Yeah, boss, what’s up?” 
 
    “Meet me at this address,” Blacky sounded pissed as he hollered out directions. “We’re working.” 
 
    Travis grabbed a scrap and scribbled the address. “Thank the Lord.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “Too much down time, Trav?” 
 
    “You know it. What are we looking at?” 
 
    “Rash of car jackings—some more brutal than others.” 
 
    “Car jackings ain’t us, boss.” 
 
    “They are if the vehicle owners are dead on the pavement.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “This is the second one, but the powers are antsy.” 
 
    “Yep. Give me twenty and I’m there.” 
 
    He grabbed his Steyr and shoved it into the waistband of his jeans. “Too fuckin hot for a harness.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE AND NEIL both waved to Travis as he backed his silver F-450 out of the tiny parking lot behind the store.  
 
    “Looked like Travis was in a hurry, Mom,” said Neil. “Maybe there’s another crime wave in Austin.” 
 
    “You have an active imagination, sweetheart. He’s probably just late for work. He just got his job back and he can’t afford to goof off right now.” 
 
     “How long has Travis been a tenant upstairs?” asked Neil, “like forever?” 
 
    “Not forever, but a few years. I guess since he started working for Jesse and Blaine. He’s a good tenant. Quiet—almost silent—I never hear him up there, and he always pays his rent on time. Almost always.”  
 
    “Wonder if I’ll ever be a landlord,” said Neil. “Hope I’m not one of those slum landlords that you see on the crime shows on TV. They look like a mean lot. Turning off the heat on babies in the winter and stuff like that.” 
 
    Annie giggled. “I don’t think you would do that, honey. It’s not in your nature.” 
 
    “What if I’ve got stuff in my nature that I don’t know about—like from my biological parents? Farrell told me my dad was a bad, violent man. He drank himself crazy and beat my mom up all the time and that’s why she got hooked on drugs and left us.” 
 
    “She must have had a life-threatening reason to go and leave two beautiful boys like you and Farrell, honey bunny. A bad move by her, but a gift to me.” 
 
    Neil grinned as Annie unlocked the back door of the store. “I love you, Mom.” 
 
      
 
    Quantrall Ranch. Giddings. 
 
    JESSE PUSHED CHARITY’S stroller to the barn after breakfast. He had a couple of horses to break in and Tyler had set up a playpen in the office, so he could watch her while they both worked.  
 
    “Hey, baby, are you gonna work with your Uncle Ty this morning?” 
 
    “Ty,” said Charity, and reached out her little arms.  
 
    Ty unbuckled her from the stroller and lifted her out just as Jesse’s cell rang.  
 
    He grabbed it off his belt and answered. “Hey partner, how’s the vacation time going?” 
 
    “Not worth a flyin fuck, Jesse. We got a case this morning, just as I was ready to leave for Abilene.” 
 
    “Right, you’re going up to talk to Mr. Park about your parents.” 
 
    “Calhoun called and dumped one on us. Seems he’s got car-jackers playing a little rough. Two dead so far with their rides in the wind.” 
 
    “Shit,” said Jesse, “Most times the jackers boost them from parking lots and there’s no contact.” 
 
    “I’m headed to the Events Center now, and I wondered if you could get hold of the file from the Chief and give the boys some direction while I’m gone?” 
 
    “The victim is in the parking lot at the Events Center?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to Calhoun this afternoon and tell him I’m taking the lead until you get back. When are you leaving?”   
 
    “Hoped to leave today, but it’s not happening.”  
 
      
 
    Events Center. Austin. 
 
    A LARGE SECTION OF THE PARKING lot at the Austin Event’s Center had been cordoned off, but that didn’t prevent the media from swarming around the outside of the barricades like hungry barracuda. They zeroed in on Blaine’s tricked out diesel as he turned off the street, and they rolled towards him like a wave on Maui. The uniforms at the gate waved him through and stopped the media in their tracks. 
 
    Blaine parked and tried to cope with his restricted oxygen supply and the instant pain that too much movement caused—there was a reason he was taped up like a mummy and on leave. He struggled out from under the steering wheel, out of breath and more than a little bit pissy. He grunted as he stepped down from the side-step and slammed the truck door. 
 
    “Thought you were on vacay, Mr. B?” asked one of the uniformed officers. 
 
    “I thought so too.” Blaine winked at the officer. “Funny how that works.” 
 
    Mort Simon, the medical examiner was on his knees beside a man in his late thirties. The victim’s head lay in a pool of congealed blood, his skull split open by something heavy-duty. 
 
    Blaine knelt down with a groan beside the ME for a closer look. “Tire iron, Doc?” 
 
    “Uh huh. My first guess, and it’ll have to do for now. Got a lineup in the morgue. Couple of days before we get to this guy.” 
 
    “ID on him?” asked Farrell. 
 
    “Yep. Lloyd Turner. I bagged his wallet for the lab.” 
 
    “Not robbed?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t go that far—no cash or credit cards in the wallet.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Blaine, “another opportunity too good to pass up.”  
 
    “BOLO out on the vehicle?” asked Farrell. “What was it?” 
 
    “Black Escalade, nearly new.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Farrell, “go for the good stuff. Why the hell not?” He turned and greeted Travis with a fist bump when he joined the group. “Hey, partner, enjoy your minute of vacay?” 
 
    “Sure did. Happy to be back at work. Keeps me out of trouble.” 
 
    Blaine cast him the stink-eye. 
 
      
 
    Cherokee Junction 
 
    MASON CRANKED the volume on the CD player and let the Camaro out on the road into town. He couldn’t wipe the smile off his face and there was no fuckin way he would let Becca drag him down. He’d waited his whole life—thirty-five fuckin years—for a Camaro and he was damn well gonna enjoy every fuckin minute he drove it. 
 
    Becca pissed him off every time she got into one of her moody funks and went into silent mode, and he let her know it. Before he left the trailer, he gave her a couple of good ones to tune her up. Not on her face. She had to work tonight, and she’d call sick in if her face didn’t look good. She’d done it before and they were short of cash the whole fuckin week. He could make her scream real good when he landed a couple of kidney punches. 
 
    Mason cruised through Cherokee Junction and it didn’t take more than a couple of minutes. Main Street wasn’t more than a couple blocks long, one grocery store, a gas station with a convenience store attached, hardware that never had the tool you needed—always had to drive into Austin—a diner with six tables specializing in grease, and Big Jim’s—a sleazy bar competing with the Silver Spur where Becca worked. At the end of the short string of stores was the post office and next to that, his welding shop.  
 
    Not nearly enough business in this shit town to keep food on the table—not that Becca ever cooked anything decent—so he had to boost up business another way. He chuckled to himself thinking about it. Boosting cars boosted up his business. In fact, things were going so well lately he’d hired on both his brothers and so far, that was working out okay. Nate was an asset in the paint shop and Harlan might be okay on manual labor—body work and sanding—if he stayed sober long enough.  
 
    I got to set down some ground rules and let them know who’s boss in this outfit. 
 
    Mason parked around back of the cinder block building. Longer than it looked from the street, and he could work on four cars at a time inside—two behind two. When the work was done and the paint dry, he got rid of them right away. Hired a flatbed to pick them up and take them to the dealer in the city who he had a standing agreement with. The guy would take all he could supply. 
 
    The garage was hard work, but good cover for the growing meth business he had on the side. Becca handled most of that business herself and she had a solid customer base at the roadhouse.  
 
    Inside the garage, Luke Bryan blared out of Harlan’s old boom box he’d had since he was a teenager. Stole it from a kid in middle school and got expelled. That was the end of Harlan’s formal education. The rest of his learnin was more informal—what he learned working on bikes, hunting out of season and robbing the odd gas station. Harlan was twenty-six, long sandy brown hair and muscled up. Not the brightest star in the sky, but he was a good mechanic and a hard worker when there was something in it for him, and when he wasn’t tied up with the opposite sex. Harlan was a fuckin chic magnet. 
 
    Nate on the other hand was thirty-two, dark-haired with a slim wiry build and a ‘hate the world’ attitude. He rarely smiled. Nate didn’t discriminate—race, color, men, women, dogs—he hated everybody equally.  
 
     Mason greeted his brothers with a big smile. “Hey, guys, didn’t get around to asking you this morning, but how did last night go? Love the Escalade. That baby will bring us top dollar.” 
 
    “Went damn good,” said Nate. “No problems.” 
 
    Mason eyed his brother to see if he was lying. “Don’t want no problems—problems with the cops will put us out of business.” 
 
    Nate jerked his head around and stared Mason down. “I said no problems. Back the hell off.” 
 
    Mason held up a hand. “Okay, okay. I’m off.” 
 
    Harlan stared at the CD in his hand and said nothing.  
 
    Mason knew both the assholes were lying. 
 
    Jesus, wonder who they fuckin killed?  
 
      
 
    Cherokee Junction Trailer Park. 
 
    BECCA SHOWERED and got ready for work. The hot water tank in the trailer was small and she had to be quick. If Mason showered first, she didn’t have a prayer of hot water and if she bitched about it, he’d laugh in her face and rough her up. 
 
    Waitresses at the Silver Spur wore short black skirts and red tanks. The more cleavage you showed, and the more you smiled and joked around with the customers, the bigger the tips. Becca had a good rack up top and knew exactly what to say to turn the assholes on when she leaned over the tables with pitchers of beer. She made top dollar every night. 
 
    Between her tips and the bigger bucks she cashed selling meth out the back door, she kept the bills paid when Mason couldn’t. He didn’t appreciate her, or how hard she worked, but Becca didn’t care. The trailer was a roof over their heads. Life on the street wasn’t something she could go back to—no way in hell. She was also able to stash some cash that Mason didn’t know about—her getaway money. One day she’d leave that brutal son of a bitch and his fake smile far behind. 
 
    Almost ready to leave for her seven o’clock shift, she reached under the bed and pulled out the shoebox where she kept her product. Mostly meth. Not much crack left. She stared and counted the bags. 
 
    Is that all I had? 
 
    Every time she handled the meth she felt the urge, but knew she couldn’t give in. She’d been clean too long to blow it. Mason had dragged her off the street, cleaned her up and saved her useless life. Trouble was, now he thought he owned her—his personal property to treat any way he wanted. If he wasn’t using her for sex, he was using her for a punching bag. She couldn’t take it much longer. 
 
    Only enough in her stash for tonight. She’d have to make a trip to Austin before the weekend. She transferred all she had into her big black purse and zipped it closed. 
 
      
 
    Silver Spur. Cherokee Junction.  
 
    BECCA LOCKED her pink Chevy pickup and hurried across the almost empty gravel parking lot to the back door of the roadhouse. The new manager, Tommy-Joe Burk was a creep and she hated him right off. He’d been working there three fuckin weeks and had already hired on two of his low-life brothers as bouncers. Not that they didn’t need muscle—fights broke out every night—but the brothers were suck-hole wimps who couldn’t lick their own fingers. She hated them too. 
 
    Tommy-Joe liked to make her feel like she was his slave. He was bossy—more than he needed to be—all the girls knew how to do their jobs before he came along—and he was way too free with his hands. If Becca gave him a smack and told him to back off, he’d probably fire her ass. 
 
    At ten, she had her first break and had to run to the can, on the double, she had to pee so bad. After that emergency passed, she grabbed her purse from her locker, headed out the back door and lit up a smoke. All the regulars knew the routine and waited for her break. They were addicts, but they weren’t totally brain-dead. At least not yet. 
 
    Didn’t take many transactions in the shadows at the back fence before she was cleaned out. She told each one they’d have to last until the weekend or do the next best thing. She couldn’t go to Austin until Friday morning.  
 
    Butting out her final smoke before going back inside, someone touched her arm. “Hey, Harlan, you just get here?” 
 
    “Yeah, my night off. Mason and Nate are up tonight.” He reached out and gently stroked her hair. “Umm… if I hang around can I come out to the trailer for a drink when you go home?” 
 
    Becca reached for the door handle. “You want to have a drink with me after drinking here for the next four hours?” 
 
    “Yep, I do.” 
 
    “You must want more than a drink, Harlan, and it’s a terrible idea to come on to me. Be best if you picked up somebody inside. Maybe you lost sight of Mason’s temper.” 
 
    Harlan shook his head. “I ain’t lost sight of it, Bec.” He pointed at her legs. “Even though you put some shit on to cover up the black and blue, you ain’t hiding it. Everybody in this town knows my brother beats the shit out of you.” 
 
    Becca felt tears burning behind her eyes and she fought them back as Harlan leaned over and kissed her neck. “No way in hell I would ever treat my woman like that.” 
 
    They walked down the narrow back hall side by side. “You need a woman a lot younger than me. I’m hitting forty hard.” 
 
    “Don’t matter,” Harlan grabbed her elbow and spun her around, “the way you look, I could do you if you were fifty.” He pressed her up against the wall and planted his mouth on hers. His tongue was in her mouth and before her brain could tell her not to, she stroked the front of his tight jeans.  
 
    “Jesus, Har, get a grip.” Becca pulled away and hustled to her locker to get rid of her purse. “I’ve gotta work.” 
 
      
 
    Downtown Austin. 
 
    A LITTLE AFTER two a.m. Mason and Nate hit the parking ramp across from the Hilton. Mason rode in the bitch seat behind his brother scanning the rows of parked vehicles, looking for one easy to grab that would be a money-maker.  
 
    “That one.” Mason pointed at a dark green Jaguar a half dozen spots away from the elevator. 
 
    “Too close to the elevator,” said Nate. “Where’s your brain?” 
 
    Mason snarled out the words under his breath. “It ain’t too close if we’re quick.” 
 
    Nate cursed his brother but parked the bike in the next row in a space too small for even a Smart car. They grabbed their tools from the saddlebag on the bike and ran towards the Jag. With only a few steps more to go the elevator door opened and a group of people dressed up fancy, talking and laughing stepped out together. 
 
    Nate and Mason turned away, dropped the tools down by their sides and sauntered back towards the parked Harley. From the next row, Mason watched and was mesmerized by the Latino woman. His eyes drank in every detail. Shiny ebony hair brushing her shoulders, glowing olive skin, and what a fuckin body in that snug gold dress. Imagining what was under the dress, sped up his breathing and gave him a huge load of lumber in his jeans.  
 
    Goddam, that’s a gorgeous woman. Have I seen her somewhere before?   
 
    Holding a small gold bag that matched her dress, she walked straight to the Jag and a guy opened the passenger door for her. 
 
    Nate tugged his sleeve. “Come on, asswipe. Get out of sight until she’s gone. That’s the next goddam Governor. The press will be swarming around for pictures.”   
 
    “Calm down,” said Mason, “there’s not another person on this level but you and me. Wait until they go.” 
 
    “Nope, there will be more people coming to get their cars if there was like a fuckin dinner where she was talking. We’re out of here.” Nate revved up the bike and Mason had to hop on or be left behind. 
 
    “Follow the Jag,” said Mason as they pulled into the street. “I want to see where she lives.” 
 
    “Go to hell,” Nate hollered over the noise of the engine. “Not doing it.” 
 
    “Come on. Only take a minute, then we’ll grab a car and be gone.” 
 
    “You’re nuts, know that?” Nate stopped at the light at the next corner, then turned the same way as the Jag. He dropped back behind four vehicles but kept the Jag in sight. His cursing increased as the Jag headed into the hills on the west side of Austin where the rich people lived.  
 
    Nate zoomed past the huge home where the Jaguar came to rest. He turned around three driveways farther down the street and headed back to the city, cursing his brother the whole way. He hollered at Mason over the Harley rumble. “You, asshole, we’ve lost a whole fuckin hour.” 
 
      
 
    If you’d like to continue reading, Rivered, click here to go to Amazon. 
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