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    To the single dads who don’t take fatherhood lightly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Storms make trees take deeper roots.  
 
      
 
    -Dolly Parton  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Friday, December 1st. 
 
    HEAD BOWED, eyes should have been closed, but they weren’t. Instead, the black eyes were riveted to the grass beneath his feet, but out of the corner of his right one, peripheral vision did him in. His head jerked to the side like a puppet gone postal and his stomach heaved his morning coffee into his throat. He swallowed quickly, balled up his fists and willed himself not to heave. 
 
    Fabiana’s coffin sank into the cold, hard December ground as her mother sobbed and the priest from Cristo Rey held up his hand and incanted the words.  
 
    Blaine turned and bolted towards the gate. Ashes to ashes rang through his brain as he beat it out of the graveyard and jogged the two blocks to his truck. 
 
    Abandoning his whole crew at the gravesite like some immature wussy didn’t sit well with him, but today he didn’t care. He couldn’t deal. They’d understand. Maybe. 
 
    He slid behind the wheel of his huge black Ram and took a couple of deep breaths. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a pack of Marlboroughs’ and lit up a smoke. The sound of big drops splatting against the windshield caught his attention and made him realize he was soaking wet. The tailored black Canali suit clung to his shivering body as he turned the key and waited for the green light to come on. 
 
    It didn’t ease his mind one iota knowing the coffin was empty. 
 
      
 
    RACE HELD a black umbrella over Annie’s head as the two of them stood apart from the crowd of mourners clustered near the grave. She’d chosen him and Jackson, the small boy they had together, over her husband and her adopted son. For that he was grateful and would do everything in his power to prove himself.  
 
    The road had been long and hard for him since his release from Huntsville. The only woman he’d ever wanted and ever loved, was Annie. And now he had Jackson—a six-year old boy he never knew existed. The methods he used to get his family back may have been violent and unorthodox, but the end goal had always been the same. He had to have Annie no matter what the cost. 
 
    But the cost was high where Blaine was concerned. Once the kid moved out, Annie carried her pain openly, like a wound that would never heal. Melancholy surrounded her like an aura as gray as her eyes. She hadn’t laughed in months. He’d almost destroyed the only woman he’d ever cared about. Could the damage be undone? 
 
      
 
    JESSE STOOD NEXT to Blaine, the senseless forfeit of Fabiana’s life pressing down on the Blackmore team like a dark shroud with the weight of chain mail.  
 
    After the prayer, Jesse lifted his eyes and watched Annie on the far side of the crowd. Still his wife for another week. Would the pain end for him when the decree was final? He doubted it. What was a piece of paper? She’d made her choice and the man she’d chosen wasn’t him. The stress of their relationship had almost killed him. His heart was weak. He had to stand down or die. 
 
    Dressed all in black, a large hat hiding most of her gorgeous face, she stared at Blaine. Jesse visualized the tears on her face. He couldn’t see them from where he stood, but they would be there—for Fabiana—for Blaine—maybe even one tear for him. 
 
    She wants to comfort Blaine, but she can’t. Not the way things are between them right now. 
 
       Jesse clutched at his chest, the pain growing stronger with the stress of the day.  
 
    His brother, Tyler, noticed and took his elbow. “Let’s get you home, bro. You’re wet and tired and so am I.” 
 
    “I should go to the Flores’ house—be there for Blacky.” 
 
    Farrell stepped up to the plate. “Me and Trav will go cover you off, boss. You go on home and get some rest.” 
 
    Enright nodded and didn’t say a word. Tears streamed down his face. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE STEERED the Ram diesel through one of the oldest neighborhoods in Austin. Although the wipers worked furiously to slap away the downpour, between the water on the windshield and the tears in his eyes, he almost missed the driveway of the dated Victorian he’d already spent a small fortune on.  
 
    The newly bricked drive was smoother now as he drove past the house where Fabiana had grown up. He parked behind, close to the carriage house to leave room for guests who would soon arrive. His early exit from the cemetery had put him ahead of the others and he was well ahead of the funeral car that would bring Mrs. Flores home.  
 
    After his return from Columbia and his failed mission to find Fabiana alive, Blaine had spent time with Mrs. Flores, and had finally excepted her plea to move into one of the empty bedrooms so she wouldn’t be so alone. The woman had no one without her daughter. 
 
    During the time he’d lived there, his Spanish had improved remarkably. It had always grated on him that he was half Latino and yet couldn’t speak Spanish. Had his parents wanted it that way? They had died in an accident when he was in his early teens and he would never find out what they wanted for him. 
 
    Blaine inserted his key into the upgraded lock on the original carved mahogany door. He’d tried to retain any and all elements of the house that were salvageable. Renovations were still underway on the interior. On his first visit, the condition of the old place had been shocking—leaking roof, broken front steps, and numerous not-so-visible problems like bad wiring and plugged drains, but there was little Mrs. Flores could do on her own. Having no income other than a small monthly payment from her dead husband’s military service, she had nothing left after day to day expenses for repairs.  
 
    He paused in the wide foyer to admire the new marble floor. A step up from the worn linoleum the marble had replaced. He flicked on the chandelier and risked a glance in the hall mirror. His long ebony hair almost touched his shoulders. Maybe he should get it cut, but what for? He had no one to impress. Dark smudges under his eyes told the story. He was miserable and looked like hell—had he slept since he left Annie? He didn’t think so. They’d been so close, he had never imagined being separated from her.  
 
    Maybe it was time to grow up. 
 
    He shook his head, strode down the hall, chains clanking on his Harley boots, and made a right turn into the kitchen. A huge room, but out of touch with reality when he arrived. After weeks of coaxing and hours of browsing through brochures, Mrs. Flores had given in to the idea of an updated kitchen. The room had been gutted and the new fixtures, cherry cabinets, granite counter tops and stainless-steel appliances had been installed. Now the kitchen was a source of pride for her. It brought her happiness to cook and bake and without Fabiana, she had precious little happiness left in her life.  
 
    Blaine started a pot of coffee and placed the trays of cookies and tarts Mrs. Flores had baked on the dining room table, like they’d discussed that morning. She’d covered the table with a white cloth and set out her best china, silver, and crystal.  
 
    She wanted him to call her ‘Carm’, short for Carmelita, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. At least, not yet. They weren’t family. He had a mother. Even thinking about Annie and their separation made him short of breath. He had to do something. 
 
      
 
    JESSE AND TYLER arrived home at Quantrall, the seventy-five hundred acre spread they owned and operated with their younger brother, Paul. Their father, Lou Quantrall had established a successful horse business and Quantrall Appaloosas were known all over Texas. The oil side of the Quantrall fortune had slowed slightly, but prudent investments kept them in boots and beer.  
 
    The massive Spanish-style edifice they called home appeared more dark and oppressive than usual in the midst of the afternoon downpour. Jesse had never felt that way about his home in the past. Maybe it was the aftermath of the funeral pushing him into a dark place—darker than usual. 
 
    What the hell was wrong with him lately?  
 
    “Maybe we should repaint the shutters, Ty. I’m tired of black.” Jesse stared up at the upstairs windows, secure behind their wrought iron grills. From this angle, it looked more like a prison than a home. 
 
    “Sure, whatever,” said Ty. “You take care of it and hire a painter if you like. The barn should be repainted too. It’s been a while.” 
 
    “Yep, I will.” 
 
    “Do you know whose car that is?” asked Tyler. He parked the blue Quantrall truck in line with the others against the fence next to the barn. “Who drives a big, black Lincoln?” 
 
    “Never saw it before,” said Jesse. “No clue.” 
 
    Ty pressed the lock button on his key fob as they strolled towards the house. “Guess we’ll soon find out.” 
 
    “Daddy used to have a lot more company when he was alive,” said Jesse. “We must be hermits, or something.” 
 
    “Must be,” said Ty. 
 
    In the great room, a woman with long dark hair pulled back and clipped at her neck, sat on the sofa talking to Brian, the oldest Quantrall brother, and a doctor to boot.  
 
    Brian looked nothing like his brothers. Shorter, with a round moon face and close-cropped brown hair, he looked like neither of their parents. Bobby and Paul—blond and blue-eyed—strongly resembled their mother, whom they had lost to cancer, while Jesse and Tyler were dark, swarthy skinned with dark hair and eyes—both the image of Lou. 
 
    Brian bounced to his feet as they entered the room. “Jesse, this is Alicia Shaw. She’s an attorney from Austin.” 
 
    Why’s a lawyer here, and why is Brian introducing her like it’s something to do with me? 
 
    The attorney was tall and dark, not pretty, but nicely dressed in an expensive black suit. She may have been forty or older. Jesse was no good guessing the ages of women. 
 
    “Sit down here, Jesse,” said Brian, steering his brother to one of the big overstuffed chairs near the fireplace.  
 
    Jesse took a step towards the chair and that’s when he saw her for the first time. He smiled at the baby as he sat down thinking it belonged to the lawyer and she had no one to take care of her child.  
 
    Brian kept talking. “Jesse, Miss Shaw has some news she needs to share with you.” 
 
    “Why are you hovering, Brian?” Brian wore the expression he always wore when he thought Jesse might be heading for another heart attack. He turned to the lawyer. “Is it bad news?” 
 
    She nodded. “Some of it is, I’m afraid, Mr. Quantrall. But not all of it.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine why you’re here, ma’am. Just go ahead and tell me. Get it over with.” 
 
    Tyler leaned on the door frame, a curious look on his face. 
 
    Miss Shaw opened the leather briefcase on her knee and took out a document. She handed a copy to Jesse. “This is the last will and testament of Lacey Vincent.” 
 
    The words were barely out of her mouth when Jesse felt the breath leave his body. He gasped for air and Brian was right beside him with a shot of bourbon.  
 
    “Drink this, Jesse.” 
 
    Jesse tossed back the liquor and tried to focus. “How could Lacey be dead? She’s a young girl.” 
 
    “An accident, sir. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Jesse felt burning behind his eyes and emotion overwhelmed him. He and Lacey hadn’t dated for long, but she was a sweet girl and deserved a life. “I don’t know what to say.” He shook his head. “Of course, I’m shocked and saddened to learn about her passing, but how… why does it concern me? I haven’t seen her for almost a year.” 
 
    Miss Shaw pointed to the baby asleep in her carrier. “It concerns you greatly, Mr. Quantrall, because of your daughter.” 
 
      
 
    AFTER FABIANA’S FRIENDS and colleagues from the DEA field office offered condolences and left the house, Blaine helped Mrs. Flores clean up the dishes. The woman was only in her mid-fifties, but today she could have passed for eighty. Her eyes were red-rimmed, and she appeared to be exhausted from the strain of the day. Blaine suggested, in Spanish, that she go upstairs to bed. 
 
    “Si.” She nodded, finished putting the good china into the old buffet and headed upstairs. 
 
    Blaine emptied the carafe, readied the coffee maker for the morning and pulled a Corona out of the shiny refrigerator. He glanced around at the new look thinking Fab would have been pleased. In the past, every dime of her paychecks had gone into trying to fix this old place. A money pit, but one she couldn’t part with. 
 
    Three bouquets perched on the small round table in the window alcove. The mixed aromas of roses, lilies and carnations filled his senses as he moved them to the sideboard in the dining room, so he could sit down. He’d purchased the pine table in Annie’s shop and he always felt closer to her when he sat there. He slouched into one of the wooden chairs and the sadness of the day overtook his body. Without an ounce of energy left, it was all he could do to lift the bottle to his mouth. 
 
    “As soon as I drink this, I’m going to bed.” 
 
    His cell jangled on his belt and he groaned, “Please, not tonight.” He checked the screen. Austin homicide.  
 
    “Detective Lopez, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “They want you on this one, Blacky.” He gave the address and Blaine jotted it down. 
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Saturday, December 2nd. 
 
    BLAINE LEFT the house as quietly as possible, setting the alarm on the way out—another thing he had insisted on—he wasn’t always there to protect Mrs. Flores. Most of her time was spent alone.  
 
    He took East Cesar Chavez to I-35, crossed the bridge and headed north up the west side of the lake on East Riverside. When he got to Zilker Park he didn’t have to look too hard to see where the action was. 
 
    No media, at least not yet.  
 
    He pulled in behind a long row of police vehicles and shut off the engine. Before leaving the house, he had called his team and before he got out of the truck, he texted Travis. 
 
    “Where are you now?” 
 
    “Almost to the city. Fifteen minutes.” 
 
    He sent more specific directions, jumped out and locked the truck. Good thing he’d worn a jacket. The temperature had dropped into the fifties. Cold for Austin. 
 
    Two uniforms were stationed at the road to ward off media or looky-loos—not that there would be too many spectators after midnight, but the TV wolves never slept. They’d be on the prowl soon.  
 
    One of the officers shone a Maglite in his face. “ID, sir?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Blaine flipped open his cred pack and the uniform pointed.  
 
    “Take this path and keep to your right, Mr. B. She’s a long way from the street.” 
 
    “Thanks. My boys will be along soon. You know them?” 
 
    “I know Farrell,” he said, “I’ll show them.” 
 
    Everybody knows Farrell. He’s a socializer.  
 
    Blaine smiled as he strode into the blackness. Thinking of Farrell always made him smile. His foster brother was his best friend. 
 
      
 
    JESSE HAD NO HOPE of sleep. How could he sleep when something might happen to this perfect tiny person the second he closed his eyes? What if she rolled off the bed? What if she stopped breathing?  
 
    He had said her name over and over to himself a hundred times at least and still it didn’t seem real. Charity Jessica Quantrall. Lacey had named her after him—at least her middle name. 
 
    Why hadn’t Lacey told him? He would have helped her any way he could. She knew that and that’s why she didn’t call. A very independent girl, with her own ranch and her own way of looking at things.   
 
    Moonlight shone through the drapes and offered just enough light to see her lying on the bed beside him, wrapped up like a little sausage in her pink blanket. Wendy had changed her and put her sleeper on before she went home with Paul. She wanted to take the baby to her house until the crib and all of Charity’s belongings arrived by Fed-ex, but Jesse insisted on keeping her. Something inside his heart told him he could never lose sight of this little angel—ever. 
 
    The lawyer had taken care of everything on her end and now it was all up to him—a lifetime of responsibility—her lifetime. I need to take better care of myself.  He laid his head on his pillow, closed his eyes and tried to relax. He had almost dozed off when the bedroom door opened. 
 
    “You asleep?” asked Tyler in a whisper. 
 
    “Not quite,” said Jesse. “I can’t stop watching her.” 
 
    “I can’t sleep.” Tyler stood at the end of the bed. “Can I look at her?” 
 
    “Sure. The moonlight makes her look like a little angel.” 
 
    “Can’t believe we have a baby, Jesse.” Tyler sat down next to her. “Must be the best day ever.” 
 
    Bobby came into the room in his boxers. “I heard you guys talking. Is there something wrong with the baby?” 
 
    Jesse propped pillows up behind his back and sat up. “Nope. We’re just watching her sleep.” 
 
    “She’s our little miracle, Jesse. Just when your life was at an all-time low, you got the best gift anyone could give you.” 
 
    “You’re so right, Bobby. I have a reason to live.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE PACED back and forth in front of the long row of arched windows in the master suite, guilt ripping through her veins like surges of poison. She had warded off all of Race’s advances, even though she loved him madly and had since the day they’d met. She’d tried to wait until her divorce from Jesse was final. Race said Jesse was gone—moved out—and it didn’t make sense to wait, but it did to her, and that’s what mattered. She had to live with herself. 
 
    Last night, after the funeral and seeing Blaine in the wretched state he was in, she had caved. Race had been sweet and sympathetic. She needed comfort and Race had supplied it.  
 
    Sitting at the oak pedestal table in the moonlight while Race slept, she texted Blaine.  
 
    “No matter what, sweetheart, I love you and you can always come home.” 
 
    Ten minutes passed as she stared at the screen waiting for an answer. When none came, she went back to bed and cried herself to sleep. 
 
      
 
    IN THE PARK, BLAINE heard his cell signal a message, but he ignored it and trudged on through the darkness towards the scene. He was almost there when his phone chirped again—this time a call. The Governor’s private number. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’m here. Any special reason you want me on this one?” 
 
    “Definitely, son. This is the second woman raped and killed in that park and the second one that worked here in the Capitol building. I don’t want any hint of a serial in the news and I made my views plain to the Chief. Told him flat out I was putting the best criminologist we’ve got on it and he could thank me later.” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “How did you get the ID on the victim so quickly to know she worked for the state?” 
 
    “I have my ways.” 
 
    “Uh huh. You do, sir. Give me a few hours to get organized and I’ll get back to you.” 
 
    “Keep me in the loop, son.” 
 
    Lights had been set up and the medical examiner and his assistant were with the victim when Blaine approached the scene. The crime scene techs were hovering, waiting their turn, as were the D’s from homicide. 
 
    “Detective Lopez,” Blaine stuck out his hand. “Haven’t seen you for a couple of months.” 
 
    “Blacky, nice to have you on board. Where are the troops?” 
 
    “Not far behind, I hope. I didn’t call Jesse. I’ll let him sleep until morning.” 
 
    “How’s he doing anyway? Heard he’s had a bad time of it. Couldn’t believe his heart was so bad, he looks so strong.”  
 
    “He’s a bit better than he was.” Now that he left Annie and moved back home.  “He hates not working.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Lopez, “he’s a bit of a bulldog.” 
 
    “What have you got so far?” Blaine pulled out his notebook. 
 
    “The victim is Eve Partout. Thirty-one years old. Office job—works for the state.” He moved towards the body. “Let’s see if Mort has anything to tell us.” 
 
    The victim was lying off to the side of the bike path, naked on the lower half, her pants and underwear tossed close to her bike, a bright yellow bandana knotted tightly around her throat. Her long blonde hair, half covering her face, was tangled and embedded with dirt, leaves and twigs. She’d obviously rolled and struggled with her attacker, fighting for her life. 
 
    “Hey, boss,” said Travis. “What have we got?” 
 
    Blaine turned as his crew caught up. “Not much so far.” 
 
    The ME spoke up. “By the body temp, she’s only been dead for a couple hours.” 
 
    “Who found her?” Blaine asked Lopez. 
 
    Lopez pointed at his partner. “Nielsen has him on that bench over there. Kid in training for a bike race.” 
 
    “No one around when he found her?” 
 
    “Nope. The park is pretty much deserted after ten.” 
 
    “Security?” asked Travis. 
 
    “Uh huh,” said Lopez. “Patrols, I’ve got uniforms getting names and shift times.” 
 
    “Good,” said Blaine. “Notification?” 
 
    “You and me, buddy. Ready for it?” 
 
    “Yep,” said Blaine, “let’s see what the hubby was doing tonight.” 
 
    “Want Red and Bluebellee on the park, boss?” asked Farrell. “Me and Trav can go fetch them.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “Yep, I do. Enright, stay with Nielsen and the scene. Take notes.” To the boys, “If you see Jesse when y’all are picking up the dogs, fill him in.” They turned to leave. “When y’all come back, pick up coffee and breakfast.” 
 
    “Yeah, boss,” said Farrell. “I hear ya.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE FOLLOWED LOPEZ on route one to the other side of the lake. Traffic was light in the middle of the night and the trip only took a few minutes. The victim and her husband lived in one of the new townhouse complexes that had sprung up all along the east side of Lady Bird Lake. Close to recreation, but not too far for the downtown commute. 
 
    They parked out front and Blaine checked his watch. Four forty-five. Still full dark. The street lights were on. Hadn’t the husband missed his wife? What the hell? Maybe he had gone to sleep when she went out for her ride and was none the wiser. That must be it. 
 
    “Ready?” asked Lopez, his finger hovering close to the bell.   
 
    “Hate this part,” said Blaine. 
 
    “Worst part of the job and it never gets easier.” Lopez rang the bell and they waited. No response. Normal if the guy was sound asleep. He tried again, held the bell down longer, and this time there was shuffling inside the door. 
 
    The door opened and a sleepy-eyed Hispanic wearing only boxers said, “Forget your key, Evey?” 
 
    “Mr. Partout,” said Lopez, “I’m from Austin PD, and this is Blaine Blackmore-Powell. May we come in?” 
 
    The husband grabbed for his black hair and tugged on it. “What happened to my wife? Where is she?” he shouted. He took a step back and crashed into the hall table. 
 
    Guy Partout was short, stocky and muscular. Washboard abs. In good shape.   
 
    Lopez pointed to the living room to the left of the entrance. “We should sit down.” 
 
    “Sit down?” His voice had gone up two octaves. “Do I need to get dressed? Is she in the hospital?” He paced back and forth in his bare feet. 
 
    “We’ll tell you what we need to tell you,” said Lopez, “then we’ll wait while you get dressed.” 
 
    He grabbed for his black hair again. “Okay, okay. Just tell me.” He pointed to the sofa and Lopez sat down.  
 
    Blaine remained standing and waited for Lopez to say the words. 
 
    “Your wife was riding her bike in Zilker Park and she was attacked, sir. I’m afraid she’s dead.” 
 
    Mr. Partout shook his head. “No, Evey isn’t dead. She’ll be back in a minute. This can’t be happening.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss, sir,” said Lopez. “Is there someone you can call?” 
 
    “Call?” He slumped down into a chair and all the life seemed to drain out of him. “Where’s my dog?” 
 
    “Your dog, sir?” asked Lopez. 
 
    “She was giving the dog a run, the way she does every night. Where’s Crockett? Why didn’t he protect her?” 
 
    “There was no sign of a dog, sir,” said Lopez. “What kind was he?” 
 
    “Chesapeake Bay Retriever. Big guy. Dark brown.” 
 
    Blaine wrote it down. Missing dog. “Could I have something belonging to your dog, sir? A toy or an extra leash?” 
 
    “Sure, I guess so,” mumbled Mr. Partout. He left the room for a moment and returned with a chew toy and a plaid bandana. “Please find him.” 
 
    “We’d appreciate it if you’d come downtown and identify your wife’s body.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck.” He buried his face in his hands. “I can’t do that. How in hell do you think I’ll survive that?” 
 
    “I’m sorry sir,” said Lopez. “If it will help at all, I’ll drive you and bring you back.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE WOKE WITH a start when the baby cried beside him. “Is it time for you to wake up, little girl? I haven’t memorized the schedule yet.” 
 
    Tyler burst into the room from his bedroom next door. “Why is she crying? Is there something wrong with her?” 
 
    “I think it’s time for her to get up.” 
 
    Tyler chuckled. “Why? Does she go to the barn for chores?” He finished buttoning his shirt. 
 
    “Funny guy. I think she eats now.” 
 
    Tyler squinted, and checked the time on Jesse’s clock. “At five thirty?” 
 
    “I forget what the schedule said. Could be.” 
 
    “Where’s the diapers?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that might be it. She might be wet.” 
 
    Tyler turned on the light and rummaged through Charity’s pile of stuff in the corner of Jesse’s room. “Here’s a package of Pampers.” 
 
    “Can you remember how Wendy did it?” asked Jesse. He reached over, picked Charity up and rocked her, trying to stop the wailing.  
 
    “No, can you?” 
 
    “She’s wet clean through her blanket,” said Jesse making a face. “Wake Brian up.” 
 
    Tyler took off down the hall. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE AND LOPEZ parted ways at the victim’s townhouse. Lopez took a distraught Mr. Partout to the morgue to identify his wife and Blaine headed back to the park to see if the dogs had picked up anything at the scene. 
 
    “Would have been better if Red could have had that yellow bandana,” said Farrell, “or a minute with the victim’s clothes. “At least a clue to start on.” 
 
    “The killer had to touch the bandana at some point,” said Travis. “He definitely touched her clothes.” 
 
    “Maybe he wore gloves,” said Enright. 
 
    “Anything from the witness?” asked Blaine. 
 
    Enright shook his head. “The park was deserted. That’s when he likes to train—nobody in front of him and he goes like the wind.” 
 
    “Try again with these.” Blaine handed Travis the dog’s necktie, and he gave Farrell the toy.” 
 
    “This is a dog toy, boss,” said Farrell. 
 
    “Yep,” said Blaine, “the husband said his wife was biking with a big Chesapeake Bay on a leash running beside her. Find the dog.” 
 
    “You bet,” said Farrell. “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Crockett.” 
 
    Farrell repeated the name, then turned his head and pointed. “That’s your caffeine and taco on the bench.” 
 
    “Thanks, bro. I’m desperate.” 
 
      
 
    TYLER AND PAUL were at the barn feeding the horses. Jesse sat in the kitchen with Charity on his knee and Molly, the housekeeper, supervised his bottle feeding technique while she made breakfast. 
 
    “She should be having some Pablum before the morning bottle and at supper time,” said Molly. “She’s six weeks old.”  
 
    “How do you know this stuff?” asked Jesse. “I guess I should memorize everything Lacey wrote down.”  
 
    “Everybody knows that.” She smiled. “Maybe not cowboys.” 
 
    “I’ve got a lot to learn.” 
 
    “You’re doing okay, Mr. Quantrall. You’ve been a daddy less than twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “True.” His phone rang on his belt and he wondered how he could answer it.” 
 
    “Here, let me take her for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Molly.” Jesse got to his feet and took the call in the great room. “Hey, Blacky, what’s up?” 
 
    “New case.” Blaine recapped for him. “I’m picking up the murder book on the first one. I thought you might have time to go over it with me.” 
 
    “Sorry, I can’t.” Jesse chuckled. “I’m tied up for the next twenty-one years.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “I have a daughter, Blacky. A baby girl.” He gave Blaine the details on Lacey Vincent. 
 
    “Holy Hellfires, I can’t believe what you’re telling me. Does Annie know?” 
 
    “Nope. No need for her to know. I can take care of my own baby.” 
 
    “You can?” Blaine sounded doubtful. 
 
    “I’ve learned a ton of stuff already. When can you come and see her?” 
 
    “I’ll bring the murder book and my laptop over tomorrow and we’ll work in your study.”  
 
    “Good plan. Stay for Sunday dinner.” 
 
    “Yep, can do.” 
 
      
 
    RACE TOOK TWO Lone Stars from the Sub-Zero and joined Annie in the family room where she was playing a game with Jackson. He fetched a glass from the china cabinet and poured Annie’s beer for her. 
 
    Things are finally starting to go my way, now that I’m back in Annie’s bed and we’re a couple again. I won’t let anything mess us up this time. 
 
    Annie gave him a smile. “Thanks, sugar, that was nice.” 
 
    “We should talk, girl. You’re not yourself.” 
 
    Annie’s smile vanished from her face. “Missing Blaine, I guess. Doesn’t seem the same without him here.” 
 
    Jackson looked up. “I miss my brother too, Mommy. Is he ever coming home?” 
 
    “I don’t know the answer to that.” 
 
    Race sat in the wing chair closest to the fireplace and picked up his big black cat. He stroked her fur while he tried to figure out what to do. 
 
    Don’t want that kid back here at the ranch, but I don’t want Annie moping over him neither. I’ll think of something.
  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Sunday, December 3rd. 
 
    BLAINE STOOD on the back porch of the old house thinking, smoking, and staring at the carriage house. Could it be saved, or should he tear it down and build a new garage? The cupola perched on the roof was listing to the left and the next big storm would rip it right off. There was plenty of room on the property for a double garage—nothing like the postage stamp lots they built tract houses on these days. Would a new garage fit in with the vintage look? Or should he keep going on the restoration theme and try to patch up the old building? 
 
    Shouldn’t be thinking about another project. Too soon. The house won’t be finished for months.   
 
    He needed to keep his mind occupied. If he let his thoughts wander towards Annie, he couldn’t function. She made it harder for him constantly sending him messages. 
 
    Jesus, when had he ever felt worse? 
 
    Today was Sunday. He should take some time and reorganize his life. How long had it been since he’d had a fuckin date? He shook his head, butted out his smoke in the ashtray Mrs. Flores had put outside for him and went back inside. 
 
    “I made your breakfast,” she called to him in Spanish. 
 
    “Gracias.” He didn’t think he was hungry when he sat down at the table, but managed to eat every bite. Every time he cleaned up his plate Mrs. Flores smiled at him. No doubt about it, she was a fantastic cook.  
 
    He chatted to her a little about the carriage house and the fencing people he had hired for the yard. They would remove the ugly chain link that had served a purpose fifty years ago, and replace it with a five-foot high wooden fence.  
 
    She was concerned about the workmen trampling the flower beds even though it was December, and nothing was blooming. She argued against every project he started and worried incessantly about the cost. The only reason he broached the fencing subject was because the men were starting the following day and he hadn’t told her.  
 
    She shrugged and held up her hands in surrender.  
 
    Blaine laughed and then they both did. It relieved the tension. 
 
    Mrs. Flores began clearing the table and Blaine’s cell cut through the quiet. He checked the screen. Homicide.  “Good morning, Detective. Y’all working on a Sunday?” 
 
    “Because of you, Blacky, I expect… at least I’m blaming you to my wife. Richardson has pulled strings like he is so fond of doing and an autopsy of Mrs. Partout is scheduled for eleven this morning.” 
 
    “Uh huh. I didn’t expect it so soon, but okay. I’ll see you there.” He checked in with Travis and Farrell and told them he’d be in touch after the autopsy. He was scrolling to Enright’s number to keep him in the loop when Enright called.  
 
    “Anything going on today?” 
 
    “The autopsy is at eleven, but I can handle it alone. Get some sleep.” 
 
    “Don’t sleep much anymore. Want company at the morgue?” 
 
    “Sure, why not? Meet me there.” 
 
    That guy is at loose ends. 
 
    Jesse was next. He answered on the second ring. “What’s up, Blacky? Need me for something?” 
 
    “Nope, the autopsy of our victim has moved to the head of the line. I’ll drive out to your place after I’m finished at the morgue.” 
 
    “Scott tossing his weight around?” 
 
    “Yep. He is. How are things in babyland?” 
 
    “Great. Can’t wait until you see her. She’s amazing.” 
 
    “You sound hyped.” 
 
    “How could I not be? And you think I’m hyped—wait until you see Tyler.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled.  
 
    Jesse hasn’t sounded this happy in a long time. 
 
      
 
    RACE WOKE EARLY and slipped out of bed. He’d never been happier. Finally, Annie had accepted him back into her life and into her bed and he was there to stay. It had been a long, tough road back, and even though some parts of the journey he would never remember, he recalled enough to know this was where he belonged. With his woman and his son. 
 
    He picked up his clothes from the chair beside the bed and dressed in the ensuite, so he wouldn’t wake her. As he passed through the kitchen, he started the coffee then went outside onto the porch to smoke. Should have grabbed a jacket. It was cool this morning. He’d wear one when he went into the city. 
 
    Pyewacket had followed him outside and she jumped into his lap. “You shouldn’t be outside, girl. You might get lost.” 
 
    She purred as Race cuddled her and stroked her thick black fur. 
 
    “You’re right to be happy. This is gonna be a great day.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE AND ENRIGHT went for coffee with Lopez after the autopsy. They took a table near the back, away from the noisy crowd lined up for Sunday lattes.  
 
    “Nothing we didn’t already know,” said Lopez. “Did I miss anything, Blacky?” 
 
    Blaine shook his head. “I was hoping for one piece of evidence—even something small.” 
 
    “I hate these fucking cases where you have to wait for the asshole to strike again before you get anything to work with. Drives me around the bend.” 
 
    “Did you get me the murder book on the first female victim in Zilker Park?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Uh huh. I signed it out and it’s in my car. Hope you or Jesse find something Nielsen or I missed, and I mean that. We need a place to start.” 
 
    The three of them walked the block back to the police station and were about to turn the corner and head for the parking lot when Blaine stopped. He turned, looked behind him and scanned the buildings on the other side of the street. 
 
    Nothing. Nobody on the street. Not even Sunday window shoppers.  
 
     What the hell is wrong with me? I’ve never been edgy. 
 
    He shrugged it off and caught up to the other two.  
 
    Lopez retrieved the binder from the back seat of his unmarked and handed it to Blaine. “No rush, but they keep a tight rein on the books.” 
 
    “I won’t need it more than today,” said Blaine. “I’ll bring it back tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thanks for the coffee.” Lopez gave them a wave. 
 
    Blaine and Enright returned to the sidewalk and chatted for a moment in front of the precinct. “Where did you park?” he asked Enright. 
 
    “In the ramp across the road.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did too. The police lot is usually jammed. I didn’t bother looking for a spot.” 
 
    They crossed the road, passed the attendant sitting in his booth eating a Hershey bar and playing a game on his phone and headed for the elevator.  
 
    Blaine pushed ‘four’ and asked Enright, “What level?” 
 
    “Four’s good. I think that’s the level I’m on. The ramp is almost empty on the weekend.” 
 
    The elevator doors opened, and they stepped out. Blaine was a little ahead of Enright carrying the murder book. A slip of paper fluttered out of the book and landed on the concrete at his feet. Blaine bent down to pick it up. 
 
    Bang. 
 
    Enright crumpled beside him and Blaine reacted. He grabbed the Beretta from his waistband and cracked off three shots in rapid succession at the flashpoint. He watched, waited, listened. Nothing. No sound of the sniper running. He was already gone. 
 
    Blaine stared down at the hole in Enright’s forehead and knew an ambulance would do him no good. Trying to hold down his last cup of coffee, he scrolled to Lopez’s number and pushed ‘call’. 
 
    “Blacky?” 
 
    “Across the road. A sniper just tried for me and killed Enright.” 
 
    Blaine backed away from Enright’s body to watch the elevator doors in case someone arrived at that level before the police. He lit up a smoke while he waited and called Farrell.  
 
     “Need you downtown, bro. Parking ramp across from Austin PD—level four. Some asshole just capped Enright.” 
 
    “Fuck,” hollered Farrell. “No fuckin way.” 
 
    “Are the dogs still with you?”  
 
    “Both stretched out on my bed.” 
 
    “Bring them.” 
 
    “Be there in twenty.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE STOPPED FARRELL in the kitchen as he headed for the door. “You taking the dogs back to Jesse?” 
 
    “Nope. Blacky needs us downtown. Somebody just shot Enright.” 
 
    “Enright, your new guy?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Got to go, Mom. I’ll call you.” 
 
    “Why would somebody shoot Enright?” 
 
    “Don’t know, Mom.” Farrell kissed her cheek and flew out the door with both bloodhounds on his heels. 
 
    Jackson came running down the hall. “Where’s Daddy? He said we were going fishing today.” 
 
    “Haven’t seen him for a couple of hours, honey. He was here for breakfast. Probably in the garage fiddling with the bikes.” 
 
    Jackson stood on his stool and peered out the kitchen window. “Nope, there he is, Mommy, coming through the gate. I better get my jacket.” 
 
    Wonder where Race went? 
 
      
 
    JESSE FINISHED HIS second successful diaper change of the morning and Charity dozed off to sleep in her little chair. “We need some proper equipment for her, Ty, like a bed and a stroller. We should go shopping.” 
 
    Tyler grinned. “That would be a hoot. We need car seats too, in both our trucks. Let’s do it.” 
 
    Jesse’s phone jangled on his belt and he grabbed at it before it woke the baby. “Yeah, Blacky.” 
 
    “A sniper just took out Enright. Think they were aiming at me.” 
 
    “Fuck,” hollered Jesse. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Ramp opposite the downtown PD.” 
 
    “I’m coming. Wait for me.” 
 
    “What?” said Tyler. 
 
    “Somebody tried to take out Blacky and they killed Enright.” 
 
    “Jesus,” said Tyler. “Go, I’ll take Miss Muffet to Paul’s house.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay with her?” 
 
    “I practiced with Brian. I’ll take one bottle and come back if I need another one.” 
 
    Jesse cast a longing look at his baby. “I don’t know if I can leave her.” 
 
    “You can’t take her to a crime scene. I won’t let you. Go.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE LEANED on the railing and watched the medical examiner and his assistant place Enright’s body in the black bag. The sound of the zipper closing on a life shot lasers of anger though him. 
 
    If you did this, Ogilvie, you’re a dead man.   
 
    “You okay, Blacky?” asked Lopez. “Looking a little pale, kid, even for one of us Latinos.” He chuckled. 
 
    “Shouldn’t have happened,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Any thoughts?” 
 
    “A couple.” 
 
    “Put it together and clue me in when you’re ready.”   
 
    Blaine nodded. The elevator dinged, and Farrell stepped out with the dogs. “Hey, boss. You okay?”  
 
    Red and Bluebellee ran to Blaine and whined. He knelt on the concrete and hugged them. “You find me something, doggies. Something to nail him with.” 
 
    Farrell raised an eyebrow. “Who do you think it was, bro?” 
 
    “Had to be Race,” Blaine whispered so no one heard him but Farrell. 
 
    Farrell stood behind the blood-soaked spot on the concrete and did a one-eighty. “Where was he standing?” 
 
    “I returned fire at the flashpoint. I’ll show you.” Blaine strode through the parked vehicles to the far side of the ramp and pointed. “Had to be about here. Must be some brass around. He had a rifle with a scope—no two ways about it.” 
 
    “One of Mom’s?”  
 
    “Had to be, unless the fucker bought his own.” 
 
    Farrell turned. “Call Mom right now and get her to check the gun cabinet before he has a chance to put it back.” 
 
    “Umm… I haven’t talked to her since…” 
 
    Farrell was already on his cell. “Yeah, Mom. Do something for me, will you? Go look in the gun cabinet and see if one of the rifles is missing.” He patted the dogs while he waited for her to come back. “No. All there. Okay thanks. I’ll explain later. Bye.” 
 
    “See what the dogs come up with,” said Blaine. 
 
    I feel like puking. A man is dead because of me. 
 
    “What the hell is going on, Lopez?” A deep voice boomed from the other side of the parking ramp. 
 
    “Jesse is here,” said Blaine. “I’ll be back.” He zig-zagged between the rows of cars and met Jesse half way.  
 
    “You okay, Blacky? Get a look at who it was?” 
 
    “Nope. Totally blind-sided. Never saw a thing.” 
 
    “Return fire?” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “Farrell is over there with the dogs looking for brass. The shooter could have picked it up. One shot.” 
 
    “Maybe he didn’t wait around,” said Jesse. “One shot and gone.” He leaned on the closest sedan. “Does Annie know?” 
 
    “Nope,” said Blaine, “She doesn’t need to know. Not yet.” 
 
    “You not talking to her… much?” 
 
    “Not right now,” said Blaine. “I’m still living with Mrs. Flores.” 
 
    “Good thing Mrs. Flores has you to lean on, Blacky.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” He butted out his smoke. “Let’s get the statement done and get outta here. I could use a beer.” He called over his shoulder to Farrell, “Go home when y’all are done, bro, and say nothing. You’re my eyes at the ranch.” 
 
    “Got it,” said Farrell. 
 
      
 
    JESSE AND BLAINE stepped out of the elevator at street level and Blaine’s cell rang. “Blackmore,” he answered. 
 
    “This is Guy Partout. Hope I’m not bothering you on a Sunday.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine, sir. How can I help you?” 
 
    “Could we talk for a few minutes. I might have remembered something.”  
 
    “Sure thing. Are you at home now?” 
 
    “Yes, are you in Austin?” 
 
    “I’m downtown, but I could be at your place in a few minutes.” Blaine ended the call and turned to Jesse. “Let’s go, Jesse. Last night’s victim, Eve Partout—her husband remembered something.” 
 
    “Yep, I’m in. Ty’s watching Charity and I already checked in twice.” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “I’m not used to that yet.” 
 
    Jesse chuckled. “Me neither.” 
 
      
 
    GUY PARTOUT sat on his back deck without a shirt, even though the temperature was in the mid-fifties. A muscular man. Bricklaying must be hard work. He pointed to the chairs on either side of him and then to the cooler. “Lone Star?” 
 
    “Sure thing,” said Jesse, “thanks.” 
 
    “This is Ranger Jesse Quantrall, my partner,” said Blaine. 
 
    Jesse offered a hand to Partout. 
 
    “I Googled you guys and you’re the elite. How did I rate?” 
 
    “The Governor takes care of his own,” said Blaine. 
 
    “Oh, Evey. Now I get it.” Speaking his wife’s name brought tears to his dark eyes. 
 
    “We weren’t able to find your dog, sir, but don’t give up hope.” 
 
    “Crockett’s all I have left. The house seems so empty.” 
 
    Blaine drank down half his beer and prompted Partout. “You said on the phone you remembered something?” 
 
    “Yep, I’ve been going over the last couple of weeks in my brain, you know… trying to think of anything or anybody that didn’t fit—like Detective Lopez told me to do. Waste of time if it was random, but if it wasn’t…” he trailed off and got another beer out of the cooler. 
 
    “If it wasn’t,” said Blaine, “then you are on the right track—it was somebody that knew her or was watching her.” 
 
    “About a week ago,” he ran his hand through his black hair then shook his head, “no it was longer than that. The week before last, after Evey came back from the park. We had a drink before bed and she mentioned talking to a guy in the park that had Crockett’s twin.” 
 
    “Another Chesapeake Bay?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “She said twins.” 
 
    “Any description of the man with the dog?” asked Jesse. 
 
    “Not much. All she said was he was friendly, and the dogs liked each other. They didn’t growl. The person pointed at Crockett’s bandana and said his dog preferred yellow.” 
 
    Blaine rolled his eyes. “Yellow? His dog had a yellow bandana?” 
 
    Partout shrugged. “I guess so.” 
 
    Mr. Partout hadn’t seen his wife with the yellow bandana tied around her throat. 
 
    “Any hints about the guy’s appearance?” asked Jesse. 
 
    “Not that I can recall. Maybe I’ll think of something later. Is it okay to call you again?” 
 
    “Sure is,” said Blaine, giving him another card. “This is helpful. Appreciate it.” 
 
    “Take care, sir,” said Jesse as they left. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE FOLLOWED JESSE out of the city and all the way to the Quantrall ranch north of Giddings. Complications had turned the afternoon to evening by the time they arrived for dinner.  
 
    “Sorry we’re late,” said Jesse as they hurried into the dining room. “Y’all could have started without us.” 
 
    “No need,” said Brian. “Y’all are here now.” 
 
    “Did Charity behave while I was gone?” asked Jesse. The baby sat in her little chair beside Tyler, brown eyes watching him.  
 
    Wendy beamed from the other side of the table where she sat next to Shannon in her high chair. “Sure did. She slept most of the time.” 
 
    Blaine looked down and smiled at her. “She’s so… small, Jesse, but I have to say she does look like you.” 
 
    “She behaved,” said Ty. “Good as gold. She likes to eat and sleep—kind of like me.” 
 
    Bobby chuckled. “She’s on the Tyler wave length.” 
 
    “Ty and I were going shopping for her, but that didn’t happen,” said Jesse. “Tomorrow for sure.” 
 
    “I made a list for y’all,” said Wendy, “and I brought over a few things Shannon has outgrown.” 
 
    “The Quantrall clan is growing,” said Blaine. 
 
    After dinner, Jesse and Blaine took coffee into the study and went over the murder book page by page. Procedure had been followed. All the interviews were included, and the detectives had turned up nothing.  
 
    Blonde-haired victim on her bike, left in a slightly different spot. Raped. Strangled with a pink bandana. She had been riding with her dog on a leash—Black Labrador Retriever. The dog was never found. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Monday, December 4th. 
 
    FARRELL HEADED out to work early. Blacky was in trouble. Somebody was after him and no way he would want Farrell hovering over him, but he intended to do it anyway. He’d take care of his brother. Not his brother by blood, like Neil, but his brother in every other way. 
 
    Race’s Ford pickup was parked next to Farrell’s red Silverado. Farrell grabbed a tag from the kit in his glovebox, leaned down between the two vehicles and bingo—Race wouldn’t go anywhere without leaving a trail.   
 
    Wonder if there’s a rifle under the back seat? I’ll get Race’s keys tonight and check. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE BACKED out the driveway of the old Victorian at the same time the fencing crew arrived. He parked, jumped out and spoke to the foreman. “If you have any problems, don’t bother Mrs. Flores. Call me on my cell.”  
 
    “There won’t be any problems. We have the work order and the job is cut and dried.” The foreman shook his head. “This ain’t the Great Wall—it’s just a fence.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “Just say’n, in case.” He gave the guy his card and left.  
 
      
 
    COFFEE WAS READY when Blaine arrived at the office. Lily sat behind her desk looking as gorgeous as ever. Short blonde hair, perfect makeup and impeccably dressed. 
 
    “Morning, Lil. Have a good weekend?” 
 
    She smiled. “It was okay, boss. I live a quiet life.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” said Blaine, “more like no life.” 
 
    Lily giggled. “I know what you mean.”  
 
    “We’re on a new case. Did you hear about the murder in Zilker Park?” 
 
    “I saw it on the news. Is that us?” 
 
    “It is. We don’t have much so far, but I need you to make a list of young males owning Chesapeake Bay Retrievers.” Get the names from the city.” He walked over to the sideboard, poured a coffee and added cream. “Start with addresses close to LBL and radiate out. If the guy is on foot, he’s within walking distance. If he drove there, parked and then walked his dog—we’re fucked.” 
 
    Lily smiled. “Got it. Is that all we have? The dog?” 
 
    “The guy has a thing for bandanas. He strangled one woman with pink and the second with yellow.” 
 
    “Weird,” said Lily. “I’ll get right on the dogs, but what if the dog doesn’t have a tag?” 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “Then he won’t be on the list and we’re fucked again.” 
 
    “Hope he’s got a tag.” 
 
    Blaine stood in front of her desk. “Also, something else happened yesterday that you don’t want to hear.” 
 
    Lily glanced up from her screen. “Sounds ominous.” 
 
    “Enright…” 
 
    Lily sucked in a breath and that was all the confirmation Blaine needed. Lily did have a thing for Enright. 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “A sniper tried for me, Lil. He missed and killed Enright.” 
 
    “No.” A little mewling sound escaped from her perfect lips. She grabbed for a tissue and dabbed at her perfect mascara. “I liked him.” 
 
    Blaine took her hand. “I thought so. It should have been me.” 
 
    She shook her blonde head. “No, it shouldn’t. I wouldn’t want it to be you, either. Who was it? Did you catch him?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Not a clue.” 
 
    “What if he tries again?” 
 
    “I’m on alert now and so is Farrell. He’ll be covering me like a blanket thinking I won’t notice.” 
 
    “I want him to be,” said Lily. 
 
    “Anyway, try to find out if Enright had family we should notify. That’s job two.” 
 
    “What’s three?” 
 
    “Baby shopping.” 
 
    Lily’s blue eyes widened. “Baby shopping? Who had a baby?” 
 
    “Jesse.” 
 
    “Mr. Quantrall has a baby?” 
 
    “Long story, but yeah. Baby girl, Charity. Six weeks old.” 
 
    “And the mother?” 
 
    “Died in an accident.” 
 
    Lily stood up and crossed the room. “I think I need another coffee.” 
 
    “Put a shot of bourbon in it. You need it.” 
 
    Lily screwed up her face. “Talk about Monday morning.” 
 
    The intercom beeped on Blaine’s desk and he strode over. “Yes, Chantal?” 
 
    “Governor Richardson is here for you, sir.” 
 
    “Be right out.” He pointed at Lily, “This is gonna be a day.” 
 
     Blaine returned to the corner office with the Governor in tow, and right behind him were Travis and Farrell reporting for work. 
 
    “Okay,” said Blaine, “y’all get coffee and a pastry and we’ll have a little meeting and bring everybody up to speed.” He waved across the vast office to Lily. “You too, Lil.” 
 
    Governor Richardson had been in office for several years, but he was weathering the stress and strain well. His dark hair had become a little grayer, but he walked tall and wore his designer suits handsomely. Today’s choice was a silver offering from Brooks Brothers, paired with a crisp white shirt and red tie.  
 
    He settled in the leather wing chair and glared at Blaine. “You, young fella, owe me an explanation. I had to find out from the Chief of police that somebody shot at you yesterday and killed one of our team members. Nothing I hate worse than being blindsided like that.” He was a little red in the face. “Nothing.” 
 
    “I apologize, sir. Time got away from me. Farrell brought the dogs to the scene, then Jesse and I went over the murder book of the first victim on the park killings. But you should have been my first call. I have no excuse other than the one. Being shot at skewed my focus.” 
 
    The Governor smiled. “It skews my focus too. I forgive you.” 
 
    Blaine let out the breath he was holding. “Thank you.” 
 
    After the whole case was recapped, the Governor left, and Lily went to the lunchroom to make fresh coffee. 
 
    “Lily is doing research on the dog angle this morning. I want you two in the park. Find a spot where you can park the unit and take shifts tonight, sitting on a bench with one of the dogs, or walking them—looking like a citizen. When you have your plan made, go home and get some sleep.” 
 
    “What are you doing, boss?” asked Farrell. 
 
    “I’ve got a few errands.” 
 
    “I’ll be with you,” said Farrell. “My partner can scope the park and set up for tonight.” 
 
    Travis nodded, and Blaine realized they had already talked it over. 
 
    Blaine grinned. “Honest, bro. I’m okay alone.” 
 
    “Fuck that,” said Farrell. “Enright wouldn’t agree.” 
 
    “Shit,” said Blaine, black eyes cast on the carpet. “You can’t imagine how bad I feel.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I can,” hollered Farrell. “The same way I’d feel if I let Race shoot you in the fuckin head.” 
 
    Lily returned with the coffee and Travis poured himself another cup. “You okay, Miss Lily? I saw you and Enright talking a few times, and I thought… doesn’t matter what I thought. If there’s anything I can do, don’t hesitate.” 
 
    Lily smiled. “That’s the most I ever heard you say, Travis. Thank you.” 
 
    Travis left for the park and Blaine called Lopez for an update. “How are the interviews coming, Detective?” 
 
    “Nothing so far from her workplace. Well liked. No issues.  Nothing out of the ordinary. Most of the neighbors have been canvassed, a few more to come in, but not many.” Lopez sighed, “A lot like the first case, Blacky. A whole lot of nothing.” 
 
    “Maybe he picks them out in the park,” said Blaine, “Has no other contact with them.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, it’s ten times fuckin harder to zero in on him unless we had surveillance in the park, and that’s not in my budget.” 
 
    “It’s in mine. Travis is over there now looking for a spot.” 
 
    “Do you know how many fuckin acres that greenspace is?” 
 
    “Yep. Over three fifty.” 
 
    “Of course, you would know. I keep forgetting who I’m dealing with.” Lopez chuckled. “Have at it, Blacky.” 
 
    The intercom beeped on Blaine’s desk and the red light flashed. “Jesus Christ, who’s here now?” Blaine hollered.  
 
    “I’ve got it.” Lily bolted across the room and pressed the switch, “Yes, Chantal?”  
 
    “Mrs. Powell to see the boss.” 
 
    “It’s your mother,” Lily whispered. 
 
    “What did I tell you, Lily? This is gonna be a day from hell.” 
 
    Lily smiled. “I’ll go get her.” 
 
    Blaine blew out a big breath and headed for his private washroom. He needed a minute alone to psych himself up for the pending shitstorm. When he emerged, Annie, Lily and Farrell were chatting in the seating area by the windows.  
 
    He crossed the room and sat down opposite Annie. Filled with emotion and not able to find the words, he nodded in her direction. 
 
    She set her cup on the glass table in front of her and jumped in. “I want you to come home.” 
 
    “Umm… could we discuss this another day. I really don’t…” 
 
    Annie began sobbing. Farrell cuddled her, and Lily tore across the room in search of tissues. “Don’t cry, Mom. It will all work out.” 
 
    “Nothing ever works out,” she wailed. “I want my baby to come home.” 
 
    “I’m not a baby, Mom,” said Blaine. “And you know why I can’t come home right now.” 
 
    “Race is close to normal and he realizes how unhappy I am with you moving out. He wants you to come home too.” 
 
    Farrell rolled his eyes.  
 
    “Somehow, I find that hard to swallow,” said Blaine. “I don’t want you to be unhappy any more than Race does, but I can’t live in the same house as him.” Blaine shook the long black hair. “Can’t do it.” 
 
    “Jackson is missing you.” 
 
    “Don’t play the sympathy card, Mom. I took a stand and I can’t come back any more than Jesse can.” 
 
    The sobbing began again as soon as Jesse’s name was mentioned. “I feel so bad about Jesse.” 
 
    “Well, don’t. He’s got his hands full now and he barely has time to think about your ill-fated mini-marriage.” 
 
    Annie sat up straight and her eyes flashed. “Who’s he seeing?” she hissed out the words.  
 
    Blaine winked at Farrell and said, “Her name is Charity.” 
 
    “Charity who? Do I know her?” 
 
    “Nope. She’s new.” 
 
    “Don’t be jealous, Mom,” said Farrell. “You picked Race over Jesse and he has a right to a life.” 
 
    “Of course, he does, but I still love him.” 
 
    Blaine’s cell rang. “Yeah, okay. I’ll be there in ten.” He stood up and Annie took it as her cue. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll leave and let you work. Think about coming home, that’s all I’m asking, sweetheart.” She hugged Blaine and kissed his neck. “I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too, Mom,” said Blaine, “We’ll talk soon.” 
 
    Lily walked Annie out and Blaine picked up his keys. “Let’s go, Farrell. The hell continues. I’ve got fencing troubles.” 
 
      
 
    DRIVING DOWN East Cesar Chavez Farrell commented on all the restaurants. “I’d like to try them all, bro. Which ones have you been to?” 
 
    “Only a couple. I don’t eat out much. Mrs. Flores likes to cook and she’s good at it. Fantastic is more like it.” 
 
    “Think she’ll have something on the go about now?” Farrell checked the time on his phone. “It’s after twelve.” 
 
    “But she didn’t know I’d be home,” said Blaine. “I’ll check for you after we solve the problem.” 
 
    “What’s the problem? You didn’t share it with me.” 
 
    “One of the neighbors thinks she has to pay for part of the fence—something like that—and she told the men to stop working until it was straightened out.” 
 
    Two trucks were backed into the driveway, and Blaine parked behind them. He and Farrell hopped out and headed for the backyard.  
 
    The old chain link fence had been removed and loaded onto a truck for disposal. Holes had been augured, and a post sat on the lean in each of the holes. The crew were sitting on the back-porch steps eating out of their lunch buckets and chatting to each other in Spanish.  
 
    “Senor,” said the foreman, and proceeded to repeat the argument with the neighbor in Spanish, punctuated with descriptive hand gestures and a couple of kicks.  
 
    The woman next door kicked the fence or kicked him? I didn’t get all of it. My Spanish ain’t that good. 
 
    Blaine nodded to the foreman, then said to Farrell, “Let’s go next door and fix the problem, then I’ll see if I can scrounge us up some lunch.”  
 
    Farrell stood behind Blaine as he rang the bell of the old house next door. Even though all the houses on the street were showing their age, this one was well kept. A young woman in her late twenties opened the door a crack and said, “Who are you?” 
 
    Blaine could see part of a huge furry dog trying to push past her. “I’m Blaine Blackmore and I live next door. I believe you had a problem with my fencing crew this morning.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Sure did.” She stepped onto the porch and closed the door behind her. “Stay in, Hoo.” The girl was tall, blonde and blue-eyed. Extremely pretty but dressed in ragged jeans and a faded Willie Nelson concert shirt. Her curly hair was unbrushed and hung over half her face. “I thought there was some kind of an unwritten law about fences—like when your neighbor puts up a fence between two properties you have to pay half whether you want to or not—that type of deal.” 
 
    She has a Louisiana accent. 
 
    “I’m paying for it,” said Blaine, “all of it. The permit is in my briefcase if you need to see it.”  
 
    “Yeah, but what will it look like when it’s finished?” She hooked a thumb over her shoulder. “Like from my side? What if I don’t like it?” 
 
    “Did you like the saggy and falling down chain link?” 
 
    She tilted her chin and her eyes narrowed. “Course not, but I was used to it. It was there when I bought the house and I wasn’t ready for a change.” 
 
    “I apologize for not informing you,” said Blaine. “You’re right. I should have come over and told you. If it will make you feel any better, I can show you a picture of the finished product. I have one in the house.” 
 
    “Is the lady next door your mother?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you… like a biker or something?” 
 
    “Or something. I’m a cop.” 
 
    “Fuck me blind.” She doubled over laughing. “You sure as hell are not. Drag your tattooed ass next door and show me the picture.” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “Okay, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Farrell stayed and chatted with the girl while Blaine ran next door. He opened the front door and shut off the alarm. In Spanish, he spoke to Mrs. Flores. “Keep the alarm on when I’m not here. We don’t trust anybody.” 
 
    She nodded then waved her arm towards the back yard and spoke quickly in Spanish. “The lady next door is mad at the fence man.” 
 
    “I know. I’m fixing it. Where’s that picture of the fences?” 
 
    She crossed the kitchen and pulled the brochure out of a drawer. Then she pointed at the oven. “Enchiladas.” 
 
    “Five minutes and I’ll eat. I have my brother with me.” 
 
    She smiled. “Bueno.” 
 
    Blaine ran back and showed the girl the colored brochure. He pointed to the fence design that was being installed. 
 
    She looked up at him with big blue eyes and said, “I like it. If it’s for free, I like it even more.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” asked Blaine. “I don’t know any of the neighbors.” 
 
    “Misty.” 
 
    “You live in this big house alone?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Why? What’s your interest?” She crossed her arms over her ample chest and took a stance. 
 
    “Security.” 
 
    “Don’t try to come on to me using your cop bullshit. This girl ain’t buying.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Blaine. “Nice to meet you, Misty.” 
 
    Farrell checked the street, then walked beside Blaine across the lawn and around the back of the house. Blaine told the foreman the problem was solved and the men could go back to work.  
 
    “See any food when you were inside?” asked Farrell. 
 
    “Enchiladas in the oven. Let’s eat.”  
 
      
 
    RACE SAT ON the porch smoking and waiting for Annie to come back from her mission to beg Blaine to come home. He had tried to argue her out of going, but she had insisted, and he had a hard job saying ‘no’ to her. Always had.  
 
    He couldn’t let the kid come back, just when things were starting to go his way. Too bad he missed the day before. The kid had bent down just as he pulled the trigger and he shot the other guy. Didn’t matter. He hadn’t left anything behind. They’d never make anything stick. Just like always. 
 
    He watched her drive through the gate and park her truck in front of the garage in her regular spot. He stood up as she neared the porch, reached out and wrapped her in a hug. “Missed you, girl. Did you have a little chat with Blaine?” 
 
    She nodded, but he could tell by the sadness in her gray eyes that it hadn’t gone well. “He’ll come around, baby. Don’t you worry so much about him.” 
 
    “He’s my son, Race. I want him with me.” 
 
    “Kids grow up, girl. They grow up and move out on their own. You have to accept it.” 
 
    “I’m not ready.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL DROVE HOME from Austin after seeing Blacky safe inside the Flores house. He had to sack out for a couple hours, pick up the dogs, make snacks for later and pick up Travis in the unit at nine-thirty for park surveillance. 
 
    He ate dinner with Annie and the cowboys, not too hungry after the amazing enchiladas Mrs. Flores made. He caught a long nap, got up and showered himself awake.  
 
    It was full dark at nine when he headed to the unit. The dark green camper perched on the back of a dark green Ford pickup belonged to Jesse. His pride and joy—all the latest surveillance equipment tricked out in the back. A dream machine.  
 
    Parked on the far side of Race’s truck, Farrell though he’d have a quick look for the rifle before he left to pick up Travis. He went back to the house, walked quietly across the foyer and stood at the kitchen door. Nobody in the kitchen. The key rack that everybody used was on the wall next to the door. 
 
    Race’s keys had a big pewter ‘R’ for a key ring. Something Annie had bought him. Farrell’s hand was touching the keys when Race stomped into the kitchen. “What you doing there, kid? You wouldn’t be touching my keys, would you?” 
 
    “Nope,” said Farrell. “Wouldn’t think of it.” 
 
    Race crossed the kitchen with his jaw set and grabbed Farrell by the neck of his jacket. “Just in case you were thinking of it, I’ll give you a little tuning up.” He pulled his tattooed arm back and drove it home. Farrell jerked out of Race’s grasp and ducked to the side. Race punched the wall with a loud holler and it was game on. Farrell doubled up his fist and smashed Race in the gut as hard as he could. Race grunted, bent forward and Farrell was ready. He gave him a knee to the face and knocked the big guy to the floor. 
 
    The noise alerted Annie and she ran to the kitchen yelling out a warning. “You boys better not be fighting in my kitchen.” 
 
    “Nope, we’re not, Mom,” hollered Farrell over his shoulder as he fled across the foyer. He flung the door open and didn’t notice the cat. He almost tripped as the big, black ball of fur ran between his legs and disappeared outside. 
 
    “You let my cat out, you rotten little fucker,” hollered Race. “I’ll kill you for that. See if I don’t.” 
 
    “Shut up, Race,” hollered Annie. “You’ll do no such thing.”  
 
    “Pye, where are you?” Race stood on the porch hollering for the runaway feline as Farrell started the unit, turned it around and headed for the gate. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS DIRECTED Farrell to the spot he’d selected in Zilker Park. “We’re close to the last two spots the killer used and there’s a lot of cover in this area. No vehicles are allowed past the parking area, except for maintenance, but I got special permission. We’ll park out of the way in that copse of trees and nobody will even know we’re here.” 
 
    “This will be our headquarters,” said Farrell. “We’ll take turns sitting on benches with the dogs and watching what’s going on. The one inside will watch the tracker on Race’s truck in case he’s going after Blacky.” 
 
    Travis nodded. “Okay. Hour on and hour off, so nobody will think we’re stalkers or park perverts.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
     “Got your earwig on?” asked Travis.  
 
    Farrell clipped the red leash on Big Red and shoved a couple of biscuits in his pocket. “Yep. I’m ready. It’s five to ten. Be back at eleven.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS OPENED THE little fridge under the counter and grabbed himself a Coke. He set up the map and checked where Race was. Parked at Coulter-Ross. Maybe he was in for the night.  
 
    Since this morning, he’d been doing a lot of thinking about Miss Lily. She was one pretty lady and she was unattached. Damn shame, and he’d like to do something about it. Trouble was, she was a city girl and a little bit fancy for his taste.  
 
    Bluebelle whined at his feet and broke his train of thought. He leaned down and stroked her ears. “What’s up girl? You hear something?” He strode over, opened the door of the camper a crack and listened. Nothing. Not a sound outside. Not even a dog barking. “You just missing Red?” He sat down and watched the tracker. 
 
      
 
    FARRELL SAT ON a wooden bench near a live oak and lit up a smoke. Red laid down on the grass close to him and stretched out. They hadn’t seen a single jogger or any dog walkers. Not yet. His phone signaled a text and he checked it. Blacky. 
 
    “You guys set up?” 
 
    “Yep. Nothing yet.” 
 
    “Let me know.” 
 
    At eleven, Farrell strolled back to the unit and changed off with Travis. “Don’t think anybody’s walking much tonight. Three people with dogs—little dogs. Mostly the fluffy ones. A couple of bikers, but they were male not female.” 
 
    “Never know,” said Travis, “he might change locations and we won’t see him at all.” 
 
    “Ain’t you the optimist,” said Farrell. “Did you save me a Coke?” 
 
    Travis took Bluebelle and left the unit for his shift. Farrell drank half his Coke while he checked the tracker. Hadn’t moved all night according to Travis. He stroked Red’s ears a couple of times, looked back at the screen and the red dot was moving. 
 
    “Race is moving,” he said into the earwig. 
 
    “Shit,” said Travis, “get a direction. If he’s coming into the city, one of us has to head to Mrs. Flores’ house.” 
 
    “Roger that, partner. I’ve got eyes on him.” Farrell watched as Race turned onto the highway and headed north towards Giddings. “Looks like he’s going to Boots.” 
 
    “Okay, good. Hope he stays there.” 
 
    “Maybe Mom is with him and we’re worrying for nothing.” 
 
    “Fuck, it ain’t nothing. Yesterday the maniac tried to kill Blacky. He’ll try again. Guaranteed. The man is a killer.” 
 
    “The day he ran you down, partner, is burned into my memory. We’ve got to take him out.” 
 
    “Roger that,” said Travis. “I’ve got company.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS STROLLED TOWARDS the guy walking the big black dog. He pulled Bluebelle closer to him and struck up a conversation. “Nice dog. What kind is he?” 
 
    “Bouvier,” said the man. “They can get a little testy.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? That’s what I like about hounds. They’re never cross.” 
 
    Travis took stock of the guy. He couldn’t see him clearly, the streetlight was too far away to shed enough light, but he sensed the man was in his early forties. Tall and slim, he wore a Nike track suit with a jacket over top. His hood was pulled up against the cold. A December night near the lake was chilly. 
 
    The black dog whined. “Better keep going,” the guy said and continued down the path.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Tuesday, December 5th. 
 
    ANNIE’S FACE was dark as a thundercloud at breakfast. Zero tolerance for fighting on the ranch. One of Annie’s rules and she strictly enforced it. With so many men living and working together, she had to maintain order. She glared first at Farrell and then at Race. After that she alternated her glares so neither one dared look up from his breakfast plate.   
 
    Farrell skipped his second cup of coffee, retreated to his room for his harness and jacket and plunked his cowboy hat on his head. “Now I’ve got to walk by that fucker without taking him out,” he mumbled to himself.  
 
    He strode down the hall, passed the harvest table without a glance and stepped out onto the porch.  
 
    Wham. Race flattened him against the wall of the house and held a blade to his throat. “You lost my cat you fuckin waste of space. If she don’t come back, you’re a dead man.” 
 
    Farrell kneed Race in the groin and felt the blade cut into his neck in the process. Race roared as he straightened up, knife in his hand poised for the kill. Farrell turned, head down and shoved his shoulder into Race’s chest. He heaved against the big biker as hard as he could and shoved him backwards. Race took a couple steps back trying to remain on his feet and crashed into Annie as she blasted out the door. 
 
    “Enough,” she hollered. “Farrell, go to work. Race, inside.” 
 
    “Bye, Mom,” hollered Farrell as he ran for his truck. His neck stung as he jumped into his truck. He turned the key and swiped the trickle of blood away with the back of his hand. 
 
    Hope she kills that bastard before I get home. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE SET the alarm at the front door of the Victorian before he left for the office. He’d reviewed the process with Mrs. Flores several times, but she kept forgetting the code, or she’d punch in the code and forget to press the set button. Her solution was to stay inside until he came home, and that was no good. He didn’t keep regular hours and depending on circumstances he could be gone for hours at a time. She enjoyed working in her garden, and walking to the farmer’s market to pick out fresh produce, but because of the security system she was a virtual prisoner. 
 
    He eased the big diesel out the driveway and headed for the corner. Before he made the turn, he noticed Misty standing at the bus stop. He lowered the window on the passenger side and gave her a shout out. “Hey, Misty, can I drop you somewhere?” 
 
    At first, she glared at him, then her face softened with a hint of recognition. She stepped close to the window. “Going downtown?” 
 
    He nodded. “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Okay, then, thanks.” She opened the door, raised her boot onto the sidestep and grunted as she slid into the seat. “Jeeze, biker man, did you need to make it so high?” 
 
    Blaine laughed. “Yeah, I did.” 
 
    “This your cop truck?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Calling bullshit on the cop thing.” Without asking permission she lit up a smoke. 
 
         “Where do you work?” 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    “You don’t work at all?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Why? Should I?” 
 
    “Don’t matter to me. I only asked so I’d know where to drop you off.” 
 
    “Anxious to get rid of me?” She looked across the console and winked at him. 
 
    “Nope. I kind of enjoy your company. Can’t put my finger on the reason.” 
 
    “Don’t need a reason. Mutual attraction is all about chemistry. It’s not a choice. It’s destiny. Like the Goddess stuck magnets in everybody, but they only work when they come close to the right opposite. Know what I’m saying?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” He nodded. “Goddess?” 
 
    Ignoring the question, she continued, “Guess what? I dreamed about you last night, and not in a polite way. What does that tell you?” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “Was it about the fence?” 
 
    “No fences involved. Ruder than that.” 
 
    “How rude was it?” 
 
    “X-rated, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    She’s dreaming about me? 
 
    Blaine stomped on the brakes and stopped with a screech at a red light.  
 
    “You’re a terrible driver.” 
 
    He glanced across the truck to see if she was kidding. “You saying you’re better than me?” 
 
    “Anybody would be. But I don’t drive much. Don’t want to.” 
 
    “Your car is just a decoration?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Blaine. “Any idea where you’re headed?” 
 
    “Just go wherever you’re going and I’ll walk from there.” 
 
    “Okay, if you’re sure.” 
 
    “Nothing is for sure. Life is a highway—so the song goes.” 
 
    “I forget who sang that one.” 
 
    “Tom Cochrane. Canadian rocker.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Blaine pulled into the parking lot behind his building. 
 
    “You can’t park here,” she said. “This spot is for Mr. Blackmore-Powell and his name is on the front of the building.” 
 
    “I like to break the rules,” he said. 
 
    “Most gangers don’t have any rules.” 
 
    “I have a few.” 
 
    She turned her blonde head and stared at him across the console. “List them in order of importance, right now.” 
 
    He laughed. “I don’t have time. I have a meeting and I’m already late.” 
 
    “Who in hell would you be meeting in a fancy lawyer’s office?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised.” 
 
    “Surprise me then, biker-cop. I’m coming with you.” 
 
    Blaine shook his head. “No. Bad idea.” He jumped out, rounded the truck and helped her down from the high side-step. 
 
    “Do gangers have manners?” She accepted his hand and gave him a smile. “I hadn’t heard.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s a few things you haven’t heard about gangers.” He shoved the door closed, pushed Misty up against it and kissed her. 
 
    She kissed him back, arms around his neck, tongue in his mouth and heat emanating from her body into his. “Mmm… that was a pleasant surprise. I could use more of that.” 
 
    “Maybe later. Right now, I have to work.” 
 
    “Can I watch you work?” She dropped her voice and said “Please,” in a whisper. “I won’t make a sound. Promise.” 
 
    “Didn’t you come downtown for a reason?” 
 
    “I came downtown to look for a reason.” 
 
    She’s a little bit left of center, but I like her. 
 
    Blaine held the glass entrance door open and Misty walked in ahead of him. He hadn’t noticed what she was wearing until that moment and it made him smile. A long gauzy skirt in rainbow colors over tan leather boots, and on the top a white peasant blouse that showed a generous amount of cleavage. Her blonde hair hung in wild ringlets on her shoulders. 
 
    “Morning, boss,” said Chantal. She gave Misty the wide-eyed once-over. “The boys are waiting for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chantal. This is Misty.” 
 
    Chantal flashed her a smile and went back to work. 
 
    “This way,” said Blaine. “I’m at the end of the hall.” 
 
    “You are the boss,” she whispered. 
 
    “Books, covers,” he whispered back. 
 
    “I shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “You’re here now. Have a coffee.” He opened the door to his suite and motioned her in. “Morning, Lily.” He eyed the flowers on her desk and gave her an inquiring look. She mouthed Travis and Blaine nodded. 
 
    “This is Misty, my neighbor. She needs a coffee before she goes shopping.” Blaine pointed to the sideboard and strode over himself, poured a cup and joined the boys in the conference area. 
 
    “Farrell, what happened to your neck?” Blood had dried around the gouge and the wound hadn’t been cleaned. 
 
    “Guess.” 
 
    “I’m charging him.” 
 
    “No point, boss. It would turn out like all the rest.” 
 
    Misty sat in one of the leather wing chairs and munched on a cherry Danish. 
 
    “Hey, Misty,” said Farrell. 
 
    She gave him a little wave and Travis raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Let’s hear about last night,” said Blaine and the boys recapped the surveillance in the park. 
 
    “How much time passed between the first murder and the second?” asked Travis. 
 
    “I returned the book to Lopez, but I think it was more than two weeks, less than three,” said Blaine. 
 
    “We might be out there for a good while yet.” 
 
    “Yeah, you might be, but we can’t risk a guess. If he accelerates, and we wait one day too long, another woman is dead.”  
 
    Misty sat listening with her blue eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    JESSE AND TYLER were busy installing car seats in both their vehicles when Annie drove into Quantrall. She parked, walked over to where the boys were working and said, “You two look busy.” 
 
    Jesse struggled out of the backseat of his new Land Rover and gave her a hug. “Hi, sweetheart. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Not okay, Jesse, but it’s my own doing and we both know that.” She stared for a minute at the car seat. “Why are you installing a baby seat in your Rover?” 
 
    “It’s for my baby,” said Jesse. “Charity, my daughter.” 
 
    “What?” Annie lost color and leaned against the truck. Jesse thought she might faint.  
 
    “Come on in the house and meet her.” 
 
    “I’m not getting this, Jesse. Explain it to me.” 
 
    Tears burned behind his eyes as he choked out the story about Lacey being killed by one of the horses she was training. 
 
    “And she never told you she was pregnant?” 
 
    “When we broke up it wasn’t… friendly, and she never spoke to me afterward. If she had told me, don’t you think I would have made it right?” 
 
    “Of course, you would, Jesse. You are the most moral and honorable man I know.” 
 
     He opened the front door for her. “Molly is listening for her, but she’s asleep upstairs. We had some adjustments to make.” 
 
    Annie smiled. “I bet. A house full of bachelors would take some adjusting.”  
 
    “Upstairs, we made a baby nursery for her in the guest room next to my room. I’ll show you, but I haven’t moved her in there yet. For now, she’s in a little bed next to mine.”  
 
    Jesse opened the door to his room as silently as he could and pointed to the white basinet next to his king-sized bed. 
 
    Annie leaned down close and peered at the sleeping baby. When she looked at Jesse, her gray eyes were wet with tears. “She’s so adorable and she looks just like you.” 
 
    “Come next door and I’ll show you her room. Ty and I did it ourselves under Wendy’s watchful eye.” 
 
    One entire wall depicted nursery rhymes.  
 
    “You put the mural up yourselves?” 
 
    “Not on the first try.” Jesse chuckled. “We wrecked the first one—it comes in sections—rolled all of it up and threw it in the trash. Ty went back and bought another one.” 
 
    Annie smiled. “I can picture that happening.” 
 
    They had painted the room pale aqua with creamy yellow accents. “Wendy picked the paint. It’s special for babies. Do you like it?” 
 
    “Love it. I’m so proud of you, and so happy you have the baby. You seem… settled.” 
 
    “Taking better care of myself, Ace. I have to—twenty-one-year commitment looking at me with big brown eyes.” 
 
      
 
    RACE STOOD on the porch and watched Annie drive her truck through the gate and down the lane. She told him she was going to La Grange to work in the store, but something didn’t sit right with him and he thought she was lying. Something she’d never done—at least he’d never caught her at it. 
 
    He followed her down the county line as far as he dared without her seeing him, and had a clear picture of where she was headed. Quantrall. She went to see Jesse. What for? One last roll in the hay before the divorce was final? He’d have it out with her when she came home. 
 
    In the meantime, he had bigger fish to fry. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE FINISHED his second coffee and gave the boys their orders after the morning meeting.  
 
    “Farrell, I want you to drop Misty wherever she’s going, and then drive down to Smithville and see Brian at the clinic. I’ll phone ahead and tell him you’re coming. I don’t like the looks of that gash in your neck.” 
 
    “Yep, okay.” He touched it with a finger. “It stings a bit.” 
 
    “A bit? It needs stitches.” 
 
    “Travis, start on the list of dog owners that Lily has ready. She can go with you and take notes while Farrell is at the doctor.” 
 
    Travis nodded and smiled at Lily. 
 
    “What will you be doing, boss?” The question Farrell asked every morning without fail. 
 
    “I’ll be at the morgue at Enright’s autopsy if you need me. I should be finished by one, then I’m having lunch with Scott at The Grille and bringing him up to speed.”  
 
    Misty lagged behind as Farrell and Blaine strode to the parking lot. Blaine pointed to Farrell’s truck and she shook her head.  
 
    “Can’t I go with you?” 
 
    “Not to the autopsy. No civilians.” 
 
    “I like watching you. You’re like a superhero or something.” 
 
    Farrell shook his blond head and laughed. “No, he ain’t. Far from it.” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll talk later,” said Blaine. “Have a fun day downtown.” 
 
    She nodded and said to Farrell, “I can walk from here.” 
 
      
 
    THE MORGUE was backed up and Enright’s autopsy dragged on. Nothing worth noting but the caliber of the bullet. At least they could match the .308 round to Race’s rifle if they could get their hands on it. Blaine would make sure they did. 
 
    “That was a wasted morning,” said Lopez. “I could have skipped it.” 
 
    “No way I could,” said Blaine. “My fault he’s dead and I didn’t want to miss anything.” 
 
    “Not your fault. It’s the sniper’s fault. Find him and bring him in.” 
 
    “I will. Count on it.” 
 
    “I do count on you, Blacky. More and more.” 
 
    On his way to meet the Governor for lunch, Blaine thought about kissing Misty in the parking lot and he wanted to call her. Shit, I didn’t even get her number.  
 
    His phone rang on the passenger seat. Unknown caller. He picked it up. “Blackmore.” 
 
    “You wanted my number?” Her voice sounded husky and sexy.  
 
    “What are you, psychic?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay, how about dinner?” 
 
    “I can cook.”  
 
    “I bet you can, or we could go out.” 
 
    “I’ll ask the cards.” 
 
    “Tell me later what the cards say.” 
 
    “I like you, Blacky.” She ended the call. 
 
    You’re a bit strange, Misty, but I like you too. 
 
    His cell rang again, and the Governor cancelled. “I have an unscheduled meeting that I have to attend, and I can’t make lunch, son. Sorry. I was looking forward to a relaxing meal. Send me an email and catch me up.” 
 
    “Will do, sir. No problem.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE ARRIVED BACK at the office with a takeout bag from Whataburger. He poured himself a coffee and ate alone by the window. Travis and Lily would be gone the rest of the day interviewing owners of Chesapeake Bay retrievers who lived in the Lady Bird Lake area of the city. 
 
    He smiled every time he thought of Misty. Funny girl. Where should he take her for dinner?  
 
    He tossed his bag into the trash, emptied the coffee carafe and called Annie. “Hey, Annie, you okay?”’ 
 
    She didn’t answer his question, just spewed out one of her own. “Why didn’t you tell me about Jesse’s baby girl?” 
 
    “Not my news to share and he wasn’t keen on you knowing about it until he was solid himself.” 
 
    “He seems solid now.” 
 
    “You saw him?” 
 
    “I drove over to Quantrall earlier and he showed Charity to me. Adorable baby.” 
 
    “He has his hands full now, and for the next few years.” 
 
    “Wish I could have given him a daughter.” 
 
    “No comment.” 
 
    “I assumed you called for a reason,” Annie’s tone was frosty. “You haven’t called to say hello for a long while.” 
 
    “I did call for a reason, and that doesn’t mean I love you less, believe me. But I need you to do something when Race is asleep or not using his truck.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Search his truck for a rifle or get Mag to do it.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have a rifle.” 
 
    “That you know of,” said Blaine. 
 
    “That I know of,” repeated Annie. “Why would he need a rifle? I have a gun case full of them in the house.” 
 
    “Why do people usually need a gun?” 
 
    “What are you accusing him of?” 
 
    “Nothing until I have evidence.” 
 
    “And you want me to find the evidence against the man I live with?” 
 
    “Forget it, Annie. I thought you might have an opportunity that I wouldn’t have, that’s all.” 
 
    “If I did look in his truck, and if I did find a rifle, then what?” 
 
    “Leave it where it is and let me or Farrell know. You could also check for .308 ammo in his glove box.” 
 
    “Why am I doing this?” Her voice was bubbling with anger. “Tell me the truth.” 
 
    “When Enright was killed in the parking garage, I’m sure the shooter was trying for me.” 
 
    Annie sucked in a quick breath. “And you think it was Race?” 
 
    “It was Race, Mom. I just have to prove it.” 
 
    “No, no, no. It wasn’t him. Couldn’t have been. He’s not that person anymore.” 
 
    “Check the gash on Farrell’s neck and you’ll see what kind of person you’re living with.” 
 
    Annie was yelling into the phone. “Stop it, Blaine. Race is different now.” 
 
    Blaine yelled back. “Find the rifle, Mom.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS AND LILY parked in front of the sixth address on their list. “Kind of a waste of time doing this during working hours,” said Travis. “The dogs are home, but the single male owners have jobs.” 
 
    “We may have to do it in the evening,” said Lily.  
 
    “Do you work after office hours?” asked Travis. 
 
    “I could, if Blaine wanted me to. I have to get my hours in if I want a license. This is a new career for me and I’m open to any possibilities. A breath of fresh air after being an office manager for ten years.” 
 
    “You’re thinking of getting your PI license?” 
 
    “Not thinking of it,” said Lily. “I’m working towards it.” 
 
    Travis gave her a smile. “Nice. I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Blaine suggested it and I agreed instantly.” 
 
    “Let’s do this interview, then get lunch.” 
 
    “I’m up for that.” 
 
    Travis took a step closer to the door. “What’s his name?” 
 
    Lily ran her finger down the list on the clipboard. “Theodore Braymore.”   
 
    The door was opened by a young man in his late twenties. Tanned, good looking, with razor stubble around his strong jawline. He wasn’t as tall as Travis, maybe six feet even. He wore faded jeans and no shirt.  
 
    “Whatever y’all are selling, I don’t need any.” He started to close the door and Travis caught it. 
 
    “I’m Deputy Travis Bristol, and I’d like to have a word with you… Mr. Braymore.” 
 
    The eyebrows went up. Dark eyes flashed but no other reaction. “Why?” 
 
    “This is about the attack in Zilker Park the other night. We’re checking all dog owners in the area with Chesapeake Bay Retrievers.” 
 
    “What kind of crap investigation is that?” 
 
    “It’s the one we’re doing now, sir,” said Travis. “May we come in?” 
 
    “You may not come in, and I refuse to answer any questions just because I own a certain breed of dog. You can go get yourselves a warrant.” He closed the door. The lock clicked. 
 
    “Mark him down as uncooperative,” said Travis. “And set up a page for second interviews. Blacky will want to talk to that guy.” 
 
    Lily smiled.  
 
      
 
    BLAINE WALKED ACROSS the front lawn and knocked on Misty’s front door. She opened it dressed in tight black jeans and a frilly white shirt with fan sleeves. Her neck was loaded down with turquoise jewelry and she smelled heavenly. 
 
    “You look gorgeous,” said Blaine. He reached for her, pulled her close and kissed her. 
 
    She returned his kiss, then pulled away. “Let’s eat first. I might let you mess up my look later.” 
 
    He grinned. “Deal. Where do you want to go?” 
 
    “Somewhere I’ve never been.” 
 
    “And where would that be?” 
 
    “Tulley’s.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He helped her up into the truck then slipped behind the wheel and started the truck. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll let us in?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they?” 
 
    “We might need a reservation.” 
 
    “Little late for that. Let’s play it by ear.” 
 
    Blaine drove east into the downtown core and stopped in front of the modern glass building. He hopped out, helped Misty down from the sidestep and gave his keys to the valet. 
 
    The glassed-in foyer was full of people waiting for their reservations. Blaine took Misty’s arm and propelled her to the hostess lectern. “I’d like a table for two please,” he said, “Or a private dining room, if you have it.” 
 
    “I’m afraid our reservation list is full for tonight, sir,” said the hostess. Then she laid the y’all come back line on him. “We’d love to have you dine with us another time.” 
 
    The manager happened by at that moment sizing up the throng of waiting patrons and his face broke into a wide smile. “Mr. Blackmore-Powell, how lovely to see you. Let me seat you personally.” He grabbed two menus and waved them through the crowd. 
 
    “How do they know you?” asked Misty in a whisper. 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “No idea.”  
 
      
 
    MISTY LEANED back on the headrest and closed her eyes on the way home from the restaurant. “I’m so full I can barely breathe. That was the best food I’ve ever had in my whole life.” 
 
    “It was good,” said Blaine. “I like seafood.” 
 
    “Those crab cakes, ooh.” She shivered. “What a turn on.” 
 
    Blaine laughed at her. She was good for him. A light and breezy diversion from some of the heavier things he dealt with day to day. He parked in Mrs. Flores’ driveway and walked Misty across the lawn. “Enjoyed our date, Misty, I haven’t been out in... months.” He kissed her on the porch for several minutes, then pried himself away. 
 
    “Can you come in for a while?” 
 
    “I want to, but I can’t. I have to go to the park and check on my crew. The boys are expecting me.” 
 
    “Sometimes I walk Hoodoo in Zilker at night. It always seemed safe.” 
 
    Blaine inhaled sharply. “Don’t go there without me, okay?” 
 
    “You my new bodyguard?” 
 
    “Promise you won’t walk over there at night.” 
 
    “Usually, I can tell if things aren’t right.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I just know.” 
 
    “Well in case you’re wrong one time, walk your dog someplace else.” 
 
    “Thanks for dinner.” She kissed him on the neck and went inside. 
 
    A relationship with her might be troublesome. Fun, but challenging. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Wednesday, December 6th. 
 
    BEE CAVE was deserted as Blaine drove through the park and looked for a spot for his truck. He pulled into the visitor’s lot closest to where the boys were set up and ambled slowly through the park looking right and looking left to get a feel for what the killer would see.  
 
    The lighting along the pathways was adequate for walking but wasn’t bright by any stretch. Which way did the killer come from? North or south end? Had he come in a vehicle then parked and walked? If he had, did anybody see his car, truck, whatever? Homicide did a thorough investigation and came up empty. 
 
    One dog-walker met Blaine as he stood staring at his surroundings. An older gentleman with an overweight Basset Hound trudging along beside him, ears close to dragging on the path. 
 
    “Nice cool evening,” said the man. 
 
    “Yes, it is.”  
 
    After he was out of sight, Blaine veered off the path, walked through a clump of trees and almost had to feel where the unit was, it blended in so completely with the dark green foliage surrounding it.  
 
    He tapped twice on the door and Travis let him in. “Hey, boss. Anything out there?” 
 
    “Nope. I didn’t pass Farrell. Where’s he positioned?” 
 
    “Closer to the water. His choice.” Travis checked the time on his phone. “His shift is over. We’re up, Bluebelle.” 
 
    Bluebelle thumped her tail twice on the floor of the unit when Travis said her name. She stood up and stretched. 
 
    “How was your date, boss?” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “Good. I had fun and the food was great. I’ll take y’all to Tulley’s for seafood soon. Haven’t been on a date for so fuckin long, I forgot how to act.” 
 
    “Misty is super pretty,” said Travis. 
 
    “Uh huh. A little quirky, but I’m okay with that. I have a few quirks myself.” 
 
    Two taps on the door and Farrell was back.  
 
    “I’m heading out,” said Travis, “before it gets crowded in here.”  
 
    Farrell stepped back with Red and let Travis and Bluebelle out, then he hopped up the step and came inside. 
 
    “See anything?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Not a damn thing, boss, and it’s nippy down there near the lake.” 
 
    “I see you have a bandage on your neck. Did you need stitches?” 
 
    “Only a couple. Brian, the doc, said it would heal up and be almost invisible.” 
 
    “I talked to Annie earlier and told her to snoop around for the gun.” 
 
    “No. I don’t want her doing that. Race is right on the edge. I’m telling you, bro, that guy is loosely wound. What if he finds out she’s snooping and hurts her?” 
 
    “I was thinking the other way around,” said Blaine. “If she finds the gun, Race’s hours are numbered.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE LAY in bed beside Race listening to his breathing and waiting until he was sound asleep. From all his years as a gang leader and then several stints in various prisons, he slept lightly and sat bolt upright at the slightest sound. Some nights he didn’t sleep at all. The last thing she wanted was him catching her near his truck. 
 
    She waited another half hour to be sure and Race hadn’t moved. His breathing was even, and he was snoring softly as she slipped out of bed, grabbed track pants from the closet and left the room. In the darkness of the hallway, she pulled the pants on and headed for the kitchen. Race’s keys were on the rack next to hers. She picked them off the hook making sure they didn’t jangle, crossed the foyer and stepped outside onto the porch.  
 
    The security light high on the pole by the gate lit up the whole compound and she didn’t need a flashlight. She waved to the night guard in his house next to the fence and headed for the line of trucks parked near the garage.  
 
    Annie owned several trucks for the ranch—a red Ram painted with the Coulter-Ross logo that Wayne used to pull the matching horse trailer, a black Jeep Wrangler that should be traded in on a newer model, and the truck she drove—a dark blue Ram with a Viper engine. Each of the boys had trucks too, so the lineup was long.  
 
    Race’s black Ford was parked close to the garage in the shadows, and peering through the back window showed her nothing. She pressed the fob, the locks clicked open, and as silently as she could she opened the rear door on the driver’s side.   
 
    She stuck her hand under the seat and felt the cold steel of a rifle barrel. Anger overwhelmed her, hitting her with the force of a tsunami crashing against the beach and carrying with it a flood of disappointment and hurt. Finding the gun meant that Race, the man she loved and trusted, had tried to kill her son. That act, in itself, was enough to end their relationship, but was ending the relationship enough to quell her need for retribution? 
 
    She left the gun, like Blaine had instructed her to do, and moved on to job number two. Search the glove box for ammo. She rounded the truck with renewed purpose, intending to open the passenger door and stick her hand in the glove box, but she didn’t get that far. 
 
    Out of the shadows, something jumped out and zoomed in front of her. It hit her legs and she tripped. Not meaning to, she gripped the key fob too tightly and the truck alarm went off. 
 
    “Fuck, no.” Annie picked herself up off the ground, quickly made sure the truck was closed up and locked, then stooped down and picked up the cat.  
 
    She met Race crossing the porch in his boxers, hurrying towards his truck. “Look, sugar. I found Pyewacket hiding under your truck. She set the alarm off and I had to reset it.” 
 
    Race grinned and took the cat from Annie. “Thanks so much, girl. You’re the best.” He stroked the big black Persian and nuzzled his face into her fur. 
 
    Annie followed Race and his cat back into the house, locked the door, hung Race’s keys on the rack and went back to bed. 
 
    She lay awake the rest of the night wanting to kill the man lying next to her. The man who had tried to kill her son. 
 
      
 
    JESSE WOKE UP and sunlight was streaming across his bed. His heart pounded thinking he’d overslept and hadn’t heard Charity, or worse still, something was wrong with the baby. She never slept until morning. He was out of bed like a shot and hovering over the basinet when she opened her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, my God, baby girl, I can’t believe you slept all night.” He picked her up, carried her to her room down the hall and changed her. “What a good girl you are.” 
 
    She smiled up at him from the change table and his heart melted.   
 
      
 
    ENRIGHT’S FUNERAL in Temple was low-key. His brother, Johnathan and his family, a couple of cousins and a poor representation from the DEA.  
 
    “Small gathering,” said Travis on the way home. He sat in the back seat of Blaine’s truck with Lily. She was quiet and noticeably sad.  
 
    “I don’t know if this is the proper time to talk about it,” said Farrell, “but Annie went snooping last night and she found the gun.” 
 
    Blaine cranked his head around and stared at Farrell across the console. “And?” 
 
    “And he almost caught her.” Farrell told the cat story, then asked, “What’s our next step, bro?” 
 
    “She didn’t get a chance to look for the ammo?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Nope, the alarm went off and she had to lock the truck.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Blaine, “we’ve got nothing to connect him to the shooting without the gun, so you’re gonna have to suck it up and charge him with assault.” 
 
    “I get it,” said Farrell, “When the Sheriff picks him up to book him, we grab the gun.” 
 
      
 
    IT WAS ALMOST FOUR when they arrived back at the office in Austin. Blaine was wiped but he wanted to interview Tad Braymore before he went home. He stood in the parking lot and gave directives. “Travis, drive Lily home, then get some sleep for tonight.” 
 
    Travis nodded, took Lily’s elbow and handed her into his silver F-450. 
 
    “Farrell, go to the La Grange police department and lay your charges. Have at least two deputies go to the ranch with you to bring him in. He’ll go ape-shit, I’d bet on it.” 
 
    “Right, boss. Should I let Mom know ahead of time that this is going to happen?” 
 
    “No, let it unfold. Let her be as surprised as Race. I don’t want any backlash coming down on her.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    “I had Lopez bring Tad Braymore in for questioning. Give me an hour with him, then I’m coming to the ranch. I want to be there when they come for Race.” 
 
      
 
    AT POLICE HEADQUARTERS, Tad Braymore sat in an interrogation room waiting. 
 
    “How long’s he been in there?” Blaine asked Lopez as he walked down the corridor with a Coke in his hand. 
 
    “About an hour. How did the funeral go?” 
 
    “Quiet. Very small.” 
 
    “Damn shame.” 
 
    “He’d worked out of the country for the DEA for so long, he didn’t have many friends here.” 
 
    “Waste of a good man,” said Lopez. 
 
    That doesn’t make me feel any better. 
 
    Blaine inhaled a breath. “Okay, let’s see if this is the guy.” 
 
    “Hope to hell and back it is,” said Lopez. “I need to close a fuckin case—at least one.” 
 
    Blaine winked at him then went inside. “Mr. Braymore, how’s it going? Brought you a cold Coke.” 
 
    Braymore glared. “I don’t want your fucking peace offering. Who are you anyway? He stared at Blaine’s tats and long hair. Since when do they let gangers in suits interrogate citizens?” 
 
    “Since now.” Blaine sat down opposite Tad and looked him up and down. He fit into the age group for serials, just hitting on the young side, but he wasn’t too big. Unless he had a lot of hidden strength, Blaine couldn’t picture this guy overpowering women. He smiled. He’d been wrong before—but not often. 
 
    “What are you looking so happy about?” 
 
    “What’s your profession, Mr. Braymore?” 
 
    “I’m a model.” 
 
    Blaine raised an eyebrow. “Designer clothes?” 
 
    “Yeah, so what? It pays the bills.” 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “You between jobs right now?” 
 
    “Is that a crime?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Raping women and killing them—that’s a crime.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about? Do I look like I would have to rape a woman to get it? Women are on me like bees on honey. Some days I need a break from them and have to turn off my fucking phone.” 
 
    “Must be tough.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know. How could you? Looking like that, you’d scare the devil away.” 
 
    “Hope so.” 
 
    “Who are you anyway? Some overzealous vice cop?” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “Nope.” 
 
    “Tell me why I’m here.” 
 
    “I’m sure that was explained to you when you were brought to the station.” 
 
    “Opaque, that’s what the explanation was. Vague and cloudy. Because I own a Chesapeake Bay and I live near LBL, I’m being questioned with a lot of other dog owners about the recent murder in Zilker Park.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “So you were listening.” 
 
    “I was listening, and now I want you to listen. I didn’t kill anybody. I didn’t rape anybody and here comes the big one, I want a lawyer.” 
 
    Blaine stood up. “That’s the one I was waiting for. I’ll see that you get your phone call. Enjoy your accommodation.” As he closed the door behind him, Tad was hollering. “You can’t hold me here. I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    Lopez had been observing through the mirror and was leaning on the wall in the corridor. “I’ll give him his phone call. What else?” 
 
    “Keep him overnight.” 
 
    “You like him for it?” 
 
    “Nope. Not our guy, but he’s dirty. Don’t know how, but I’ll find out.” 
 
    Lopez grinned. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE GAVE FARRELL a ‘heads up’ and headed for the highway. He wanted to call Misty but hadn’t had a chance all day. He flicked on his blinker for the ramp to I-71 and his cell rang on the passenger seat. 
 
    “Hey, I was thinking about you.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “How do you know? That’s the question.” 
 
    “It’s a secret.” She giggled. “Solve any murders today?” 
 
    “Working on it.” 
 
    “Will I see you later?” 
 
    “Maybe. I hope so. Something I have to straighten out first, then I’ll head back to Austin.” 
 
    “I’ll watch for your truck.” 
 
      
 
    AT COULTER-ROSS, Jose gave a friendly wave when he saw Blaine at the gate. The ten-foot wrought iron gate swung open and Blaine drove through like he’d done hundreds of times before. He missed the ranch and he missed Annie, but not enough to cope with Race Ogilvie day to day. 
 
    Farrell’s red truck was missing, so he wasn’t back yet with the police. Blaine parked and strolled onto the porch. He opened the door and came face to face with the devil himself. “Mom around?” 
 
    “Sure, she’s in the office working. Something you want?” 
 
    “Nope. Just came for a visit.” 
 
    Race raised a dark eyebrow and smirked. 
 
    Blaine strode past Race into the kitchen and hopped onto one of the stools at the granite island. In Spanish he said, “Hey, Rosie, my sweetheart, I missed you.” 
 
    “Oh, Mr. Blaine, I missed you too. Your Spanish has improved so much.” She flashed a big smile. “Want a beer?” 
 
    “I do, thanks.” 
 
    “Your mama will be so happy you came to see her.” 
 
    Through the kitchen window, Blaine caught a glimpse of red out of the corner of his eye. “Farrell’s home. I’ll go out and say hi.” 
 
    “I’ll tell Mrs. C. y’all are here,” said Rosalie. 
 
    Blaine stood on the porch and watched the squad park next to the front porch. Cops liked to be close in case there was a problem getting the arrest to the vehicle. 
 
    And there will be a problem. 
 
    “Evening officer,” said Blaine. “Did Deputy Donovan explain the situation to you?”  
 
    The officer offered his hand. “In detail. Nice to meet you in person Mr. Blackmore. Heard a lot about you from fellow officers.” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “Exaggeration.” 
 
    “Don’t think so. Let’s get this done. Can you get Mr. Ogilvie for me?” 
 
    Annie stuck her head out the door. “Can I help you, officer?” 
 
    “Race Ogilvie, please ma’am.” He held up the warrant. “I have a warrant for his arrest.” 
 
    Annie glanced at Farrell and then back at Blaine. She didn’t look happy. “I’ll get him for you.” She returned a couple of minutes later and Race was right behind her. 
 
    Race brushed past Annie and stepped onto the porch. He was a good six inches taller than the deputy. “What’s the problem, officer?” 
 
    “I have a warrant here for your arrest, sir.” 
 
    “What’s the charge?” asked Race with a smirk on his face. 
 
    “Assault with a deadly weapon.” 
 
    Race spun around and faced Farrell. “You little shit.” Race lunged at Farrell and the officer drew his weapon.  
 
    “Stand down, sir and put your hands in front of you.” 
 
    Race gave the uniform a healthy shove. “Like I would. I’m out of here.” 
 
    “Halt,” said the officer. “Stand still, sir.” He nodded his head towards his partner and the two of them closed in on Race.  
 
    Race held up his hands. “Hey, I’m unarmed. Shoot an unarmed man and how will that look on the nightly news?” 
 
    “Go with them, Race,” said Annie. “I’ll call a lawyer for you.” 
 
    “Yeah, a lawyer like Blacky here? He couldn’t fight his way out of a legal paper bag.” 
 
    The officers were standing one on either side of Race, both with guns drawn. “Hold your arms out in front of you, sir, so we can put the cuffs on.” 
 
    Race shoved his hands in his pockets. “Nobody’s cuffing me, ever again.”  
 
    “Don’t make me use force, sir,” said the officer. 
 
    “You’ve probably never fired your weapon in your whole pussy-ass career.” Race laughed in his face. 
 
    Annie stomped off the porch and pointed. “Get in the squad car, Race. Let’s do this peacefully.” 
 
    “Peacefully? That word ain’t even in my vocab.” To Annie: “You knew about this, didn’t you?” He swung his arm around, knocked Annie to the ground and made a run for his truck.  
 
    “Don’t hit Mommy,” Jackson had heard all the yelling and had come outside. 
 
    Blaine was off the porch and on Race’s heels. “Stop, or I’ll shoot.” 
 
    “Go ahead, kid. You haven’t got the guts.” 
 
    Bang. 
 
    Race dropped to the ground hollering at the top of his lungs and holding his knee. “I’ll fuckin kill you, you little black bastard. Next time I see you, you’re dead.” 
 
    Farrell helped Annie to her feet and she brushed the dirt off her jeans. “You okay, Mom?” 
 
    She nodded, then knelt down on the porch and tried to console her scared and sobbing son. 
 
    “Search Race’s truck, officer,” said Blaine. “He may have a weapon in there that was used in a homicide.” 
 
    “I’ll do that, sir, if you’ll call in a request for an ambulance.” 
 
    “Already done,” said Blaine. He turned and walked back to Annie and Jackson. “You okay, buddy?” 
 
    “You shot my Daddy, Blaine. I’m mad at you.” 
 
    “He hurt Mommy,” said Blaine, “and Farrell, and other people.” 
 
    “I’m mad at Daddy too.” Jackson stared at his father writhing on the ground near his truck. 
 
    “Let’s go in the house.” Annie took Jackson by the hand. “I want to help Rosie with dinner.” 
 
    Ten minutes later the ambulance arrived. The paramedics strapped Race to a gurney and took him away. Annie didn’t go with him. 
 
    Blaine handed over his Beretta and one of the officers bagged it while the other searched Race’s truck. He found the rifle and pulled it out from under the back seat. He bagged it, marked it and put it in the squad car.  
 
    “Check with Austin Homicide,” said Blaine, “I think y’all will find that’s the gun used in the murder of a former DEA agent named Jacko Enright.”  
 
    “Yes, sir, and we’ll be happy to hand over Mr. Ogilvie to Austin Homicide.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE STAYED FOR dinner at Coulter-Ross and ate with Annie and Jackson. Jackson was understandably upset about his father being shot and arrested, but Annie tried her best to smooth things over.  
 
    “When Daddy is allowed to have a visitor, we’ll go see him, okay?” 
 
    “I want to tell him that I’ll take good care of Pye while he’s in jail,” said Jackson. 
 
    Blaine smiled at his little brother. 
 
    Annie was beside herself, finding out Race had tried to murder Blaine. She swore Race would never set foot on Coulter-Ross property again.  
 
    I hope that’s true. 
 
      
 
    EXAUSTED FROM the funeral and the events that had followed, Blaine drove back to Austin. With Race out of the picture, at least for the time being, he had wanted to stay at the ranch with Annie, but Mrs. Flores would be expecting him, and he hadn’t told her any different. 
 
    It was full dark when he parked and went inside. She looked up from the evening paper and smiled when she saw him. Her Spanish was rapid. “Long day? You look very tired, my son. I’ll get you a coffee.” 
 
    “Si,” said Blaine. He removed his jacket and his empty harness and slumped down at the table in the alcove. He tried his best to put Race and Annie and the murders out of his mind. He wanted to clear his head and think of nothing but the hot cup of coffee and the plate of pecan tarts in front of him. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Thursday, December 7th. 
 
    BLAINE SLEPT POORLY knowing that Annie was angry and confused after finding out the truth about Race. Her pain had always been his pain. But this time, she had made a huge mistake choosing Race Ogilvie, a violent killer, over Jesse Quantrall, her husband. A choice Blaine could neither understand, nor condone. He loved Annie and had always seen her through rose-colored glasses as some kind of Madonna, but her latest fiasco proved she was flawed like the rest of humanity. Could he come to terms with what she’d done to her family?  
 
    Not yet. Maybe never. 
 
    Mrs. Flores had his breakfast cooking on the stove when he came downstairs to the kitchen. Bacon sizzled in the iron frying pan she favored and she watched it like a hawk, making sure it was crisp and not burnt. She flashed him a big smile, poured his coffee and carried it over to the table. 
 
    “You don’t have to wait on me. I can get my own breakfast.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. You have to work. I want to cook for you.”  
 
    “You cook better than I do,” he said as he added cream to his mug. He’d worried constantly about her being alone most of the time in this neighborhood. Several Latino gangs were prevalent in this part of the city and the crime rate was high.  
 
    “How would you feel about me bringing my dog here to live with us?” he asked in Spanish. 
 
    “Perro?” 
 
    “Perra. Her name is Lexi.” 
 
    She thought for a moment. “Big or small?” 
 
    “Grande.” Blaine grinned and stretched out his arms. 
 
    Mrs. Flores laughed. “Okay,” she said in English. 
 
    His cell rang as he refilled his coffee mug. “Blackmore.” 
 
    “We’ve got a floater,” said Lopez. “She got hung up at the Longhorn Dam.” 
 
    “Are you there now?” 
 
    “On my way. First response is there. The scene is secure.” 
 
    “Uh huh. I’ll meet you. Twenty minutes.” He took his coffee back to the table and called the Governor’s private number. “A drowning victim has been discovered at the dam. I don’t have any details.” 
 
    “Drowning? Might not be connected, but you better check anyway. The media will look at it as a plague sweeping through the city. By noon, all the women in Austin will be shaking in their boots.” 
 
    “Jesus, don’t I know it.” 
 
    “Keep me in the loop.” 
 
    Blaine sat down, sipped his coffee and thought about calling the boys. He’d told them to sleep late. Their night surveillance was wearing them down. Instead, he called the office. “Lily, I’ll be at Longhorn Dam this morning. If the boys come in before I get there, tell them to keep working through the dog list.” 
 
    “Sure. I could help them. Do you want me to go out and do some interviews this morning?” 
 
    “No. Absolutely not. I don’t want you approaching any of those men alone.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll wait.” 
 
    “What you could do if you’re free for an hour is go pick out some stuff for a baby girl. We need a gift.” 
 
    “I was supposed to do that and it’s on my list. How old is Ranger Quantrall’s baby?” 
 
    “She was born on October 20th, so you can guess the size she’ll need.” 
 
    “How much should I spend?” 
 
    “Do you have the Agency Amex card in your desk?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Load it up.” He chuckled. 
 
    “This will be fun. I’ll have it all gift wrapped too.” 
 
    “Fantastic.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE CRUISED ALONG East Cesar Chavez and flicked on his blinker to turn right on Pleasant Valley Road. Still a long way from the dam, and media vehicles were lined bumper to bumper on both sides. Barely room for two cars to pass. Reporters and camera men were hoofing it towards the scene. He reached out the window and plunked a strobe on the roof, turned on the siren and stepped on the gas. 
 
    They can get out of the fuckin way or do the next best thing. 
 
    His foul humor had carried over from the night before. Race Ogilvie always did that to him. He hated that guy and hated him near Annie. A pollutant—that’s what he was. Ogilvie contaminated everything and everybody near him. 
 
    When Blaine reached the line of police vehicles, he slowed. His cell rang on the seat beside him. Misty.  
 
    “Morning, girl. No time right now, but later for sure.” 
 
    “I saw the news.” She sounded sleepy. 
 
    “Is it on the fuckin TV already? I’m not even at the dam.” 
 
    “Upsetting for you. I’ll send you calming thoughts. Talk later.” 
 
    “Absolutely.”  
 
    He squeezed his huge truck in behind the crime scene van and hopped out. Uniforms were trying their best to keep the media away from the scene. A couple of the boys from downtown recognized him and gave him a wave.  
 
    One tired looking cop hooked a thumb over his shoulder and said, “Down there, Mr. B. They’ve got her out of the water.” 
 
    Blaine nodded and made his way to the water’s edge. He stood next to Lopez and stared at the young girl. “Jesus Christ, she’s only a kid.” 
 
    “Might have been accidental,” said Lopez. “Have to wait and see what the ME tells us.” 
 
    “Don’t think it’s connected to the other two girls,” said Blaine. “No similarities.” 
 
    Lopez looked Blaine in the eye, black eyes smoldering. “Gimme another killer loose in the city. That’s what I need.” 
 
    Blaine, Lopez and Nielsen walked the river bank and found nothing. “I’ll let you know as soon as I get the report from the ME,” said Lopez. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Blaine, “the boys are still working on the dog owners. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    The media were all over him as he tried to get to his truck. He should have counted the times he said no comment. Why did they have to be so aggressive?  
 
    He had almost reached his truck when a small dark-haired girl approached him. “Mr. Blackmore-Powell, could you please give me something for the paper? Is this connected to the murdered girls in Zilker Park?” She was alone with no mic in her hand and no camera man behind her.  
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Mary Polito. I’m with the Austin Statesman.” 
 
    “Give me your card, Mary. I’ll get you something as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Thank you so much. I appreciate you talking to me.” 
 
    His cell rang as Mary handed him her card. “Later.” He turned and strode to his truck. “Yes, sir, I’m here, but there’s nothing yet. The medical examiner has just arrived.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s number three?” asked the Governor. 
 
    “Nope. If it wasn’t accidental, then it’s somebody else.” 
 
    “Damn it. I didn’t want to hear that.” 
 
    “Either way it’s not good.” 
 
    “The mayor is on edge,” said the Governor. “He phoned me twice this morning trying to dump it in my lap. What the hell am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Do nothing and say nothing until we have something solid and factual in place. It shouldn’t be much longer. The last thing you want to do is make promises you can’t keep. Let the mayor or the Chief stick their foot in it. Don’t let them pressure you.”   
 
    “Of course, you’re right, son. I can always rely on your judgement.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE REACHED FAYETTE MEMORIAL at eleven. Despite Jackson’s tearful pleas to visit his daddy, she’d left him at home.  
 
    She stopped outside Race’s room and spoke to the officer posted there. “Can I see Race for a couple of minutes?” 
 
    He picked up a clipboard and asked, “What’s your name, ma’am?” 
 
    “Annie Powell.” 
 
    “Yep, you’re on the list. Sign on this line and put the time beside your name. Leave any weapons out here with me. Thanks.” 
 
    Annie plopped her purse down beside his chair and pushed the door open. 
 
    Race grinned when he saw her. “Hey, girl, thought you forgot about me.” 
 
    “Not yet, but I’m going to,” she snapped. 
 
    “Hey, that’s not nice.” 
 
    “Yeah, well you’re not nice Race, and it took me longer than it should have to realize it.” She leaned in close to him and whispered, “You tried to kill my son and I’ll never forgive you for that.” 
 
    Race chuckled. “Who in hell told you that lie? Bet it was the kid himself.” 
 
    “The cops have the gun that was in your truck and we’ll soon find out who was lying and who was telling the truth.” 
 
    Annie watched Race’s left eye and saw the flicker. He was a fantastic liar like all bikers were, but he had a tell. 
 
    “How’s Pye? Is somebody feeding her?” 
 
    Annie stood up. “Jackson is feeding her, and will be for a long time. I don’t think they allow cats where you’re going.” 
 
    “That was harsh, girl. Don’t forget I love you.” 
 
    Annie left the room and didn’t look back. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS AND FARRELL met back at the office after completing their list of interviews. Lily was at her desk, the baby shopping completed, and gift wrapped.  
 
    “Are all those presents for one little baby?” asked Farrell. 
 
    Lily giggled. “The boss said I could go wild with the Amex card. It was so much fun, I could hardly stop.” 
 
    “I’m glad it made you happy,” said Travis. “Don’t like to see you sad.” 
 
    “Boss said he was bringing us burgers,” said Farrell. “I’m fixing to keel over from starvation.” 
 
    “Have a coffee,” said Lily, “that will hold you over.” 
 
    Farrell strode over to the sideboard. “I’m eating the last donut from this morning, even though it’s a little stiff.” 
 
    “Go for it,” said Travis. 
 
    The door opened, and the smell of grease filled the office. “Oh, we’re saved,” hollered Farrell. 
 
    After the burgers and fries were consumed with gusto, Blaine asked for a report on the dog owners.  
 
    “Two were twitchy, boss,” said Travis, “and one was iffy, so I put him down for a second interview.”  
 
    “Did you have the three picked up?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Yep, they should be sitting downtown pissing themselves by the time you get there,” said Travis. 
 
    “Hope so.” Blaine grinned. He pointed at the stack of gifts wrapped in pink on Lily’s credenza. “Nice job, Lil. I’ll deliver those later.” 
 
    He spun around and pointed to Travis and Farrell slouched down on the leather sofa, “You guys sleep until your shift tonight.” Back to Lily. “See what reports you can weasel out of homicide on this morning’s victim.” 
 
    “Yeah, boss,” said Farrell, “I could sleep.”  
 
    “And Farrell, when you bring the dogs to Austin tonight, bring Lexi and drop her off at Mrs. Flores’ house. I worry about the woman being alone all the time.” 
 
    “Sure, bro. Lexi’s mopy at the ranch. She misses you a lot and she’ll be happy to come to your house.” 
 
    Farrell is all about the dogs. 
 
      
 
    ON THE WAY HOME from the hospital, Annie called Jesse. “Can we talk?” 
 
    “What about, Ace?” 
 
    “About you and me. The divorce. What a fool I am. Things like that.” 
 
    “Is there any point?” 
 
    “Can you meet me at Boots for a beer?” 
 
    Jesse chuckled. “Nope. I’m feeding my baby.” 
 
    “I’ll come there.” 
 
    She ended the call before he could turn her down. 
 
      
 
    JESSE FINISHED feeding Charity and the bottle was empty. He laid her in her little bed and tucked a blanket around her. He hadn’t shaved but what did it matter? The baby didn’t care as long as she was fed and dry. She seemed to be happy. 
 
    What does Annie want? I’m not changing my mind. I have Charity now and I can’t leave Quantrall. 
 
    He popped the top on a can of Lone Star and wandered onto the porch to wait. “Guess I’ll find out what she wants soon enough.” He tipped up his beer and drank half of it down.  
 
    Tyler ambled up from the barn and grinned when he saw Jesse outside. “What’s this? The afternoon beer break?” 
 
    “Something like that. Annie said she was stopping by.” 
 
    “Yeah? Why’s she doing that?” 
 
    Jesse shrugged. “Needs to talk about something.” 
 
    “I can guess what,” said Ty. “She’s having second thoughts about that asshole Ogilvie. I’d put fifty on it.” 
 
    “Fifty?” Jesse raised a dark brow. 
 
    “You taking the action?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll take it. I don’t think it could be him. Not so soon. Must be something else.” 
 
    “Guess you’ll find out now. That’s her truck barreling down the lane.” 
 
    “Look at that fuckin dust,” said Jesse. “Shit, it’s going right up into the pecan trees.” 
 
    Annie parked and ran up the porch steps. “You drinking beer outside? Kind of cold, isn’t it?” Annie pulled her sweater closer around her body and shivered. 
 
    “Cool and refreshing. Want a beer?” 
 
    “No, but I’ll have a coffee if there is any.” 
 
    “Sure, come on inside.” Jesse held the door for her and she went straight into the great room. 
 
    She glanced around. “Where’s the baby?” 
 
    “Asleep in her bed upstairs.” 
 
    “I was hoping to see her.” 
 
    “You can see her after our talk.” He went to the kitchen, poured Annie a coffee and added cream the way she liked it. “Here you go, Ace. What did you want to talk about?” 
 
    She didn’t beat around the bush. “Us. Our divorce. I don’t want it to go through.” 
 
    “What?” Jesse felt his heart skip a beat. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I made a mistake and I still love you, that’s why not. We’re meant to be together, cowboy.” 
 
    “Too late to change your mind, Ace. You picked Race over me. We can’t go back.” 
 
    “Why can’t we?” Her gray eyes filled with tears and one rolled down her cheek. 
 
    “You let Race move into your bedroom the minute I was out the door. You didn’t even give me a second thought. Do you know how much that hurt, Annie?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Jesse. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 
 
    “You’re always sorry and I always give in—because I love you—but not this time. Charity is here and she’s a huge responsibility. I’ve moved from the trailer back into my own house and I’m staying here with my family. It’s better for my health and it’s better for my baby. Better all around.” 
 
    “It’s not better for me.” Annie sniffled and wiped away a tear. 
 
    “You made the call.” Jesse pointed at her. “You have to live with the outcome.” 
 
    “Race tried to kill Blaine.” 
 
    “I know that,” Jesse snapped. “I was there standing over Enright’s body. A good man shot down for no fuckin reason.” He didn’t mean to raise his voice, but the anger took over. “Just another one of Race’s mistakes. As if he cared. Give your head a shake, Annie. The man has no morals, and yet he’s the one you picked to raise Jackson over me.” 
 
    Annie hung her head, her black hair flopping over her face. “That was a terrible mistake on my part.” 
 
    “But it was your mistake.” Jesse was on his feet and pacing. “Not mine.” 
 
    “Please, Jesse, I’m begging you to reconsider.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I can’t.” 
 
    Charity began crying upstairs and Jesse walked away from Annie. “I woke her up. I have to go.” 
 
    “Can I see her before I leave?” 
 
    “Stay here and I’ll bring her down.” 
 
    Jesse smiled at the baby as he picked her up out of her basinet. “You didn’t sleep very long. Not tired, or did Daddy wake you up yelling at Annie?” He carried her into the room next door, changed her and put on a dry sleeper. He wrapped her in a fresh pink blanket and hugged her close to his chest. When he turned around Annie stood in the doorway watching. 
 
    “You’re such a good daddy. Can I hold her for a minute?” 
 
    She looked so lost and miserable, Jesse couldn’t refuse. He put Charity into her arms and pointed. “Do you want to sit in the rocker Ty bought?” 
 
    “Does he sit in it with the baby?” she asked. 
 
    “All the time.” 
 
      
 
    ALMOST FIVE O’CLOCK by the time Blaine arrived at Police Headquarters. One of the D’s in homicide told him where each of his suspects were located.  
 
    The first interrogation room held a young man by the name of Randy Kempton. Big guy. Two hundred pounds. Unshaven, dark scruff covering most of his face.  
 
    He had a police record and Blaine held it in his hand. Assault. Two DUI’s. Disturbing the peace. Had he graduated to rape and murder? 
 
    “Hey, Randy.” Blaine strode around the table and slid onto the chair opposite. “Sorry to keep you waiting. I was down at Longhorn Dam.” 
 
    Randy’s left eyebrow went up a fraction. 
 
    “Another dead body,” said Blaine. He waited for a couple of minutes, then asked, “One of yours?” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” He eyed Blaine. Took in the leather jacket, the torn jeans, the tats. 
 
    “Since when did they let crazy gangers do interrogations?” 
 
    Blaine pounded the metal table with his fist and Randy jumped back. “Since today.” 
 
    “Fuck, man. Don’t come undone.” 
 
    Blaine lowered his voice. “Know what, Randy? I am undone. I can hardly keep from smashing your face into the table and smearing your blood all over this room.” 
 
    “Lord, Jesus, let me out of here.” He looked over his shoulder and hollered, “Guard. Guard, come and take me to my cell.” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “You don’t have a cell, Randy.” 
 
    “Oh, right. That’s what they holler on TV.” 
 
    “You watch a lot of TV?” 
 
    “Some.” 
 
    “You a gamer?” 
 
    “How’d you know that?” 
 
    Blaine shrugged and stood up. “You can go.” 
 
    Lopez was right outside the door when Blaine stepped into the hallway. “Get him a ride home. Who’s next?” 
 
    “The guy named James Romano came with his attorney and a solid alibi for the first murder. We had to let him go.” 
 
    Blaine frowned. “He was ready with his lawyer?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Good to know. The boys have his address.” 
 
    “The last one is in room four. A guy named Ken Schofield.” 
 
    “You’re making a face,” said Blaine. 
 
    “He reeks,” said Lopez. “Don’t get close. It ain’t good.” 
 
    Blaine opened the door of number four and the stench of body odor surrounded him. “When did you last shower?”  
 
    “None of your business. Got anything to drink? I’m parched, and this room has no ventilation.” 
 
    We sure could use some. 
 
    Ken Schofield was tall and lean. Short cropped sandy hair, a diamond stud in his right ear and he wore glasses with dark rims. Big hands. Big bony hands. His blue shirt was silk, and Blaine suspected it had a designer label. Too bad it was being ruined with sweat. 
 
    “Sure, I can get you a Coke.” Blaine happily stepped out into the corridor to draw a breath of uncontaminated air. He walked to the row of vending machines at the end of the hall and bought a Coke for Mr. Schofield.  
 
    He returned, set the can down and began the questioning. “How long have you had your dog?” 
 
    “Since he was a puppy. Four years.” 
 
    “Always walk him in Zilker Park?” 
 
    “Nope. Walk him anywhere I feel like walking him. Last time I looked this was a free country.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Look, Mr. whoever you are—I thought officers of the law had to identify themselves, but please forgive me if I’m wrong—I already answered all the questions those other two deputy cowboy clowns asked me at home, and I’m not repeating my answers for a ganger in a leather jacket…” he glanced down, peering over the rim of his glasses, “with chains on his boots.” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “I hear you, Ken.” 
 
    “I don’t believe we’re on a first name basis.” 
 
    “I’m Blaine Blackmore-Powell. You can call me Blaine.” 
 
    Ken broke out laughing. “You are so not him. He’s a fuckin billionaire and a fuckin genius to boot—and you’re… not him.” 
 
    “Got a girlfriend, Ken?” 
 
    “Sure do.”  
 
    That was a little too quick. 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Blaine leaned back on the stiff metal chair. “Does your girlfriend live with you?”  
 
    “We’re not at that stage in our relationship yet. Does yours live with you?” 
 
    “Nope. Same.” 
 
    “Where did you park your Harley?” asked Ken, looking pleased with himself.  
 
    “In my garage,” said Blaine. “You have a bike?” 
 
    “Mountain bike.” 
 
    “Where do you work?” 
 
    “Texas Tech. Downtown.” 
 
    “Do any hacking on the side?” 
 
    A smile played at the corner of Ken’s thin lips. “Hacking into people’s private business is illegal.” 
 
    “The clowns are verifying your alibi for the night of the first murder in Zilker Park. I hope it holds up.” 
 
    He blinked twice. “Why wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “Shit happens.” He left the room. 
 
    Lopez had been watching through the glass. “Is that him?” 
 
    “Best one yet. Put more pressure on his alibis for both murders. The one from three weeks ago may not be as strong. I’ll put the boys on his residence.” 
 
    Lopez smirked. “The clowns? Can’t wait until he calls Travis a clown to his face.” 
 
    “Hope I’m there for that,” said Blaine. 
 
    “Me too,” said Lopez. “I’ll talk to the Loot.” 
 
      
 
    MRS. FLORES HAD saved dinner in the oven for Blaine. Tired, hungry and out of sorts, he clanked across the kitchen and peered out the window at the new fence.  
 
    I’ve got to get a landscaper to fix those flowerbeds for her. They’re all but ruined. 
 
    She pointed to the table and got him a Corona out of the new fridge. 
 
    “Gracias,” he said. “I’m so tired.” 
 
    “Si.” She sat down opposite him and sipped her glass of wine. “Tell me about your terrible day.” She said in Spanish. 
 
    Blaine complied, although some of the words were lost in the translation. 
 
    She shook her head, retrieved his dinner from the oven and put it in front of him.   
 
    He found it comforting to eat in silence with the pressures of the day pushed into the back of his mind. He complimented Mrs. Flores on her cooking.  
 
    “Carm,” she insisted he call her. 
 
    “Gracias, Carm.” 
 
      
 
    AFTER DINNER, all Blaine wanted to do was flop down on his bed and sleep the clock around, but he still had work to do, and he had promised to see Misty.  
 
    First, he called Travis. “I like Ken Schofield, Trav. Good call on him. See what you can do about his residence maybe around four a.m.” 
 
    “Yep, when Farrell is on watch in the park, I’ll take a side trip and give the property a closer look. Vehicle?” 
 
    “If you have the opportunity.” 
 
    Travis chuckled. “I will.” 
 
    Blaine showered, changed into clean jeans and a fresh t-shirt and made the trek across the front lawn to Misty’s porch. He knocked, and her dog barked. 
 
    She opened the door a crack, smiled and said, “There you are. I didn’t know if you’d have time for me.” 
 
    “I wanted to have more time for you, but that’s not the way it worked out.” 
 
    Blaine stepped into the front foyer and it was like stepping through the looking glass. Misty’s house was like something you would see in one of the old Victorians in New Orleans or Salem, Mass.  
 
    “Wow. Cool décor,” he said. 
 
    She smiled. “It’s for the customers. They appreciate it, and they’re the ones paying for it.” 
 
    A sign on the wall stated the prices of her services. 
 
    Taro Spreads 
 
    Psychic Readings 
 
    Zodiac Forecasting 
 
    Natural Healing Products. 
 
    Books and Charms. 
 
    “You are a psychic? A real one? You weren’t messing with me?” 
 
    She slipped her arms around his waist, pulled him close and said, “I wasn’t messing with you about that, but I intend to mess with you in other ways.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Friday, December 8th. 
 
    EXAUSTION WAS THE watchword for Friday morning. Too much Misty. He should have saved her for the weekend, but she fascinated him, and he found her hard to resist. Sweet and loving, and the girl had energy—he had to give her that. 
 
    I’ll pick her up a little gift when I’m downtown. 
 
    Lexi sat next to him at the breakfast table, her huge head resting on his leg and her tail wagging. Mrs. Flores seemed to like the dog and Lexi was an excellent watchdog. She growled and showed her teeth when threatened and she was large—a black Newfoundlander—big enough to scare potential trouble away. 
 
    He drained his coffee and checked the time. “I have to go. Lily will come and drive you to your doctor’s appointment,” he said in halting Spanish. “I don’t want you going alone. The streets are dangerous for a single woman, and it’s too far to walk.” 
 
    She argued that she had always walked before he came, but he won out in the end. “After the doctor, Lily will take you to the market. You can bring more groceries in the car.” 
 
    “Si.” 
 
    He tossed a hundred bucks on the table and she shook her head.  
 
    “Spend all of it,” he barked in Spanish. 
 
    “Bandito.”   
 
    They both laughed. 
 
      
 
    LILY HAD THE initial report on the drowning victim when he arrived at the office. “I forwarded it to your email, boss. She was so young, it’s tragic.” 
 
    “It is tragic, but I don’t think it’s connected in any way to the park murders. Somebody else killed her.” He fixed his coffee at the sideboard, picked out a donut—one that wasn’t going to cover him in powdered sugar, and sat down at his computer. 
 
    Faith Elizabeth Foxworth. Her DOB made her fifteen years old. Blonde hair. Blue eyes.  
 
    COD-manual strangulation. 
 
    Runaway. Her parents in Stillwater, Oklahoma, had been notified. 
 
    Three arrests for prostitution. Vice thought her pimp was Carlo Amaya. A well-known ganger with his finger in a lot of different pies. 
 
    Before leaving the office in search of Amaya, Blaine set Lily’s computer up. 
 
    “Travis has tags on Ken Schofield—car and house. I don’t have audio equipment here in the office for you to monitor his conversations, but you can watch his movements.” 
 
    Lily smiled. “This will be fun. I’ve always wanted to do surveillance.” 
 
    Blaine raised an eyebrow. “I’ll let you go with Travis sometime.” 
 
    “Would you, boss?” She flashed him a smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Let me know if Schofield’s doing anything weird, and don’t forget to take Carm to the doctor. She’s counting on going to the market afterwards too.”  
 
    “I won’t forget. I’ve got it covered.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE STOPPED INTO a jewelry shop close to his office and stared at the glass cases trying to figure out what Misty might like. In her house, there seemed to be a lot of moons and stars hanging here and there. Maybe those were the symbols that she liked. 
 
    “Can I see that one?” Blaine pointed to a crescent moon pendant set with several diamonds. 
 
    The clerk was an older woman in her late fifties, short brown hair turning to gray. Her glasses hung on a chain around her neck. She eyed Blaine’s jeans, long hair and leather jacket, then said, “Just a moment.”  
 
    She returned with a man, Blaine guessed was the manager. A stocky man in his sixties dressed in a suit. He stood behind the woman as she unlocked the glass door behind the display. She brought the pendant out and laid it on a dark blue velvet cloth in front of him.  
 
    “Diamonds in platinum,” said the man standing behind her. “Exquisite workmanship.” 
 
    “Could you wrap it for me?” Blaine pulled out his wallet and laid his black Amex on the showcase. 
 
    “I’ll need to see some ID,” said the clerk. “This is an expensive piece.” 
 
    Blaine shrugged and whipped out his cred pack.  
 
    The store manager’s eyes widened as he recognized Blaine. “I want to apologize, Mr. Blackmore-Powell. We’re thrilled to have you as a client.” 
 
    Blaine nodded and waited for Misty’s gift to be wrapped. 
 
    I don’t like people knowing who I am. Makes them act weird.  
 
      
 
    HE CRUISED THE streets in East Cesar Chavez hoping to see a ganger or two he could lean on. Nobody was around. The day was cold for Texas and people were indoors. When the temperature dropped into the fifties, Texans believed they were freezing to death. On the weather channel, there were rumors of snow squalls coming down from Canada. Threats of snow rarely materialized.  
 
    Blaine had the address of Carlo Amaya but doubted the ganger would be at home watching TV. He’d be out hustling. No rest for the wicked—so he’d heard. He turned down Carlo’s street and the older homes were a little worn and ragged around the edges, some in need of paint and TLC, but it wasn’t a slum, and overall appeared to be a quiet neighborhood. No outdoor activity.  
 
    Blaine felt prickles on his skin. Did the locals know he was coming? 
 
    A four-plex built out of brown brick, sat at the end of the treed street. The grass was brown and a little long out front, but it was December—not a big grass-growing month. Next door was a small white bungalow, neat and tidy with a Camry in the driveway.  
 
    According to his rap sheet, Carlo Amaya lived on the first floor. One-A. Right off the lobby, if you could call it that. Just a dark hallway with a four-buzzer panel on the wall. Blaine didn’t buzz. Better to sneak up on the enemy. He waited until an older lady came out, grabbed the inside door and went in. 
 
    He pulled his Beretta out of the harness and pointed it at Carlo’s door. He knocked. “Police, Mr. Amaya. Open the door, I need to talk to you.” 
 
    No sound inside. A building like this wasn’t big enough to have a super living on the premises. He pounded on the door again. “Police. Open the door.” 
 
    This time he heard a sound and the door opened the width of the chain. A female voice asked, “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want to talk to Carlo,” said Blaine. “Is he home?” 
 
    “No, he ain’t here. It’s just me and Justine.” 
 
    “Can I talk to you and Justine?” 
 
    “I guess so.” She took the chain off and opened the door. 
 
    The apartment was a mess. Pizza boxes, beer cans and liquor bottles everywhere. The smell of weed mixed with rotting garbage made Blaine’s stomach roil.  
 
    He pointed to the cluttered table and the girl sat down. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Rose.” 
 
    “How old are you, Rose?” 
 
    “Eighteen.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Rose looked like a girl who just graduated elementary school. Thirteen or fourteen. She was tiny, under a hundred pounds and dressed in black yoga pants and a red hoodie. “You and Justine work for Carlo?” 
 
    “We’re not allowed to talk to cops. Carlo said so.” She lit up a cigarette with a shaky hand and blew the smoke towards the discolored ceiling. 
 
    “Did Faith live here with y’all?” 
 
    Rose nodded. “She ran off. Carlo’s out looking for her.” 
 
    “Faith is dead,” said Blaine. “Someone killed her and threw her body in the Colorado River near Longhorn Dam. 
 
    “No. She ain’t dead. Couldn’t be. We’re a family. Carlo would’ve told us.” 
 
    “Could you ask Justine to come out here and talk to me for a minute?” 
 
    Rose shook her head. Her eyes glazed over at the mention of Justine and she lost what little color she had. Blaine hadn’t had much medical training, but he could have sworn Rose was going into shock. Why? Maybe she was strung out or starving. She looked like she could use a long nap and a decent meal. 
 
    She took a long drag on her smoke. “Justine has to stay in bed today. Carlo said so.” 
 
    “Why? Blaine stood up. “Is she sick?” 
 
    “Yep. She’s sick.” 
 
    “Can I take a look?” Without waiting for an answer, he left the small kitchen and headed across the untidy living area towards the bedrooms. 
 
    “No. You can’t go in there,” Rose screamed and then she began to cry. 
 
    Blaine stuck his head in the bedroom and knew in an instant he was going to vomit. He threw up in the disgusting toilet in the tiny bathroom wedged between the two bedrooms. He shook off the dizziness and called 911. Justine, a teenager like Rose, had given birth with no assistance. There had been obvious complications and she bled out. The baby lay dead on the bed beside her. 
 
    I’ll never get that scene out of my head. 
 
    While Blaine waited at the kitchen table for first response to arrive, he put a want out on Carlo Amaya for murder.  
 
    He spoke to the first officer who came through the door, Sergeant Bill Montoya, and turned the scene over to him. “Carlo Amaya is a pimp. I don’t know how many girls he runs, but the drowning victim at the dam yesterday was one of them. I was following up on that, when I found this.” He hooked a thumb in the direction of the bedroom and felt his stomach take another turn. He walked Montoya as far as the bedroom door, then stepped back and let him take a look. 
 
    “One of the worst things I’ve seen, Mr. B,” said Montoya, looking a little pale. “I’ve got girls of my own in junior high.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “I’m headed downtown anyway, so I’ll take this young lady to Juvie. If Mr. Amaya shows up, arrest him for murder.” Blaine held up three fingers. “Three counts.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, Mr. B. We’ve got this.” 
 
    Blaine turned at the door. “You don’t have to be gentle.” 
 
      
 
    AT HEADQUARTERS, Blaine turned Rose over to a female officer who would process her and help her settle in somewhere—a half-way house or a foster home. He gave his statement to homicide and looked around for Lopez. He was on his way out of the building when Lopez caught up.  
 
    “Heard you were looking for me?” 
 
    “Left a detailed statement with one of your crew. Should wrap up one murder for you, even though it multiplied in the solving.” 
 
    “Great, that should make the Loot happy. More good news. I got the match back on the gun that killed Agent Enright. Got time to go make another arrest?” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “Damn right I do. You made my day.” 
 
    On the way to Fayette Memorial, Blaine gave Lopez the details on Carlo Amaya. “Heartless bastard. Even if we can’t prove the drowning, we still have him. He should get the needle.” 
 
    “Hope so.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE AND LOPEZ stood outside the door to Race’s room for a moment chatting with the officer on duty. “Any visitors today?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “None. Medical staff and that’s it.” 
 
    Blaine pushed the door open and Lopez went in ahead of him. “Good morning, Mr. Ogilvie. How goes it?” 
 
    Race jerked his left hand against the bedrail and the cuff clanked. “How in hell do you think it’s going, fucker? I’m chained to the fuckin bed.”   
 
      “Race Ogilvie, you are being charged with the murder of John Enright,” said Lopez. “I’m here to read you your rights.” 
 
    “Go fuck yourself.” Race spit at Lopez. 
 
    “Right after I read you your rights.” 
 
    Blaine smiled as he watched the fury rise up Race’s neck. He took a mental picture and tucked it away in the back of his mind. 
 
    They left Race fuming, closed the door to his room and Lopez spoke to the guard. “I’ll send a transfer unit to bring him to the infirmary in Austin. Probably tomorrow morning by the time they arrange it.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks for letting me know.” 
 
      
 
    BEFORE LEAVING Austin PD, Blaine asked Lopez to check to see if Carlo Amaya had been brought in and booked. 
 
    Lopez returned with a smile on his face. “He’s downstairs in holding and howling for a PD, so I’ve been told.” 
 
    “No bail.” Blaine pointed. “Make sure there is no bail for that slime, or he’ll be gone.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure,” said Lopez. “Thanks for the quick close on that one. 
 
    “The Governor wants something to run with to soft-pedal the serial, so I’ll roll with it.” 
 
    “You roll anyway you want to, Blacky. I’m glad you’re on my side.” 
 
    From his truck, he called Governor Richardson and set up the interview. “We’re going to give a statement to The Statesman. Nice and quiet, but it will hit home. Can you come to my office in an hour?” 
 
    “I’ll be there. Thank God, we’ve got something to tell them. Do you know how many calls Mrs. Warburton got today?” 
 
    “No, but I’m sure she’s counting.” Blaine chuckled. The Governor’s personal assistant was a stern lady, and a little too serious. He ended his call and tried Mary Polito’s number. 
 
    “Ms. Polito, this is Blaine Blackmore. Could you possibly come to my office in an hour? I have something for you.” 
 
    “Oh, my nerves.” She sounded excited. “I sure can. May I bring a photographer?” 
 
    “You may, but I’m not sure we’ll be granting any pictures.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I want to be prepared, just in case.” 
 
      
 
    AT FOUR O’CLOCK, the principals were assembled in Blaine’s office, and Lily bustled about serving Blaine’s favorite Panamanian blend and making sure everyone was comfortable.  
 
    “Ms. Polito, this is Governor Richardson, but I’m sure you already knew that,” said Blaine. “I’m going to give you details on the two arrests that were made today, and then the Governor will comment. No questions. Understood?” 
 
    Mary nodded and turned on her recorder. “I understand.”  
 
    “The Governor is allowing pictures of him when he speaks. None of my office or of me.”  
 
    Again, Mary agreed. 
 
    Blaine recounted the details in the Carlo Amaya murders, soft-peddling the gory details as much as possible, and pumping up the solid police work provided by Austin Homicide.  
 
    Then he moved on to the arrest of Race Ogilvie in the murder of former DEA Agent John (Jacko) Enright. When he was finished he turned the spotlight on the Governor. 
 
    “Having two murderers arrested today and incarcerated eases some of my stress, and I can’t help but praise the hard work and the diligence shown by our law enforcement community. It pleases me a great deal to know two more criminals have been removed from the streets of our city. All residents of Austin should sleep better tonight knowing what a stellar job their police force is doing on their behalf.”  
 
    Mary Polito shook hands with the Governor and thanked him for the interview, then her photographer took a dozen shots and they were finished. 
 
    Blaine walked them to the door of the lobby. “I might need you to run something else for me soon, Mary. I’ll call you.” 
 
    “Anytime, Mr. Blackmore. Call me day or night.” 
 
    The Governor was beaming when Blaine returned to the office. “Fantastic, son, that should turn things around for a few days, at least.” 
 
    “I hope so. I need to concentrate on the park murders.” 
 
    “How’s Annie?” 
 
    “Terrible. Never been worse. She gave up her marriage to Jesse and for what? Two weeks with a murderer?” 
 
    “The poor thing. How sad she must be. I better make some time for her. He checked his watch. I don’t have that much more today, I’ll get Mrs. Warburton to clear me until tomorrow.” 
 
    “You’re headed for the ranch now?” 
 
    “I think so. Might be good for both of us.” 
 
    What the hell are you getting yourself into, Scott? 
 
    “I’ll walk you out.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE HEADED HOME intending to take Misty out for dinner, but he hadn’t had a chance to call her. He called Mrs. Flores to see if she had started cooking. Sometimes she began preparing dinner right after lunch, if the recipe was complicated. He would never go out for dinner without telling her, because she cooked specifically for him. If he wasn’t living there, she might not cook at all.  
 
    Too late, dinner was on the stove, but the good news was, she would welcome the girl from next door. All Blaine had to do was convince Misty. 
 
    He called, and she didn’t answer. Maybe she’s doing one of her reading things. 
 
    She called back as he turned onto their street. “You called? Sorry I was busy.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I was going to take you out for dinner, but Mrs. Flores is already cooking. Would you come over?” 
 
    “Sure. Okay. My last customers just left.” 
 
    Blaine was upstairs changing his clothes when Lexi barked. He bolted down the stairs, turned off the alarm and opened the door. He kissed Misty in the foyer then escorted her to the kitchen and introduced her to Mrs. Flores. 
 
    Misty’s Spanish turned out to be better than his own. She had no trouble conversing with Mrs. Flores during dinner and complimenting her culinary talents.  
 
    After coffee, Blaine walked Misty across the lawn to her place. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the gift he’d bought. “I got you something but couldn’t find the time to give it to you.” 
 
    “You bought me a present?” She smiled, and her face lit up. She removed the ribbon and then the paper and held her breath while she opened the lid. Her mouth dropped open and she gasped. “Oh, my God, Blaine, it’s so beautiful. I love it.” She carefully lifted it out of the box. “Would you fasten it for me? I’m shaking, I’m so excited.” She put it on and turned for Blaine to do up the clasp. 
 
    She turned towards him, slipped her arms around his neck and kissed him. Her tongue explored his mouth and he pressed closer to her.   
 
    “Can you stay?” She asked in a whisper. 
 
    “Sorry I can’t. I’m working surveillance on a case.” 
 
    “The park murders, right?” 
 
    Blaine nodded. 
 
    “Wish I could help with that.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? How could you help?” 
 
    “Is there anything tangible?” She trudged up the three steps onto her porch. “I mean like a piece of evidence from the scene I could hold in my hand?” 
 
    “The bandanas,” said Blaine. “Each girl had a colored bandana wrapped around her throat. 
 
    Misty’s hand went to her own throat. “Oh, I didn’t know.” 
 
    “It’s something that wasn’t released to the press. I’d have to get permission.” 
 
    “If I touched the bandanas I might get a sense of the person that killed the girls. Not a guaranteed thing. Might help you. Might not.” 
 
    “Thanks for the offer. I’ll see where we are after tonight.” 
 
    “Most people don’t believe I have insight and I’m past the point of caring whether they do or not. If I can help, let me know.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE FOUND TRAVIS and Farrell in Zilker Park, getting set up for the night. While they took their shifts strolling around with the dogs and looking for possible trouble, he intended to listen to what Ken Schofield had to say. 
 
    Travis left the unit with Bluebelle around ten. Farrell and Red stayed inside with Blaine. 
 
    “How is Lexi doing at Mrs. Flores’ house?” 
 
    “Great. Mrs. Flores likes her, and I feel better with the dog there. I’m not home much and I don’t like her alone in that neighborhood.” 
 
    “Will you be coming back to the ranch now that Race is gone—I hope for good?” 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “I’ve been thinking about it, but I don’t know yet. See how things play out with Mom.” 
 
    “She’s done nothing but cry. She told me she begged Jesse for another chance and he refused. He’s standing firm on the divorce and said he’s staying at Quantrall with his daughter.” 
 
    “Can you blame him?” 
 
    “Nope. Mom pulled a boner of a move on Jesse, and if it were me, I’d never take her back.” 
 
    “Let’s listen in on Ken. Maybe he’s taking a shower. That would be a gift.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He stunk up the whole PD when he was there.” 
 
    Farrell made a face. “That bad?” 
 
    “It was disgusting.” 
 
    Blaine put the audio on speaker and picked up the sound of a chain clanking. 
 
    “Ready for your walk, Max?” 
 
    “He’s walking the dog. As soon as we see where he enters the park, that will help us,” said Blaine. 
 
    “He’ll recognize me and Travis,” said Farrell. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We’ll stay out of sight and watch him from a distance.” 
 
    “Stroll towards the north gate, Trav,” said Blaine into the earwig. “Ken is walking his dog.” 
 
    “Wish we had a tracker in his shoe or something.” 
 
    “Or in the dog’s collar,” said Farrell. 
 
    “Once he’s out of the house on foot, he could be anywhere.” 
 
    An hour passed, and Travis never saw one person. Not a biker, a dog or a jogger. He returned to the unit and gave Bluebelle a biscuit. “Nothing, boss. He never came into the park. I checked all the gates. Ran my fucking legs off and Bluebelle’s too.” 
 
    “Where do you want me?” asked Farrell.  
 
    Blaine held up a hand. “Hang on a minute. I think he’s back home.” 
 
    “That was fun, wasn’t it Max? Time for bed.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Saturday, December 9th. 
 
    “WAKE UP, BLACKY,” said Lopez. “If I have to work on Saturday, so do you.” 
 
    Blaine rolled over, glanced at the clock on the nightstand and tried to focus on what Lopez was saying. “Why are you at work at six a.m.?” 
 
    “I’m not at the precinct, I’m in Barton Park.” 
 
    “Fuck, no.” 
 
    “I’m timing you.” He hung up. 
 
    Blaine groaned as he eased his tired body out of bed. He stumbled to the window, pulled the curtain back and peered out at the day. No sun, at least not yet. Dawn had barely cracked over Austin. He decided not to call the boys until he found out what new horror they were dealing with in Barton park. 
 
    After a quick shower, he threw on jeans and a sweatshirt, grabbed a jacket and his Beretta and headed out. He stood at the front door ready to punch the code into the security panel when Lexi caught up and whined to go out. “I better let you out for a couple of minutes before I leave. Come on, girl.” 
 
     He lit a cigarette and stood on the porch while he waited for Lexi to tour around the house and do her business. A voice startled him as it floated on the thick morning air. 
 
    “Misty?” He peered at the porch next door and could barely see her in the shadows. “I thought nobody was up.” 
 
    She moved closer and leaned over her porch railing looking his way. “I had a scary dream. Was there another murder in the park?” 
 
    Blaine closed the gap between the two houses, reached up and held her hand. “I’m going there now.”  
 
    “I should come with you.” 
 
    “They won’t let you near the scene.” 
 
    “I don’t have to be too close to get a sense of what’s going on.” 
 
    “Get dressed and I’ll wait for you.” 
 
    “Five minutes.” 
 
    Not a good idea to take her, but I’ve had worse. 
 
    Blaine put Lexi back in the house, set the alarm and jumped in his truck. He lowered the window and was about to light up his third smoke of the morning when Misty jogged down her porch steps. He shoved the Marlborough back in the pack and started the diesel. 
 
    “I’m not sure I like this idea.” He looked at her beautiful face across the console and realized he didn’t want her looking at anything as horrible as what he’d seen the day before. “You should go back to bed.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. I’m not made of glass.” 
 
    “I find I am worrying,” he smiled. “I care about you.” 
 
    She reached over and squeezed his arm. “I care about you too. Does that mean we’re in a relationship?” 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “Don’t know. Are we?” 
 
    “I think I am.” 
 
    “Okay. Me too.” 
 
    “Where’s my going steady ring?” She giggled. 
 
    “I’m having it engraved.” 
 
    “Ooh, can’t wait.” 
 
    He smiled as he took the ramp for route one.  
 
    “Why did he change parks?” she asked as they crossed the bridge. 
 
    Blaine felt needles in the back of his neck. “How do you know he did?” 
 
    “We’re not going to Zilker,” she said, “this isn’t the way.” 
 
    “Right.” He let out the breath he was holding. “I thought it was a message you got.” 
 
    She reached over the console and rubbed his thigh. “I’m sending you a message. Are you receiving it?” 
 
    “Hey, don’t do that. I have to talk to a bunch of guys and I don’t want wood.” 
 
    She giggled and winked at him. “I didn’t have time for coffee.” 
 
    “Me neither. I’ll do a drive-through.” 
 
    “Thanks. You always say the right thing.”  
 
    “That’s a stretch.” 
 
    Blaine drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as he waited in line at the drive-through. “I should have parked and gone inside. Would have been quicker.” 
 
    “We’re next. It’s only been five minutes.” 
 
    “I’m always desperate for my first coffee of the day. Do you want a Danish or a muffin?” 
 
    “No, just coffee. I’ll eat later.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE WHEELED the big diesel down the road leading into the green space.  
 
    “Oh, look at all the TV people,” said Misty, “and it’s barely morning.” 
 
    “They fuckin never sleep,” barked Blaine. “I’ll kill them all if they get in my way.” 
 
    He turned on the siren and drove slowly through the narrow alleyway the media vehicles had left open. They were parked bumper to bumper on both sides of the two-lane road. “I’m gonna make sure they all get tickets.” 
 
    “Drink your coffee. You’re kind of a bruin without it.” 
 
    He parked behind a line of squad cars and shut off the engine. “I’m taking my caffeine with me.” 
 
    “I’ll follow you, but I’ll stop when you tell me.” 
 
    “Okay. We’ll find a spot for you. Close, but not too close.” He helped her down from her side of the truck, and glanced at what she was wearing. Jeans and a sweater. No jacket. “You don’t look warm enough. It’s cold and damp this morning.”  
 
    “I’m okay. My coffee will keep me warm.” 
 
    Blaine rested one hand lightly on her back as they merged between vehicles to walk down the road. 
 
    A swarm of reporters and cameramen descended on them like starving bees on the last two flowers. They shouted out questions no one could hear and ran film no one would ever see. Blaine held up a hand and shouted, “Stop right there. I’ve got nothing to say until I look at the scene.” 
 
    They didn’t stop. One red-haired reporter pushed past the others with his mic pointing in front of him like a laser. He stepped in front of Misty in his haste to get to Blaine and with his elbow, knocked her into the side of a squad car. She lost her footing and fell, dropping her coffee and squealing as the hot liquid burned her hand. 
 
    Blaine turned, threw his container at the herd of reporters, spun around and drove the red-haired guy in the face. The guy hollered, grabbed his bleeding nose and backed off. 
 
    Uniforms came running to help and pushed the reporters back. “Close this road,” hollered Blaine, “block it off at the last intersection and make sure every one of these assholes gets a citation for illegal parking. We can’t work like this and we won’t.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, Mr. B.” The officer hollered at the throng. “Get in your vehicles and clear the road. You’ll have to park somewhere else.” He motioned to his comrades to come and help him. 
 
    Blaine helped Misty to her feet and hugged her. “Do you want to wait in the truck? Where did the coffee burn you?” 
 
    There were tears in her eyes as she shook her blonde curls. “I’m okay. I had no idea how hard your job was. I would have been so worried.” 
 
    Blaine managed a smile. “We haven’t even got there yet.” 
 
    Once the uniforms pushed the media back, Blaine and Misty made their way into the park. They crossed an open field, then picked their way through a long patch of rocky terrain. 
 
    “This is just a hiking trail,” said Blaine. “I have to go down into the ravine. Why don’t you sit on this stump and wait here? You can see me down there and maybe something will come to you.” 
 
    “Why did he change from the nice smooth bike paths in Zilker to this wild area?” 
 
    “We were pushing him.” 
 
    “Oh.” Misty nodded and sat down on the tree stump. “I can hear water close by.”   
 
    “Down at the bottom. I’ll be back as soon as I can, then we’ll go get breakfast and replace our coffee.” 
 
      
 
    IT WAS A LONG and arduous trek to the bottom of the hill, and Blaine was winded when he got down there. “Holy fuck, this location is gonna be a nightmare for the techs,” he said to Lopez. “Jesus, did he have to throw her bicycle down the hill after her?” 
 
    “She wasn’t riding her bike in this park,” said Nielsen. “Not in this area. This is an untamed area and the only people who use it are hikers, photographers, and nature lovers.” 
 
    “He didn’t kill her here?” asked Blaine. “He knelt down on the rocks beside the girl’s body and took a close look at the blue bandana. “We’ve sourced these bandanas, haven’t we?” 
 
    “Yep,” said Lopez, “One of the first things we did. Common brand. You can buy them all over Austin and all over Texas. Hundreds of different stores.” 
 
    “Bring Ken Schofield in on suspicion of murder and I’ll try for a warrant on his residence,” said Blaine. “Maybe he buys these by the case.” 
 
    “You sure about him?” asked Nielsen. “He looks kind of wimpy to me.” 
 
    Blaine shook his head. “Not sure at all, but did you get a look at his hands? He’s got the hands for it. Other than that, the asshole doesn’t tick any of my boxes, but there’s something off about him. If he’s not the killer, he’s into something else. We’ll roust him and keep him on edge.” Blaine made a quick call to Travis and woke him up. 
 
    There was a rustling in the trees on the other side of the creek, loud enough for all heads to turn that way. “What’s over there? Animal or human?” asked Nielsen. 
 
    “Shit,” said Blaine. “Wish I had the dogs here.” He whipped out his cell and called Farrell. 
 
    “What time is it?” Farrell sounded bushed. 
 
    “Seven-thirty, now. I need the dogs in Barton Wilderness at the bottom of the ravine.” 
 
    “What are you saying, boss?” 
 
    “Don’t know if he killed her here, but he tossed her body and her bike into the ravine.” 
 
    “I’m up,” said Farrell. “I need coffee.” 
 
    Blaine turned to Lopez. “I’ll go up and wait for Farrell. Maybe the dogs can get a direction, or pick up something for us.” 
 
    “Hope so,” said Lopez. “We’re pretty thin on this one.” 
 
    Misty sat with her eyes closed at the top of the hill. “Hey, girl, you getting any vibes or whatever you call them?” 
 
    She nodded. “Flashes, I call them. Pictures moving so fast, I can hardly see the people in them.” 
 
    “Can you slow them down?” 
 
    She smiled. “That would be convenient, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “What does he look like? Could you work with a sketch artist?” 
 
    “Possibly.” 
 
    “I have another idea, but we can’t act on it until we’re done here, and now we’ll be here longer because I asked Farrell to bring Red.” 
 
    She smiled, and Blaine said, “What? Are you reading my mind again?” 
 
    “I don’t read minds, but sometimes thoughts come into my head from other people’s heads.” 
 
    “That never happens to me, but okay. So what thought did you get from me?” 
 
    “We’re going to the evidence locker to touch the bandana from the first murder. The pink one.”  
 
    “Wow, that’s accurate.” He leaned on a tree. “I’m impressed.” 
 
    Twigs snapping, and leaves rustling alerted them to movement in the woods. “Here come the troops.” Blaine said good morning to the ME, his assistant, and following behind were three boys from the crime lab, each carrying his kit.  
 
    Blaine gave Misty his hand. “Let’s go meet Farrell.” 
 
    They were halfway across the rocky section of ground and almost to the field when the Governor called. “Farrell told me what was happening before he left. Are you close to making an arrest?” 
 
    “I’m bringing someone in for questioning, but I don’t have a scrap of evidence on him. Travis will help us out. Don’t worry, sir.” 
 
    “All I do is worry, son. And now being here with Annie, even though it’s good in a lot of ways, I’m worried about her state of mind. She’s not herself.” 
 
    He’s still at the ranch? What’s going on? 
 
    “You should be able to make a statement by Monday. Can you give me that long?” 
 
    I’m turning into a compulsive liar. Fuck. 
 
    “I fear federal involvement if they classify this as a serial. You know what a nightmare that can be.” 
 
    “I’m counting on you to talk sense into the Mayor and Chief of Police. They need to give us a fighting chance before they go off half-cocked and bring in unwanted help.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to both of them this morning and tell them that’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t. I have something in mind for this afternoon. I’ll let you know how it pans out.” 
 
    “Is it a secret?” 
 
    “Sort of. Not something we want in the paper.” 
 
    “Annie’s calling me for breakfast. I better go.” 
 
    Misty stood beside him in mid-field. She didn’t ask questions about his work and he liked that about her.  
 
    Maybe she doesn’t need to ask questions. She already knows. 
 
    “That was my boss,” said Blaine. 
 
    “Didn’t know you had a boss. You seem to be your own boss.” 
 
    “I am, but I work with someone in the Capitol.” 
 
    Misty smiled. “A secret boss?” 
 
    “Governor Richardson monitors my progress, but I don’t actually work for him. I help him out with a few things.” 
 
    “You are so cute, I want to do you in this field.” 
 
    Blaine looked down at the shale under their feet. “Not on the rocks, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
      
 
    FARRELL ARRIVED WITH RED, and Blaine sent Misty to the truck to keep warm. He got Farrell and Red started at the bottom of the hill where the medical examiner was about to zip up the body. “Start here and work backwards. See where he parked and which direction he came from. If anything turns up along the way, it will be a bonus.” He patted Farrell on the arm. “I know you’re tired, bro. Steaks tonight, I promise.” 
 
    “Travis get to sleep in?” asked Farrell with a frown. 
 
    Blaine grinned at Farrell’s annoyance. “Nope. I’m having Schofield picked up for another round of questioning. Travis is watching the residence and waiting for that to happen, then he’s going to work his magic. Taking your suggestion on the dog collar.” 
 
    “Chalk up one for me,” Farrell mumbled. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE AND MISTY sat next to the window at I-Hop eating stacks of pancakes saturated with syrup and butter. “Don’t know when I’ve been so hungry,” said Blaine. “Guess I don’t go hiking up and down ravines before breakfast every day.” 
 
    “I’ve never been to that park before,” said Misty. “Huge green space.” 
 
    Blaine drained his cup and dug money out of his wallet for the check. “Ready to go do your stuff?” 
 
    “My stuff only works when it wants to. I can’t turn it off and on like a faucet.” 
 
    He grinned at her. “Maybe I can turn your tap on when the time comes.” 
 
    She winked at him. “I love it when you talk dirty.” 
 
    The evidence locker in the basement at headquarters was all but deserted. A female officer with a too-tight uniform manned the cage. Without glancing up from a paperback she was reading, she said, “enter the case number on the list beside your badge number.”  
 
    Blaine complied, and she headed back into the archives to get the box. She hefted it onto a table and pointed. “Not heavy. Not much in there.” 
 
    Blaine nodded, and lifted the lid. He snapped on a pair of latex gloves, lifted out the pink bandana and laid it in front of Misty. Then he sat down and waited. 
 
    Her blue eyes focused on it for a few seconds, then ever so slowly she moved two fingers closer to the corner and touched it. Tears came to her eyes as soon as she made contact. Blaine jumped when Misty squealed and put her hands over her ears. She shook her blonde curls and began sobbing.  
 
    Blaine rounded the table and hugged her. “Okay, that’s enough. Let’s go.” He replaced the bandana and signed out. 
 
    When they were in the corridor, he asked, “Do you want to tell me?” 
 
    Misty whispered, “She knew him. She was screaming don’t, Ken, don’t while he was raping her.” 
 
    Blaine cocked his head to one side. “Ken? She said, Ken?” 
 
    Misty nodded. “Does that help?” 
 
    “It does, sweetheart, you did great.” He gave her a hug and felt her shivering. “I’ll call a cab and send you home.”  
 
    “Not yet. I saw his face. I want to do a sketch.” 
 
    Blaine’s eyes widened. “You saw his face?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Let’s go upstairs and I’ll set you up with the sketch artist.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS WATCHED the squad car drive down the street with Ken Schofield in the back seat. It was broad daylight and that wasn’t his only problem. He had to get inside and subdue a big dog in order to get a tracker into the dog’s collar.  
 
    He moved closer to the house from his parking spot down the street, walked right up to the front door with a bag in his hand and waited. He didn’t expect anyone to answer the door, and if they had, he probably would have shit himself. After an appropriate amount of time in case the neighbors were watching—and they always were—he moseyed around the back, whipped a magic tool out of his back pocket and was inside the house in thirty seconds. 
 
    The dog, Max, came bounding towards him, teeth bared and ready for round one. Travis said, “Hey, Max,” and tossed a piece of steak into the air. Max caught it, didn’t bother to chew and swallowed. The dog forgot about growling, moved closer and waited for another piece of meat. Travis threw it, and by the fourth piece, they were buddies. He stroked Max’s ears, removed the collar, slit the leather on the underside and inserted the tag. He was doing up the buckle when the alarm sounded.  
 
    “Shit, it must have been on a timer from when the door closed. Should have thought of it, Max. Guess you put me off my game.” He ran out the back, locking the door behind him, and made for his truck. He was rounding the corner when he met a security van with lights flashing.  
 
    That was close. I should have been more careful. 
 
      
 
    KEN SCHOFIELD was in interrogation room number two. Blaine sat down across from him and looked him up and down. Bags under his eyes. Unshaven. Didn’t smell as bad as he had the first time. “We meet again, Ken.” 
 
    “I’m waiting for my attorney. I’ll wait alone, if you don’t mind.”  
 
    “I don’t mind at all, Ken. In fact, I’m grateful. Chatting to you would be a waste of my time. You’ll make a mistake one day soon and when you do, I’ll be right there in your face.” 
 
    “You’re a whack job, know that? And I’m going to file a complaint against you personally. Right after I sue Austin PD for false arrest.”  
 
    “Next time I arrest you, Ken, it won’t be false.” Blaine left the interrogation room laughing.  
 
    He called Travis. “Get it done?” 
 
    “Yep. Done.” 
 
    “Smithville steakhouse at six-thirty.” 
 
    “Got it, boss.” 
 
      
 
    MISTY WORKED with the sketch artist for two solid hours while Blaine sat silently at the other side of the room and drank bad coffee from the vending machine. 
 
    A tap came on the door and Blaine opened it to Lopez. They stepped into the corridor and Lopez said, “I heard you had called in Celia Winthrop.” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought it was worth a shot.” 
 
    “You must have a witness that you didn’t think to tell me about,” his voice had an edge to it. 
 
    “Nope. Wouldn’t do that to you, Detective. This is another direction I’m following and it’s a little on the hinky side.” 
 
    “How hinky? Do I want to know?” 
 
    “Probably not. My girlfriend, Misty, is a psychic.” 
 
    Lopez made a sound with his tongue. “Jesus, Blacky, you are the last man on earth I’d peg for a believer. You’re all about science.” 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “The Governor is pressing me for a speedy wrap up and that’s not going to happen. Let’s give her a chance.” 
 
    “Damn it, man, I don’t like it.” Lopez shook his dark head. “This could turn out bad.” 
 
    Blaine opened the door and Lopez followed him in. 
 
    Celia smiled at Lopez. “I think we’re finished, Detective.” She pushed the sketch towards him. 
 
    Lopez and Blaine both stared at the picture and then stared at each other. “Ever seen him before?” asked Lopez. 
 
    “Nope. You?” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE CALLED Mary Polito. “Could you come downtown to my office? I have something to discuss.” He’d taken copies of the sketch and moved to his own office so his going public with the picture would not be connected to Austin PD. He’d take the flak—and there would be plenty—on his own. 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Blackmore. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Come alone, Mary. We won’t need a photographer.” 
 
    “I’ll be alone.” 
 
    Blaine called Scott, told him about Misty, and about the sketch artist and what he was planning. 
 
    The Governor was antsy about the third murder hitting the news. “You know what the headline will be, son. And there will be nothing on the news except serial killer loose in Austin.” 
 
    Might give the folks a rest from what the President is up to. 
 
    “That’s exactly why we need this in the morning paper.” 
 
    “Umm… I’m not sure if this is the way to go. What if it’s just this girl’s imagination and it’s the wrong person?” 
 
    “Nine times out of ten, murder investigations have more than one suspect. That’s how they get solved. Process of elimination a lot of the time.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right. And we’re not saying it’s him—just that we want to talk to him.” 
 
    “Right—a person of interest.” 
 
    “Okay, go with it and use my name.” He chuckled, “I’ll either be a hero or an idiot. I’ve been both before.” 
 
    “Stay at the ranch. I don’t want anyone to know where you are when this hits the street.” 
 
    “I won’t be back in the city until tomorrow night.” 
 
    What’s going on with Scott and Mom?  
 
    True to her word, Mary was at the front door of Powell and Associates twenty minutes later. Blaine let her in and locked the door.  
 
    Dressed casually in black slacks and a navy blazer, she was without makeup and her dark hair was windblown. She’d hurried. 
 
    “Welcome, Mary. Sorry to interrupt your weekend, but this is important, and I want to jump on it.” 
 
    “No problem. I’m happy that you called.” 
 
    He introduced Misty and left her at the sideboard pouring coffee for the three of them. He mentioned no connection between Misty and the sketch.  
 
    Mary pulled out a yellow pad and pen and set her tape recorder on the edge of the desk. 
 
    Blaine pointed, “You won’t need the recorder. This isn’t an interview.” 
 
    “Okay.” She stuck it back in her purse. “How can I help?” 
 
    He pushed a copy of the sketch across the antique coffee table. “I would like this to run in the Sunday edition. He’s a person of interest in the park murders.” 
 
    Mary nodded, and her eyes widened. “Like ‘do you know this man?’ That type of a headline?” 
 
    “That’s it,” said Blaine. “There will be no story attached because we’re not revealing the source of the sketch. That might put an innocent person in danger.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Lopez couldn’t get approval from the Chief, so we’ll run it our way. 
 
    “This is what I want you to say,” said Blaine. “Governor Richardson’s violent crime team need your help in locating this man. If you have seen him, or know who he is, do not approach him, call this number.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ve got it,” said Mary with a smile. “Short and sweet but with a huge impact. I’ll try for the front page.” 
 
    “Good girl,” said Blaine. “Appreciate it.” 
 
    “No, I appreciate you giving me the exclusive, and my boss is beyond thrilled that you’re talking to the paper and not to one of the TV stations.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll pick it up soon enough and run their own version, but that’s what we want,” said Blaine. “I want everybody in Austin looking at their neighbor.” 
 
    He walked Mary out and called Lily on her cell. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    Sunday, December 10th. 
 
    RACE WOKE with a moan and an overpowering need to stop the amped-up pain in his wounded leg. Half-asleep he reached out his left arm and his cuffed wrist clattered against the bed rail. He let out a roar and hollered, “I’ll get you, kid. I’ll get you for this.”  
 
    Twisting and turning did nothing to relieve the throbbing. “Somebody come and do something,” he bellowed. 
 
    A nurse blasted through the door and glared at him. “What’s wrong, sir? Do you have a problem?” 
 
    “I’ve got more than one,” he hollered, “but this morning, my leg is fucking killing me.” 
 
    “Let me see.” 
 
    Race thrashed and moaned as the nurse tried to remove the bandage. “Lie still, sir. It will speed things up.” She examined his leg and wasn’t smiling as she re-wrapped it. “I’ll have the doctor look at it the moment he arrives.” 
 
    “Give me something for the pain,” Race growled.  
 
    “I’ll be right back with meds for you, Mr. Ogilvie.” 
 
    The officer guarding the door stuck his head in the room. “Having a tough morning, Ogilvie?” 
 
    “Piss off, asshole.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE UNLOCKED the door of the Powell Building at seven a.m. and he could hear the phone at reception already ringing. All twenty lines were blinking, and he was the only one there. Carrying a tray of large coffees and a bag of pastries from Starbucks, he hustled down the thickly carpeted hallway. He punched in the security code and opened his office door.  
 
    Jesus, I hope Lily gets here soon. 
 
    He tore over to his desk and took the first call. “Yep, I know where that is. Thanks a lot.” He wrote down the caller’s name and number, then took the next call. 
 
    He was on call five when Lily hurried in, gave him a wave from across the room and took the next call at her desk. 
 
    Travis and Farrell weren’t far behind. Blaine hollered from his desk, “Lily will set you up in an office with a pad and pen. Just take as many as you can.” 
 
    The team was doing a stellar job, but it wasn’t enough. They were missing a lot of calls. Blaine called a service and had them take over at noon. “That was an insane morning. Give me all your lists and I’ll go over them at home. We’ll get the rest in the morning from the service.” 
 
    “You mean we’re getting half a Sunday off, boss?” 
 
    “Go home, Farrell, and sleep. You’ll need your strength checking out a thousand leads tomorrow.” 
 
    “Jeeze, bro. How could I forget that? All the good leads have to be checked out.” 
 
    “I’ll see if Lopez can spare some uniforms to help y’all.” 
 
    After everybody left, Blaine stacked up the sheets of calls and slipped them into his briefcase. Then he made two trips to the truck with the baby gifts for Jesse. 
 
      
 
    JESSE WRAPPED CHARITY in an extra blanket and laid her in the stroller. “Don’t you think it’s too cold to take her out, Brian?” 
 
    “No. It’s good for infants to be out in the fresh air, at least for an hour or two a day.” 
 
    “It says so in the book,” said Tyler. He leaned down and tucked the blanket tightly around the baby.  
 
    “Shit, Ty,” said Jesse, “I think that’s the only book I’ve ever seen you read.” 
 
    “Stuff I need to know. We need to do everything right. Charity ain’t some guinea pig we can make mistakes on.” 
 
    Jesse chuckled. “Let’s walk to the end of the lane and back. That should satisfy Brian.” 
 
    Tyler screwed up his face. “That’s like half a fuckin mile.” 
 
    “Be good for you,” said Jesse. “Hold the door for me.” 
 
    Charity went right to sleep riding in her new stroller. They sauntered along and were about to turn around at the road and head back to the house when Jesse saw the big black diesel coming. 
 
    “Looks like Blacky.” 
 
    “It is Blacky,” said Ty. “Ask him for a ride.” 
 
    “You ride in with him and get him a beer. I’ll be right behind y’all.” 
 
    “Good deal,” said Ty. He jumped in the back seat. 
 
    Jesse made it back to the house five minutes later and Tyler helped him up the porch steps with the stroller. Charity didn’t even wake up, bouncing over the doorstep. 
 
    “She’s sleeping sound,” said Jesse. “Guess she does like it outside.” 
 
    “Blacky brought his girlfriend,” whispered Ty. “She’s a looker.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? I didn’t see her in the truck. Guess I wasn’t looking that close.” He left the baby in the stroller in the hall and strode across the great room. “Nice to see you, Blacky, and who is this lovely lady?” 
 
    “This is Misty, Jesse. She lives next door to Mrs. Flores.” 
 
    “Welcome to Quantrall, Misty.” 
 
    “Thank you. I love your house. Beautiful décor.” 
 
    “Thanks, my mother was a designer.” 
 
    Jesse fought hard not to tear up thinking about his mother missing out on Charity. 
 
    “I sent Lily out to do a little baby shopping,” Blaine pointed at the stack of gifts. “Don’t know what she bought so it will be a surprise to all of us.” 
 
    “Open them, Ty,” said Jesse. “I need a beer.” 
 
    Tyler had the first one open when Jesse returned. He grinned and held up a fuzzy gray elephant. 
 
    “Thanks, Blacky, she doesn’t have any toys. Not that she’s ready for them, but it was on my mind.” 
 
    “You’ve got a lot to handle, Jesse. Are you managing?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, between me, Ty, Molly and Wendy, we’ve got it down cold.” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “I’m glad. Had any spare moments to think about the case?” 
 
    “A few. Usually at night before I go to sleep, I have a few thoughts.” 
 
    “Any insights?” 
 
    “I know you zeroed in on the dog connection and checked that out thoroughly—I read most of the reports you sent me, but who checked the bike shops to see if any of the women used the same place?” 
 
    “Austin uniforms did, I think, but I never read the reports. Guess I figured Lopez would tell me if anything turned up.” 
 
    “Go back to the husbands and see what they say—about the purchase, maintenance, repair.” Jesse shrugged. “The bike thing has been nagging at me.” 
 
    “I’ll have the boys do it first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    Jesse held up a finger. “One other thing.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “You’ve been doing more than a little bit of thinking.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    “What’s the other thing?” 
 
    “Ask each of the husbands the name of the Vet they used.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE TOOK THE CALL from Doctor Franklin right after breakfast. “Mrs. Powell, Mr. Ogilvie has developed an infection in the wound and he’s running a fever along with it.  I’ve change his medication and the Austin police department has been advised that I can’t authorize the transfer for at least two more days.” 
 
    “Okay, thank you for letting me know.” 
 
    Jackson looked up at Annie with worried eyes. “Was that about Daddy? Is he worse? What happened?” 
 
    Annie knelt down and hugged him. “He’s okay. The doctor changed his medicine, that’s all.” 
 
    “I know you’re mad at him, Mommy, but can we please visit him? He’s gonna be so sad without me and without Pye.” 
 
    I don’t even want to look at Race. How could I love a person like that? What’s wrong with me? 
 
    “All right, we’ll go for a few minutes. Then I have to work at the store.” 
 
    “I’ll help you at the store and work super hard, if you take me to see Daddy.” 
 
    Annie smiled at him. “Super hard work? Okay. That’s a deal.” 
 
      
 
    OUTSIDE RACE’S ROOM, Annie paused, spoke to the officer on duty and signed beside her name.  
 
    “Your son isn’t on the list, ma’am.” 
 
    “He wants to see his father. Can he go in for a minute?” 
 
    “I can’t see what it would hurt. Five minutes only. Okay? I don’t want to get into trouble.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Annie. “We appreciate it.” She pushed the door open and Jackson ran across the room. 
 
    “Hi, Daddy. I came to visit you. I’m taking care of Pye for you. She’s being good.” 
 
    Race opened his eyes and stared at the two of them. He seemed groggy and disoriented. 
 
    “You okay?” asked Annie. 
 
    “You a nurse?” 
 
    What kind of game are you playing, Race? 
 
    “Nope. Do you need a nurse?” 
 
    He nodded and turned his head to the wall. 
 
    Jackson looked up with tears in his brown eyes and Annie hugged him. “Daddy doesn’t feel like having visitors. We’ll come back later.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE PARKED his truck in Mrs. Flores’ driveway and walked Misty over to her house. “I hope I didn’t make you late for your reading.” 
 
    “No. It will only take me a few minutes to get set up. Thanks for the trip to your friend’s ranch. It’s beautiful out there, and your partner seems like a nice person.” 
 
    “Jesse is a fantastic guy and I miss him day to day, but with his bad heart he can’t be involved in anything physical anymore.”  
 
    “His baby is adorable.”  
 
    “Her mother was a pretty girl.” 
 
    “Did you know her?” 
 
    “Only slightly. She was a horse trainer at Quantrall for a while.” 
 
    He kissed Misty on the porch while her dog whined inside. 
 
    “Hoodoo wants out,” said Misty. “I better get that taken care of before my customers arrive.” 
 
    Mrs. Flores beamed at Blaine as he walked through the kitchen door. “You made it in time for dinner,” she said in Spanish. 
 
    “Si, can’t wait to have a beer and eat some real food.” 
 
      
 
    AFTER DINNER, Blaine took his second cup of coffee to his room and set up his laptop on the desk in the corner. He entered names and addresses from the phone calls, looked for any that matched up—the same sighting by two or three people—and divided them up for the boys to check out the following morning. 
 
    When that chore was finished, he spent an hour on Ken Schofield. Even if he wasn’t the park killer, he was hiding something. Nobody perspired like Ken did without a reason. 
 
    Blaine hadn’t had time for a lot of hacking in the last few weeks, but he still had the skills even if they’d been lying dormant.  
 
    Forty-five minutes in, he hit pay dirt. Mr. Schofield was into kiddie porn in a big way and he had a huge list of customers. Blaine printed off what he could, then sent an email and handed Schofield over to Ben Charles at Austin PD. 
 
    Not a waste of time, after all.  
 
    He smiled as he took a hot shower and fell into bed. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Monday, December 11th. 
 
    BLAINE WENT OVER the lists of sightings one last time before the boys arrived, marking the ones he thought might be worth checking with a red star beside the name.  
 
    Lily never interrupted him while he worked and that was only one of her many attributes as his assistant. Quiet, smart and tireless, she anticipated what needed to be done and started on the task without being told. She refilled his coffee cup and placed it in front of him without a word. 
 
    “Sorry about your weekend being wrecked, Lil. I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    “Not necessary. It’s not like I had big plans or anything, and besides, when I joined the team I knew from the outset that crime doesn’t happen Monday to Friday.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
         “How did Mr. Quantrall like the baby gifts?” 
 
    “Damn it, Lily, I should have mentioned that right away. He and Tyler loved everything. You did a great job.” 
 
    “Tyler?” 
 
    “His brother helps him with the baby. Picture two cowboys with a baby book, arguing over what’s best for a six-week-old infant.” 
 
    Lily giggled. “Got it.” 
 
    Farrell came through the door first with Travis hot on his heels. “Sorry I’m late, boss. Downtown traffic is the shits.” 
 
    “No problem. I’ve got the first lists ready for y’all but I haven’t even started to sort through the calls the service took. Hundreds of them.” 
 
    “I’ve had more this morning,” said Lily, “but they’ve tapered off.” She held up a new list. “The sketch was featured on the news at six and again at eleven last night.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “Mary figured the TV stations would pick it up from the morning paper. A couple of station managers have already called and voiced their annoyance with me for not coming to them directly.” He smiled. “Love it.” 
 
    Once the boys were dispatched with their lists, Blaine called the husbands of the victims and followed up on Jesse’s suggestion about the bikes. He noted where the bikes were purchased—all from different shops, where a couple of repairs had been made, and nothing came together.  
 
    He accomplished nothing other than annoying the three men who had lost their wives. All three said they’d given similar information to the police.  
 
    Blaine finished with the third husband and strode to the sideboard wishing for something solid to propel the case forward. He refreshed his coffee and was adding cream when his cell rang. Lopez. Hope he’s got something. 
 
    “Called to give you an update. Ogilvie has an infection in the bullet hole you put in his leg. His doctor won’t release him because he’s running a fever, so we can’t transfer him yet. Another day or two.” 
 
    “Okay. He’s cuffed to the bed and madder than the devil in an ice storm. You’ll get the maniac eventually.” 
 
    “You should’ve put a couple in his head like your momma does.” Lopez chuckled and ended the call. 
 
    Yeah, I should have. Put us all out of our misery. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS DROVE AROUND Austin all morning working through his list of sightings and he wasn’t halfway through the ones with red stars. All of them so far had been, ‘well, I thought it was him’ or ‘is there a reward?’ Not one of them had proved to be a solid lead. It was shaping up to be a huge waste of time and Blacky’s money.  
 
    By noon he had to stop and gas up his truck. He was starving and close to the office. He called Lily. 
 
    Wonder if I should ask her out? I better ask Blacky first. He might not want me rocking the boat.  
 
    She answered right away and knew his voice. “Hey, Travis, how’s your list going?” 
 
    “Going nowhere and boring as hell. Have you eaten?” 
 
    “No time. On the phone, most of the morning.” 
 
    “Boss still there?” 
 
    “No. He took some of the sightings that came in from the service and he’s checking them out.” 
 
    “Want a drive-through lunch?” 
 
    “Sure, anything is fine.” 
 
    “See you in ten.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL WORKED RAPIDLY through his list, trying to get to them in a geographical order that wouldn’t have him retracing his route time and again.  
 
    It was almost four o’clock when he arrived at the last address on his list marked with a red star. He’d saved it for last because it was a long way from the others downtown. As he drove to the west end of Austin closer to Zilker park and closer to where the victims lived, his built-in antenna pinged. 
 
    He passed by the front of the square brick building and read the sign above the door. Kingsley Veterinary Services. 
 
    An arrow pointed around the side of the building and there were spaces marked off for a dozen customers. Farrell parked, strolled around the front, past the neatly trimmed shrubs and went inside.  
 
    The waiting room was virtually empty and the short chunky girl behind the front counter was clearing it off and putting things away. Behind her on the wall were pictures of all different breeds of dogs and cats with their names underneath. Above the pictures a sign read ‘Happy Customers.’ 
 
    All the other tips he had checked out, he had walked in, shown the sketch and then verified that it was close but not a match. Instinct told him not to do that here. If the killer worked here, the wrong move could put him on alert and he’d be in the wind. 
 
    How will I get a look at people who work here without showing her the sketch? 
 
    Farrell smiled at the girl and began asking questions about Red for want of an opening line. “I have a big bloodhound and I was wondering if I was feeding him enough. Do you have one of those charts like—for how much your dog weighs you should give him so many cups of food? Like that.” 
 
    The girl smiled at him. “Sure, we have a chart that gives you all that information. What’s your dog’s name?” 
 
    “Big Red.” 
 
    “I like bloodhounds,” she said, as she looked through a pile of pamphlets on the credenza behind her. 
 
    “Are you the only one here?” asked Farrell. 
 
    “Closing time. There were no more appointments and Doctor Kingsley went home early.” She found the pamphlet and handed it to Farrell. 
 
    “Thanks tons,” said Farrell and booked it through the door. He ran around the building, jumped into his red Silverado and called Blacky. “Got a possible, boss. A vet named Kingsley. Could be him or somebody that works for him. I didn’t show the sketch for a positive ID because I didn’t want to sound any alarms—but I got the vibe, boss. Know what I’m say’n?” 
 
    “Fantastic, Farrell. Jesse told me to check the vets.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE STROLLED DOWN the lane to meet the school bus like she did every day. She hadn’t come to grips with anything that had happened in the past few weeks. When she and Jesse had been in Hawaii her life had been perfect. Jesse was a good man, a wonderful lover and an upstanding role model for Jackson. What the hell had gone wrong?  
 
    Why did I let Jesse go in favor of Race staying at the ranch? I must have been temporarily nuts. 
 
    Why did Race try to kill Blaine? She’d asked herself that question at least a hundred times and there was no answer that made any sense. She put her depressing thoughts aside and smiled as Jackson jumped off the school bus.  
 
    “Hey, honey, did you have a fun day at school?” 
 
    “Yep, we learned stuff today and the teacher said I was good at adding.” 
 
    Annie stroked his black hair as they began the long walk to the house. 
 
    “Don’t forget the mail, Mommy. We’ll have to walk all the way back, like that other day you forgot.” 
 
    “Right.” Annie turned and ran back to the mailbox. When she pulled the envelope out from Powell and Associates her breath caught in her throat and she began to cry. 
 
    Jackson was alarmed. “Mommy, why are you crying? Is it bad mail?” 
 
    She nodded and tried her best to stop. “Bad mail. Yep.” 
 
    Once Jackson was safely in the house and Sarah was giving him a snack, Annie took off. Barely able to see the road for the flood of tears streaming from her eyes, she drove to La Grange, found her way to the hospital and parked. 
 
      
 
    RACE LAY in his bed, peacefully sleeping. The new meds made him so groggy, he’d barely been awake all day. As long as he slept, the pain didn’t bother him—and that’s the way he liked it.  
 
    The noise outside the door of his room startled him into awareness and he tried to sit up to see what was going on. He didn’t have to wait or wonder for long. Annie came blasting through the door yelling at him and cursing the air blue. 
 
    “Hold on, girl. What are you saying? You’re not making any sense. Sit down and talk to me.” 
 
    “I’m not talking to you ever again, Race Ogilvie. You’ve turned my life inside out, killed people that I loved, tried to kill Travis and Blaine, and now you’ve wrecked my marriage to Jesse. I hate you, Race.” She leaned in closer and shouted, “Hate you.” 
 
    The guard appeared from outside. “Mrs. Powell, it would be better if you left.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m going.” She pointed at Race, “I’m going straight to Quantrall and I’m going to get down on my knees and beg Jesse Quantrall to take me back.”  
 
    The guard took her by the elbow and edged her towards the door. Annie called over her shoulder, “I hope you rot in hell, Race. Rot in hell.” 
 
    Quantrall will take her back. He’d be an idiot not to, but a big mistake on his part. His last mistake. 
 
      
 
    JESSE WAS IN CHARITY’S room changing her diaper when Annie charged in unannounced. “Hey, sweetheart, I didn’t know you were coming. I’m getting the baby ready for bed.” 
 
    “Can I help you, Jesse? I want to be part of your life and your daughter’s life too.” 
 
    “We’re friends, Ace. We’ll always be friends.” 
 
    Annie began to sob. “I got the divorce papers today, Jesse. I don’t want to be divorced from you. I love you. I’ve always loved you. I want to start over.” 
 
    Jesse finished putting Charity’s sleepers on and laid her in her crib. “We’ve been over this before, Ace. You picked Race, and you were sleeping with him before my side of the bed was even cold.” He covered the baby with a blanket and tucked it in around her. “And yes, I got the papers today too. Any failed marriage is sad, but one as short as ours was is downright pitiful.” Jesse turned out the light and pointed to the hallway.  
 
    Downstairs Annie continued her plea in front of Tyler. He was the only one in the great room and he was watching a game on the flat screen. “Please take me back, Jesse. I’ll move over here to Quantrall with Jackson. I’ll sell Coulter-Ross. I’ll move to Idaho and plant potatoes if that’s what you want to do. Whatever it takes. I’ll do it.” 
 
    Tyler smiled, even though he was trying not to listen in on the argument.  
 
    Jesse sat down on the sofa and shook his head. “I can’t, Ace. My life is cut and dried now, and my heart can’t take another upheaval. All my time is taken up with Charity and running Quantrall. Tyler and I barely have time for a brew anymore.” 
 
    Annie moved closer and sat down next to Jesse. “Once she gets bigger, you’ll have more time. Maybe you need a nanny. I can help with that. I know how to care for a baby. You need me, Jesse.” 
 
    Jesse smiled and used a gentle tone. “I don’t need you any more, Ace, and I’ve come to accept it. I can see that now as clearly as I’ve ever seen anything in my entire life. Our marriage is over—your call—and for me, a good call. Brian says my overall health has improved considerably since I moved home. Home is where I intend to stay.” 
 
    Annie began sobbing uncontrollably and Jesse stood up. “I’ve got work to do at the barn.” 
 
      
 
    TYLER MOTIONED Annie to sit on his knee after Jesse left the house. He cuddled her and tried to comfort her. It had been years since Tyler had a thing for Annie and he’d given up hope of a future with her long ago. In his heart, he knew he was better off without her, but they had remained friends and still talked now and then. 
 
    “Come on, Annie, stop crying. Crying ain’t gonna change a thing. Jesse made up his mind when you picked Race over him. You hurt him bad—almost fuckin killed him—that’s what you did, and I for one wouldn’t stand by and let the two of you hook up again for anything.” 
 
    “I’m sorry Jesse got hurt. I love him so much.” 
 
    “But you didn’t love him enough to tell Race to hit the road, did you?” 
 
    “No.” Annie was into the crying again. 
 
    “Enough.” Tyler pushed her off his knee and stood up. “Let’s go to Boots, have a beer and get you cheered up.” 
 
    Annie nodded and wiped her eyes on Tyler’s sleeve. 
 
      
 
    BOOTS AND SADDLES on a Monday night offered lots of empty booths. Tyler pointed and Annie walked ahead of him to the back corner. A few of the tables lining the dance floor were full of dancers waiting to two-step to recorded music. No live bands during the week. 
 
    Tyler ordered a pitcher of Lone Star and held Annie’s hand across the table. “You made a huge mistake, Annie, and you have to deal with it. You can’t blame Jesse for any of it.” 
 
    “No, I don’t blame Jesse. I’m blaming it on temporary insanity. It was all me and that’s why I feel so much guilt.” 
 
    The waitress brought the beer and Tyler filled both their glasses. “Been a long time since we were here together, Annie.” 
 
    She tipped up her glass and chugged it. “Too long, Tyler. It’s been way too long, and too many terrible things have happened since Race got out of Huntsville.” 
 
    “Let’s not talk about Race, or all the bad things that happened,” said Tyler. “Let’s try to lighten up.” He stood up. “Come on, let’s dance.” 
 
    Tyler and Annie danced for a long while then came back to the table and drank another pitcher of beer. “That was fun. You were right, Ty. We need to let go of the bad stuff and have some fuckin fun.”  
 
    Annie’s getting drunk. 
 
    The waitress plunked the third pitcher on their table and Ty stood up. “Men’s room,” he said. 
 
    Annie nodded and filled her glass from the fresh supply.  
 
    While Tyler was gone, a biker ambled over and asked her to dance. “Hey, beautiful, haven’t seen you in here before.” 
 
    Annie smiled and got to her feet. “Haven’t been here for a long while.” 
 
    The song ended and Annie turned to go back to her table. “One more song,” said the biker.  
 
    “Okay, one more,” she said. “I’m with someone.”   
 
    “Maybe you won’t be with him after this song. Maybe you’ll be with me.” 
 
    Annie giggled a drunken giggle and two-stepped across the plank floor.  
 
    At the end of the song, Tyler was at her side. “The lady is with me,” he said. 
 
    “Not any more, she ain’t.” The biker let go of Annie’s hand and took a healthy swing at Tyler. 
 
    Tyler ducked, hit the biker in his big gut and doubled him over. He grabbed Annie’s arm, but before he took two steps, one of the biker’s buddies was on him like hot glue pounding and punching. 
 
    Annie tried to pull the second biker off, but she wasn’t strong enough and had no luck. The bouncer flew across the floor from behind the bar and broke up the fight, but not before the two bikers got some good licks in on Tyler. 
 
    “Come on, sweetheart.” Annie supported a wounded and bleeding Tyler to his truck. He sat in the passenger seat, his head in his hands and a wad of saturated napkins over his bleeding nose. 
 
    “Drive us home, Annie. I can’t see out my fuckin eyes. They’ll be black by morning.” 
 
    “Yep, I’ll get you home, baby.” Annie started the truck and took off out of the roadhouse parking lot like a bat out of hell. 
 
    “Take it easy,” said Ty. “I don’t want to die on the way home. I feel bad enough already.” 
 
    Annie giggled and headed north. As she roared through the lights at Giddings, she picked up a tail and a mile up the road lights flashed and a squad car pulled her over. 
 
    “License and registration, please, ma’am,” said the officer at the window.  
 
    Annie dug her license out of her purse and handed it over. Ty reached into the glove box and came up with the registration.  
 
    “Would you step out of the truck ma’am? I’d like you to take a breathalyzer test.” 
 
    “I’m not drunk,” said Annie, “and I don’t have time for this bullshit. Tyler’s hurt. I have to get him home.” 
 
    The officer repeated his request and Annie jumped out of the truck. “Want me to walk the white line or one of those crazy-ass, fuckin tests?” 
 
    “Just a breathalyzer will do ma’am.” 
 
    He did the test and showed her the result. “Driving under the influence ma’am. Get into the squad.” 
 
    “No, I’m taking Tyler home. I’m not going with you.” 
 
    Tyler was out of the truck and pushing her towards the squad car. “Don’t make it any worse, Annie. Get in the car. When we get to the police station, we’ll call somebody.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE WOKE when his cell rang on the nightstand. He looked at the time on his phone. Ten after two. The screen said Giddings Sheriff’s Office. 
 
    “Blackmore.” Blaine barked his name into the phone. 
 
    “Rafe Cumberland, here Blacky. One of my deputies brought your momma in on a DUI. She needs a ride home.” 
 
    “Fuck, Sheriff. What the hell?” 
 
    Sheriff Cumberland gave a little chuckle. “I guess Tyler Quantrall took her out for a drink and things got out of hand. Tyler’s beat up and they’re both drunk.” 
 
    “Jesus in a handcart. It’ll take me an hour to get there.”  
 
    “You’re not at Coulter-Ross?” 
 
    “Nope, I’m in Austin.” 
 
    “See you in an hour.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Tuesday, December 12th. 
 
    BLAINE OPENED HIS EYES and wondered where in hell he was. It had been so long since he’d slept in his own room at Coulter-Ross, he didn’t recognize it.  
 
    Thoughts of the night before came flooding back and gave him an instant headache. Annie raving drunk and in jail, poor Tyler beat up and needing his bed, and then after he’d driven Tyler home to Quantrall, Annie’s wailing all the way to Coulter-Ross over the divorce papers that had come in the mail. Shit, what a mess. 
 
    Tired and miserable, he stood under the shower and tried to organize his day. Now they had a legitimate suspect, the work was about to begin. They needed solid evidence to convict him, but would they get it? Kingsley was smart and careful and left nothing at the scene. 
 
     Blaine dressed in the same clothes he’d taken off and headed to the kitchen for coffee hoping Annie would sleep late after her wild night out. No such luck. Coffee was already brewed, and Annie sat at the island drinking a large mugful—black—no cream. Her black hair was unbrushed and hanging over her face, hiding her misery. 
 
    “Morning, Mom, feeling better?” 
 
    “Nope. Can’t feel better ever again.” 
 
    Blaine pulled a mug from the cupboard and filled it. He took the cream carton from the Sub-Zero and sat down next to her. He added cream and studied her red-rimmed eyes.  
 
    She’s been up all night, crying.   
 
    “Sorry you had to come and get me. Made you tired for today and I know y’all are on a big case.” 
 
    He kissed her on the cheek and gave her a hug. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “I feel bad for Tyler,” she said. “He was trying to make me feel better and he got beat up.” 
 
    “Ty’s been in lots of dust-ups. He’ll survive.” 
 
    “One good thing came out of it,” she said, “you’re back home where you belong.” 
 
    “I was too tired to drive all the way to Austin. Doesn’t mean I’m back for good.” 
 
    She argued her point. “You left because of Race, and he’s gone. He’ll never come back here. When can you come home to stay?” 
 
    “Umm… I’m not sure.” 
 
      
 
    THE KITCHEN LIGHT was on when he parked in the driveway beside Carm’s house. He had to stop in to change into clean clothes. Very few of his belongings were at the ranch any more. It made him sad to see Annie in such a state and all he wanted to do was run back to Coulter-Ross and take care of her, but should he do that? He was supposed to be an adult now. Life sucked in so many ways. 
 
    As he trudged up onto the porch Misty waved to him from next door. Misty is one of the bright spots in my life. 
 
    He backtracked down the steps and crossed the lawn between the two houses. “Hey, beautiful girl. Sorry I haven’t been calling. A lot of stuff is going down.” 
 
    “I saw the paper and the news reports. Did my sketch help at all?” 
 
    “We got hundreds of calls and that’s where we’ve been. All the legitimate ones had to be checked out.” 
 
    “Just need one to be right,” said Misty. “I was hoping.” 
 
    “One might be the guy. A veterinarian named Kingsley. Who do you take Hoodoo to?” 
 
    “Not Kingsley. I’ve heard he was expensive.” 
 
    “As soon as I talk to each of the husbands and make a solid connection we’ll be off and running.” 
 
    “Can you come in for a coffee?” 
 
    “I can’t sweetheart, the boys will be at the office. How about dinner? We’ve got a lot to catch up on.” 
 
    Misty slipped her arms around his neck and kissed him. “I miss you when you’re not around.” 
 
    “Dinner. I promise.” 
 
      
 
    MRS FLORES had the table set by the window and although he didn’t have time for a sit-down breakfast, he had to take time. He hadn’t been here much in the last few days. 
 
    “I heard you go out in the night,” she said in Spanish, “was there trouble for you?” 
 
    “My mother was in trouble and I had to help her.” 
 
    “Si.” She pointed at the table and brought his breakfast over from the stove. She poured coffee for each of them, sat down across from him and sighed. 
 
    Blaine looked up from his eggs. “Is there something wrong? Are you feeling well?” 
 
    Her eyes filled with tears as she told him about her sick sister in Brownsville. She explained that now Fabiana was gone, she needed her family.” She sobbed for a few minutes over the loss of Fabiana, then pulled herself together and told him the real problem. Her sister was poor and now sick. Carm wanted to sell the house so both of them would have enough money to live on.  
 
    “Don’t worry.” He reached across the table and touched her hand. “I’ll buy the house and put the money in the bank for you. When do you need to leave?” 
 
    “Pronto.” 
 
      
 
    LILY LIFTED HER blonde head from her keyboard and smiled at Blaine as he walked through the door of his office.  
 
    “Yeah, I know I’m late. Annie got herself into a bit of a bind last night and I was up half the night getting her straightened out.” 
 
    “You can be late, boss,” said Lily with a big smile. “You’re the boss after all.” 
 
    “The boys been in?” 
 
    “Uh huh, they were here. I gave them the address you sent to my email and they’re on the veterinarian.” 
 
    “I’m going to talk to each of the husbands this morning and verify the connection, then I’m having him brought in.” 
 
    “I hope he’s the one and we nail him.” Lily gave him a ‘thumbs-up.’ 
 
    “If you have time, go down the hall and talk to Appleton in Real Estate and get him to draw something up. I need a document to buy the house I’m living in.” He gave her the street address. “You can look it up and get the property description and whatever Larry needs.” 
 
    “Uh huh. I can do that,” said Lily. “I didn’t know you wanted to buy a house.” 
 
    “Not that I want to. I have to. It’s complicated.” 
 
    “Did you have a figure in mind that you’re offering?” 
 
    “Not yet. See if you can get some comparables in that area. Yep. That’s what I need.” 
 
    “You have too much on your mind, boss,” said Lily, “and I can see how tired you are. You need a day off.” 
 
      
 
    MISTY FINISHED the morning Tarot instruction class with her group of students. She bid them all goodbye, and as she tidied up the room she used for lessons, a tiny spark of a plan began to grow in her mind. 
 
    She closed the door of the classroom and let Hoodoo in from the yard. She gave him a biscuit, stroked his large head and asked a question. “Hoo, do you want to have a check-up at the vet this morning?” 
 
    Hoodoo wagged his tail and Misty took it as an affirmative. “I’ll call and get us an appointment.” 
 
      
 
    AFTER BLAINE LEFT Coulter-Ross and Jackson was on the school bus, Annie retreated to her room and cried for an hour. She had dozed off without realizing it, and woke when her cell rang next to her. A secure number came on the screen and she recognized it. “Hey, babe, how goes it at the Capitol.” 
 
    “My God, Annie, you don’t sound good. Why don’t you drive into the city and meet me for lunch?” 
 
    “I guess that would be better than lying on my bed crying over the mess I’ve made of everything.” 
 
    “You haven’t messed me up since the weekend,” he chuckled. “And by the way, the weekend was wonderful, even though you have issues to resolve. Come to town. I need to see you.” 
 
    “Maybe it would do me good to get dressed up and shake off this pity pit I’m in. I’ll take a bubble bath and try to pull myself together. Where should I meet you?” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE CONFIRMED with the husband of the first victim, Sherry Finn, that Kingsley was the vet they used. He had just ended the call to Mr. Finn when Governor Richardson called. “Good morning, sir. I think we have a solid lead and I should know more by the end of the day.” 
 
    “Good to hear. I was calling for an update. The Mayor has been hounding me and pressing for federal involvement since the discovery of the third victim. He’s all over the Chief and I expect, in turn, the Chief is leaning hard on homicide. We’ve had words more than once.” 
 
    “Call him back and tell him to hold off. We won’t need a profiler if this is our guy. You might be able to announce something soon.” 
 
    “Mrs. Warburton almost went insane with constituents calling after the sketch appeared Sunday morning.” 
 
    “Why did they call you?” 
 
    “They wanted to congratulate me on forming the violent crime team, and things like that. She said most of the calls were complimentary.” 
 
    “Why in hell was she in the office on Sunday?” 
 
    “The woman is unstoppable. She rules the Capitol. Most of my staff are terrified of her.”  
 
    “I’m glad the calls were for kudos. I don’t want to stir up any anti-Richardson factions.” 
 
    The Governor groaned. “There are enough of those already.” 
 
    “We’ll talk soon.” 
 
    “We will. I have to get ready for a lunch date with Annie. She’s meeting me at The Driskill.” 
 
    “Word of warning,” said Blaine. “She received the divorce papers yesterday and she’s more depressed and down on herself than I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do to help, son.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS CALLED BLAINE to check in. “The vet went to his clinic and he hasn’t come out. Want us to sit on him all day, boss?” 
 
    “Nope. I don’t imagine he’ll be doing anything during working hours. We’ll watch him tonight to make sure he doesn’t wander off to the park.” 
 
    “I checked his residence after he left,” said Travis, “and it’s heavily secured—unusually so, and that raises a few questions.” 
 
    “I’ll see who his provider is,” said Blaine and find out what kind of set-up we’re up against. Best to be prepared.” 
 
     “Also, while I was doing my recon, more than one dog was barking inside the house. Sounded like he might possibly have three dogs.” 
 
    “That could explain how he approaches the victims and chats about matching breeds. Excellent info, Travis. Why don’t you and Farrell grab lunch, then go home and sleep until five or six. I’ll call you later and we’ll set up for tonight.” 
 
    “You got it, boss. I could use a few zees.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE WALKED INTO the Driskill Hotel wearing her black Prada suit, accented with a stunning array of turquoise jewelry she’d collected while she lived in New Mexico. The high heels of her black leather boots tapped out a rhythm as she crossed the glossy marble floor. She paused for a moment to admire the stained-glass dome. The Driskill, an historical treasure and one of her favorite dining spots in Austin, never ceased to take her breath away.  
 
    At the door of the dining room, she stopped and glanced at the array of white clad tables and didn’t see Scott. The maître’d hurried over to greet her.  
 
    “Ah, Mrs. Powell, how lovely to see you. Governor Richardson hasn’t arrived yet, but he told me to expect you. I’ll take you to your table.” 
 
    “Thank you, Michael.” 
 
    Annie sat down at a reserved table in a private area near the back of the expansive dining room. The waiter brought her a beer and she began to relax. The upscale surroundings and the quiet were what she needed.  
 
    Scott was right. I needed to get away from the ranch and catch my breath. 
 
    Her beer was half gone when the Governor of Texas arrived. Tanned and fit, he was a tall, handsome man who wore his clothes well. His suit appeared to be new, but he was always well groomed and dressed to the max.  
 
    Before sitting down, he leaned close to her and kissed her cheek. “I missed you.” 
 
    “I missed you in my bed,” she whispered. 
 
    He sat down, ordered bourbon from the waiter, then leaned closer so only Annie could hear him. “I want you to marry me and move into the mansion on Colorado.”  
 
    Annie’s eyes widened. “That’s your opening line? No small talk to ease into it?” Annie reached across the table and took his hand. “Is that a proposal, sugar?” 
 
    “Of course, it is, and not one I haven’t made before. But this time I’m sweetening the pot. I brought a bribe.” He pulled out a tiny velvet box when no one was looking. Try it on.” 
 
    “We’ve discussed this at length, sugar pop, and flogged the pros and cons to death. There’s no way we can make it work.” 
 
    “My term is almost over. Less than a year to go—ten months and twenty-eight days to be exact. We can do it.” He slipped the ring on her finger and she inhaled a breath. 
 
    Annie stared down at the huge solitaire and a wave of worthlessness washed over her. She couldn’t inflict her disgusting self on another human being. “It’s gorgeous, and you know I love you…” 
 
    “No, buts. Not this time. You are alone and miserable. You’ve run amok so many times and it’s because you need solid guidance in your life. How many times have you told me about George and how wonderful that relationship was? He was much older than you, but he kept you grounded, sweetheart, and that’s what’s missing now. You’re flying off in forty different directions.” 
 
    “That’s true. I feel like I’m losing control of everything and everybody who matters.” 
 
    Scott smiled “I’m taking that as a yes.” 
 
    I don’t want to marry anybody. 
 
    The waiter showed up with another round of drinks and stood by their table like a sentinel, waiting to take their food order. The Governor ordered the grilled salmon for both of them. 
 
    Annie sipped her beer in silence. “I don’t know what to say, sugar. It won’t work. I know that for a fact.” 
 
    “Annie, look at me.” He reached across the table and tilted her chin up. “Don’t be negative because things haven’t made you happy in the past. A new beginning is just that.” 
 
    “I can’t move to the mansion, that’s the first stumbling block and there are a hundred reasons why. You would have to come to the ranch on the weekends until your term is up.” 
 
    Scott smiled. “I’m more flexible than you think. I’ve given Texas a lot of years of my life, and now I want something for myself.” 
 
    I’m not what you want. 
 
    “And you’re sure I’m what you want?” 
 
    “You’ve always been the one I wanted, Annie, from the first moment I met you at Jim Powell’s funeral. I love you, heart and soul, Annie.” 
 
      
 
    MISTY HOPPED out of the taxi in front of the Kingsley Veterinarian Services building. She paid the driver as he opened the back door and grabbed hold of Hoodoo’s leash for her. “Come on Hoo, let’s do this for Blaine.” 
 
    The big dog bounced out of the car and trotted along beside her. She stopped at the front door and inhaled a couple of deep breaths before going in. 
 
    Come on, girl. You can do this. 
 
    Black vinyl chairs with shiny chrome arms formed a horseshoe around the walls of the small waiting area. The room was noisy and crammed with pet owners waiting their turn to see the doctor—dogs, cats and one woman holding a white ferret. Hoodoo growled at the other dogs and set off a rousing round of barking.  
 
    Misty smiled as she moved closer to the reception desk. Hoodoo Mulligan for his first checkup,” she said. 
 
    The receptionist came around from behind the desk with a biscuit in her hand. “I’m Rebecca. Welcome to your first appointment with us, Hoodoo. What a beautiful boy you are.” She leaned down and held her hand out for a paw. Hoodoo complied with no hesitation. He gobbled up the biscuit and looked for more. 
 
    “I’ll give you another when you’re all done. Okay?” 
 
    He wagged his tail in anticipation.  
 
    “Have a seat,” said Rebecca. “Won’t be too long.” 
 
    Misty took the only empty seat, and Hoodoo sat close to her legs sandwiched between a cat carrier and a shaved poodle with pink ribbons decorating her ears. The poodle showed her teeth and Hoodoo looked the other way. 
 
    Misty thumbed through several outdated magazines and watched the steady stream of furry patients going in and out of Doctor Kingsley’s office. After forty-five minutes, Rebecca called Hoodoo’s name.  
 
    Misty followed Rebecca down the corridor of closed doors, marked with numbers one through six. Rebecca opened door number three and said, “You can wait in here, Hoodoo. The doctor will be right with you.” 
 
    What will I do if it’s him? 
 
    She had less than a minute to wonder. The door opened, and Doctor Kingsley was in the room. He closed the door behind him and Misty instantly became light-headed and dizzy. She reached out and gripped a corner of the examination table. 
 
    It’s him. The murderer I saw with the first victim. 
 
    Pictures began flashing through her brain in rapid succession and she couldn’t make any sense of them. 
 
    “Are you all right, miss?” asked Kingsley. “You look a little pale.” 
 
    Misty tried her best to smile. “A little dizzy spell, but it’s gone now.” 
 
    “I see by Hoodoo’s brand new chart that he’s never been here before, and I must say I don’t have any other Bernese Mountain dogs as patients. You are one of a kind, Hoodoo.” He stroked Hoodoo’s head with a large hand and Misty shivered. 
 
    “He hasn’t had a checkup in over a year,” said Misty. “He’s not sick or anything.” 
 
    “A checkup is never a waste of time or money. If we catch something with a simple blood test, it can save the animal weeks of distress.” 
 
    “I read that Hoodoo’s breed has the highest death rate from cancer,” said Misty, “and that’s why I’m being extra cautious. I’m hoping he stays healthy for a long time.” 
 
    “I have three dogs of my own,” said Kingsley. “I’d be devastated if anything happened to any one of them.” He poured rubbing alcohol onto a sterile pad and cleaned an area on Hoodoo’s front foreleg. He gripped the leg firmly, stuck the needle in and drew blood. Hoodoo didn’t make a sound. 
 
    “Once the lab has analyzed the blood, I’ll let you know if there’s anything amiss. But I wouldn’t worry, he looks like a very healthy dog.” He patted Hoodoo’s head and the dog turned and showed his teeth.  
 
      
 
    BLAINE SHOWERED and changed after work, then walked across the lawn and knocked on Misty’s door. The car she claimed she rarely drove was parked at the side of the house, but she didn’t answer.  
 
    Why doesn’t she drive her car? Isn’t it running? I could get it fixed for her. 
 
    He knocked again and still nothing except Hoodoo barking inside. He tried the knob and the door was locked.  
 
    He walked back to Mrs. Flores’ house—soon to be his own—stood on the porch and tried her cell. It went to message and he left one.  
 
    “I came to pick you up for dinner. Where are you?” 
 
     He shrugged, went inside and had dinner with Carm instead. They discussed the details of the house and of her trip to Brownsville to her sister’s place. She planned to take the bus, but Blaine said the train would be safer and more comfortable for a long trip. She didn’t want any of the furniture, it was Fabiana’s anyway and she would have no place for it. Her sister’s house was tiny. All she needed, she could pack into two large suitcases. 
 
    They were finished eating apple crumble pie when there was a knock on the door. Lexi barked her friendly bark, and Blaine went to see who it was. 
 
    Misty stood on the doorstep looking tired and pale. “I’m so sorry, Blaine. I fell asleep and I didn’t hear you.” 
 
    “That’s okay. Come in and you can have dinner here. We just finished.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry. Umm… could I talk to you out here for a minute?” She backed out onto the porch and told him about her visit to Kingsley’s office. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that.” Blaine’s voice had an edge to it. “He could have trigged into your nervousness and done something to you.” 
 
    “Well, he didn’t,” said Misty. “I don’t think he knew why I was there. Hoodoo was just another new patient to him.” 
 
    Blaine glowered. “So you think.” 
 
    “Don’t be mad at me, please. I was only trying to help.” 
 
    “Did you pick up any other vibes while you were there?” 
 
    Misty nodded. “Oh, yeah. Being that close to him, pictures flashed through my head like lightning on roids. I still haven’t put the pieces together.” 
 
    “I’ll walk you over to your place. I’m going with Travis and Farrell on surveillance tonight. We’ll be watching Doctor Kingsley.” 
 
    “Can I come?” 
 
    “Nope, not tonight. I think you’ve done enough detective work for one day. You look exhausted.”  He kissed her for a long time, hating to let her go, then stood on the porch and watched her go inside. He waited near the door until he heard the lock click. 
 
      
 
    JESSE CALLED as Blaine was upstairs changing into black jeans and a black hoodie for surveillance.  
 
    “I want to sit with you guys for a while tonight. Ty will watch Charity for me.” 
 
    “Sure. Glad to have you, Jesse. Drive up here about nine thirty. I’ll be waiting for you.” 
 
    Jesse got the baby ready for bed and went over everything twice with Tyler. 
 
    “Jesus, bro, I’ve been with you every fuckin minute since we got her. I know what to do.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t leave her, but Blacky has been on his own all through this case, and the least I can do is sit in on some surveillance. Maybe take a shift with the equipment and let the boys go for a coffee or a donut.” 
 
    “Stop worrying. The bottles are made and in the fridge. I know how to change her and feed her. Piece of cake.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ty. I owe you.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. I’m her uncle, and I said from day one I’d help raise her. I’m committed.” 
 
    “You can’t be feeling too good by the looks of your face. You still have a lot of swelling around your black eyes and your nose.” 
 
    “I’m okay. Brian checked my nose and it’s not broken.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgiven Annie for getting you beat up.” 
 
    “It just happened. Things like that happen all the time at Boots. Wasn’t her fault.” 
 
    “Don’t know if I’m buying that, Ty. A lot of things lately, have been her fault and nobody else’s.” 
 
    I need space from Annie. A lot of space. 
 
    Jesse changed his clothes, struggled into his harness and took one last peek at Charity sleeping like an angel in her crib before he left. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE SMOKED in one of the black wicker chairs he’d bought for the porch at Mrs. Flores’ house and watched Jesse park in the wide driveway. It would be good having him on board. They’d always done surveillance together in the past and he missed Jesse, both as his partner and his mentor. “One beer before we go?” 
 
    “Are the boys already in position?” 
 
    “Uh huh. They’ve got it covered and probably don’t need us. Won’t matter if we’re a few minutes behind.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll have one.” 
 
    “How’s the baby?” 
 
    Jesse grinned. “Couldn’t be better. She smiles every time I talk to her. Unbelievable how that makes me feel.” 
 
    “I’m happy for you, partner. Happy as hell.” 
 
    Jesse shook hands with Mrs. Flores and took a seat at the kitchen table. He glanced around the spacious room. “The kitchen looks amazing. I haven’t seen all of your renovations.” 
 
    “Still more to do, and after the house is finished, there’s the carriage house. I could convert it into a decent sized garage with a workshop in the back. Although, I don’t know what the hell I’d do with a workshop. I never have any spare time. And after that, there’s always the basement. This place is a money pit.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS AND FARRELL were set up on the next street over from Doctor Kingsley’s residence. The vet lived in a large red brick home on a nice sized lot on a cul-de-sac. He couldn’t go anywhere without exiting his street and then turning either right or left. The dark green unit was parked under a tree in a spot where they couldn’t miss him. 
 
    Blaine and Jesse climbed into the camper and greeted the boys. “Anything going on?” 
 
    “No, he hasn’t moved,” said Travis. “The only thing we have a tag on, is his vehicle, thanks to Farrell. We need ears in his house in a big way.” 
 
    “If he goes out, maybe that will happen,” said Jesse. 
 
    “Glad you could join us, boss,” said Travis. “Been a while.” He reached out and shook Jesse’s hand. 
 
    “I miss working out of the trailer, and having you boys around hanging with me, more than I miss the actual work,” said Jesse with a smile.  
 
    “Lot of fun times at the trailer,” said Farrell. “I miss it too.” 
 
    “Ty and Paulie are happy I’m back in the arena. Takes a lot of pressure off them when I finish the horses for the buyers.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Wednesday, December 13th. 
 
    BREAKFAST WAS a sad affair for Blaine. Mrs. Flores insisted on cooking for them before she left for the train, and it was a wasted effort. Neither of them ate much.  
 
    Blaine loaded her luggage into his truck while she had a last look around the house where she’d raised her daughter. Her eyes brimmed with tears as she gave Lexi one last pat on the head before she went out the door. 
 
    Carm was silent as they rode to the train station. At her age, relocation and a major change in her day to day life was going to be a struggle. 
 
    At the station, he purchased the ticket, checked her luggage with a porter and stayed until she was seated in the train. She smiled, but it wasn’t a happy smile. 
 
    Tears burned behind Blaine’s eyes and at that moment, he didn’t want her to go. 
 
    “Adios,” he said, and booked it off the train. 
 
      
 
    JESSE CAME in from the barn and checked on Charity. She was sleeping peacefully in her stroller parked in the hallway outside the kitchen door. Molly could see the baby clearly from where she stood at the stove.  
 
    Jesse poured himself a coffee and joined his brothers in the dining room for breakfast.  
 
    “So nice having you at the barn for chores in the morning,” said Paul. “I feel like my world has gone back to normal.” 
 
    “Can’t tell you how much better I’ve been feeling physically,” said Jesse, “It’s like starting over for me with a huge load off my back.” 
 
    Brian set the Austin Statesman aside and chirped in his two-cent’s worth. “From a medical standpoint, coming home from Coulter-Ross probably saved your brother’s life, Paulie.” 
 
    “I’ll drink to that.” Ty tipped up his glass of orange juice and downed it. 
 
    “Your face is a little more mellow today,” said Brian. “How’s the soreness?” 
 
    “Not so mellow,” mumbled Ty. “Should have known Annie would be trouble. She’s always been trouble with a capital ‘T.” 
 
    Charity whimpered in the hall and two cowboys were on their feet. “Eat your breakfast, Jesse,” said Tyler. “I’m finished, and I’ve got her.” 
 
    “Anything turn up from the surveillance last night?” asked Brian. “I saw the sketch of your suspect on the front page of Sunday’s paper.” Brian thought for a moment and then asked, “Is there a witness that y’all are protecting?” 
 
    “Not really an eye-witness,” said Jesse, “but more of a psychic impression, I guess you could call it.” 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Paul reached for another hot biscuit, broke it open and slathered it in butter first, then a thick layer of peach jam.” 
 
    “Blacky’s neighbor, Misty, is a psychic and she offered to help.” 
 
    “Why would Blacky go for something like that?” asked Bobby, who’d been silent up to that point. “He’s all about behavioral science and criminology.” 
 
    “His new girlfriend,” said Jesse. “Guess he didn’t want to hurt her feelings.” 
 
    “But it turned out to be a solid lead?” asked Bob. “The sketch matched a real person?” 
 
    “Looks that way. We’re hoping to get enough evidence to arrest him and make the charges stick.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE DROVE FROM the train station on Lamar directly to police headquarters, only pausing long enough for a Starbuck’s drive-through. Strong coffee was what he needed. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d never see Carm Flores again, and the sense of loss seemed to combine with his repressed grief over Fabiana. Depression over his estrangement from Annie was the icing on the cake—the cake of doom. 
 
     “What the hell is wrong with you, Blacky?” Lopez looked up from the pile of murder books and clutter on his disorganized desk and zeroed in on Blaine’s mood. 
 
    “Had to say goodbye to somebody and I wasn’t ready.” He moved a stack of folders and set the tray of containers on the corner of the desk. “Brought you a coffee, Detective Nielsen.” 
 
    “You are God’s gift to homicide, Blacky.” Nielsen grinned and reached across his desk. The space was so tight for two desks, Nielsen was wedged in close to the wall. 
 
    “You here with good news or bad news?” asked Lopez, “Your face says it couldn’t be fuckin worse.” 
 
    Blaine tried to smile but failed miserably. “An update. Jesse made the connection for us. He said to check the vets that the victims used, and this morning I confirmed with the husbands that they all used Doctor Kingsley.” 
 
    “Does he look like the sketch?” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “I checked out his web page and there’s a picture of him on there with a dog and a cat. It’s him.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you brought him in?” asked Nielsen. 
 
    “No evidence. Only circumstantial so far. The three girls took their dogs to his clinic for treatment—along with a couple hundred other people. The court won’t accept the identification based on Misty’s impression alone. We need more.” 
 
    “Maybe we could get something during an interrogation,” said Lopez, “but only if he doesn’t lawyer up.” 
 
    “Let’s bring him in,” said Nielsen. “It will make the Loot happy if we have a suspect. 
 
    “Yeah, him and the media,” said Lopez. Those vultures are waiting to pounce on anything.” 
 
    “One big problem I see with bringing him in,” said Blaine. “We brace him, have nothing to hold him on but suspicion, and then we have to let him go. He’s pissed when he leaves here, but knows we have nothing. That boosts his ego to a higher level. He congratulates himself and all we’ve done is given him a green light. Bingo—victim number four.” 
 
    “Fuck,” said Lopez. “Bad to worse.” 
 
    “We have to make a move,” said Nielsen. “I vote to take our chances. Bring him in and sweat him.” 
 
    “I’m not arguing with your logic, Blacky, and we don’t want another victim, that’s for damn sure, but we’re under a huge amount of pressure from above. We need a suspect.” 
 
    Blaine shrugged. “If you guys are sure that’s the way you want to go, I’ll have Travis and Farrell pick him up when he leaves his building for the day. That way he won’t be able to sue me for embarrassing him in front of his customers.”  
 
    Lopez grinned, then had another thought. “We got the okay from the hospital to pick up Ogilvie. We’re transporting him today.” 
 
    “Good. Annie won’t be able to visit him anymore.” 
 
    “Hope you enjoy having him around.” Blaine drained his coffee and got to his feet. 
 
    “He’ll be in the infirmary,” said Lopez. “We won’t have to look at the big tattooed bastard.” He held his Starbuck’s container up in a salute as Blaine left. 
 
    On his way to the exit, Ben Charles, a crack online investigator, stopped him in the hall. “Hey, Blacky, thanks for the email on Schofield. What a gift that was.” He reached out and shook Blaine’s hand. “His list of customers alone was a freaking gold mine.” He smiled. “Not asking how deep you had to go into cyber darkness to get that. You have skills, man.” 
 
    “A couple.” Blaine grinned. “Have you arrested him?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. He’s out on bail, but he’s toast. I guarantee it.” 
 
    “Another guy that hates me,” said Blaine. “Love it.” 
 
      
 
    RACE LOWERED HIMSELF into the wheelchair, the cuff dangling from its mate attached to his left wrist and clanking against the arm of the chair. The pretty brunette nurse pushed him to the elevator with a cop keeping pace on either side of her, chatting her up and trying to make points. Neither one of the assholes was as good looking as he was. She should have been smiling at him. 
 
    I never look at other women. Why the hell would I?  
 
    Outside, the Austin PD squad car was parked at the curb in the pickup loop. The December day was cloudy and cold. Race didn’t have a jacket, and no one gave a flying fuck if he froze to death or not. They treated him like an animal.  
 
    One officer opened the back door and stood guard. Race struggled to stand and before he had his balance on his good leg, the other asshole pushed him into the squad. “Ow, don’t touch me fucker. Watch my leg.” 
 
    “Shut up, Ogilvie.” He slammed the back door and climbed into the passenger seat. In his hurry to get going, he didn’t bother to cuff Race’s hands together.  
 
    The radio blasted out police calls and static all the way north on route seventy-seven. Race had tossed it around in his mind for the past few days and didn’t see a way out of the spot he was in, unless he had help—and he didn’t fuckin have any. In the old days, when he was king of The Rule, his club would have had him out of this stinking squad car by now. 
 
    They slowed for a bit of construction, then picked up speed again. Race leaned back and closed his eyes and it startled him awake when the fat cop in the passenger seat hollered, “Look out.” 
 
    Race didn’t see a damn thing, but he felt the car swerve, then the impact when they hit whatever it was they tried to miss. Next thing he knew—they rolled. He hit his head on the roof on the first rotation down the embankment, then the back door ripped off with a high-pitched keening sound and he was propelled through the air. His right arm hit a tree as he was thrown clear. Bark ripped layers of skin off his arm slick as a skinning knife and he felt blood rushing to the surface. A loud groan escaped from his throat as he hit the ground hard and lay winded in a pile of pine needles. He waited for his vision to clear. Dizziness swirled in his head. He leaned to his right and puked into the dead leaves beside him. Seconds later he heard the crash when the cruiser came to a dead stop at the bottom of the hill. 
 
    Got to get going. 
 
    Using the trunk of the tree beside him, he pulled himself to his feet. Not used to holding his weight, his wounded leg buckled under him. “Fuck, it’s better, but not good enough yet.” Ignoring his blood-soaked arm, and the screaming pain in his leg, he scrambled through the woods as fast as he could go, using a one-arm and one-leg kind of crabwalk. Without a clue which direction or where in hell he was going, one thought filled his brain—get as far away from the accident as possible. 
 
    Race pushed himself until he couldn’t take another step. Thirsty and exhausted, he came out of the trees and looked around trying to get his bearings. Rows of mobile homes. A lot of single units and a few double-wides. A trailer park. Okay, that had possibilities. He’d hunker down in the woods, wait until dark and find somewhere to hole up. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE WAS HEADED back to the office when he got the call from Sheriff Cumberland, the guardian of Lee County. “Hey, Sheriff, my Mom in your jail again?” 
 
    “Wish that was it, Blacky, but no. Something worse.” 
 
    “My day is already shit. Lay it on me.” 
 
    “Four longhorns broke out of Evan Reese’s field and charged into a passing vehicle. The vehicle rolled into a ravine and two of Austin’s finest are in the hospital.”  
 
    “Jumping Jesus, don’t fuckin tell me they were transporting Ogilvie.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s what I’m telling you alright.” 
 
    “Was he killed in the crash? Could I be that fuckin lucky?” 
 
    “No, y’all are not that lucky. He’s gone and I’m organizing a search team. Want in on it?” 
 
    “Sure do. I’ll bring the dogs. Give me directions.”  
 
    He phoned Coulter-Ross and got Farrell out of bed. “Hey, bro, I know it’s not time for you to get up yet, but Austin PD lost Race on the transfer from Fayette Memorial.” 
 
    Farrell sounded groggy. “How could that fuckin happen?” 
 
    “Longhorns. I’ll fill you in when you get there.” 
 
    “Where’s there?” 
 
    “Cumberland was kind of sketchy, but from what I could gather, south of Laguna Palms on route seventy-seven.” 
 
    “Okay, got it.” 
 
     “Bring the dogs and wake Travis up.” 
 
    “Roger, boss. I’m up. Heading for the shower.” 
 
    Next call: “Lopez, more bad news.” 
 
    “You are having a shit day, Blacky. What now?” 
 
    “Your transfer vehicle was involved in an accident and they lost the prisoner.” 
 
    “You’re fuckin kidding me.” 
 
    “I’m heading down there now to help with the search. Farrell is bringing the dogs.” 
 
    “I’ll see if we can spare any bodies.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Something else you can do, pick up Kingsley when he closes up for the day. Travis was assigned to do it, but he’s going to be busy with Bluebelle.”  
 
    “I’ll make a note of it.” 
 
    “And check Kingsley’s whereabouts for the three murders. If one of his alibis is weak, that will give us a starting point.” 
 
    “I’ll start Nielsen on that.”   
 
    Next call—Annie: “Mom, a word of warning.” 
 
    “What honey?” 
 
    He went through the story again and heard Annie gasp. “Alert Jose and whoever is on the gate. I don’t think Race will risk coming to Coulter-Ross. He knows the cops will look for him there, but be careful.” 
 
    “Will you let me know if you find him?” 
 
    “As soon as he’s back in custody, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Thanks for calling, sweetheart. I love you.” 
 
      
 
    THE TOWTRUCK DRIVER was hooking onto the squad car when Travis and Farrell arrived at the crash site with the dogs. He was a tall guy with short brown hair dressed in dark blue coveralls. The name on his pocket said Abe.  
 
    “Hey, Abe, can I let the dogs get the prisoner’s scent from the back seat of the squad before you take it?” asked Farrell. “Would help them out a lot.” 
 
    “Yeah, have at it. I’ll have a smoke until y’all are done. Not looking forward to getting it out of this hole anyway.” He frowned as he cast a gaze up the steep embankment. “I’ve had better call-outs.” He stood to the side and watched Farrell talk to Red. 
 
    When Farrell was done, Travis let Bluebelle into the car. He stood beside Farrell and asked in a whisper. “Do we get to shoot Ogilvie on sight?” 
 
    Farrell fingered the bandage on his throat. “Don’t see why not. He’s an escaped murderer. Be my pleasure.” 
 
    “Maybe the boss will want to do him,” said Travis. “He hates the fucker, but not more than me.” 
 
    “You’ve got the right, partner. I’ll leave him for you.” 
 
    “Long as we’ve got it straight,” said Travis. “Thanks.” 
 
    “The dogs are anxious,” said Farrell, “Let’s get started.” 
 
    From the crash site, the dogs headed deeper into the woods. With their sensitive noses to the ground, they both followed a trail that stayed a long way back from the highway.  
 
    “He’s not going near the road,” said Travis. 
 
    Red stopped at one point and sat down. Farrell patted his head and gave him a biscuit. He had to search hard to see what Red was telling him, but then he found it. “Blood here on the ground, partner. Maybe his leg has opened up.” 
 
    “How much blood?” 
 
    “Not a lot. A smear.” 
 
    “He could have been hurt in the crash too,” said Travis. “Sheriff Cumberland said the cops were banged up real good. Both of them have broken bones.” 
 
    “True enough,” said Farrell, “I didn’t think of it until now, but he could have new injuries and be hurt as bad as the cops in the front seat.” 
 
    “All the better,” said Travis. “Slow the bastard down a little so we can catch him.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE CAUGHT up with Sheriff Cumberland on the shoulder of route seventy-seven. The tow-truck driver had finally succeeded in getting the wrecked cruiser to the top of the hill. 
 
    “Hey, Rafe, nice to see you again so soon.” Blaine shook hands with the sheriff.  
 
    The Sheriff was a large man, about two hundred and fifty pounds, ruddy complexion and red hair turning to gray. He’d been the under-sheriff when Jesse had been sheriff of Lee county for a short time, and they’d all worked together on several cases in the past. 
 
    “Any point in me looking at the crash site?” asked Blaine. “I’m sure your people have gone over it with a fine-toothed comb.” 
 
    “Nothing down there, and I think your boy didn’t hang around long enough to leave any clues. I was down there when the boys took off with the dogs and they went deep into the bush.” He pointed. “To my way of thinking, they’ll be fixing to come out behind Laguna Palms.” 
 
    “Shit,” said Blaine. “If that’s where Ogilvie is coming out, we’ll have to do a DTD and warn every one of the fuckers in that park.” 
 
    “Already got two deputies doing just that. Don’t want any ugly surprises kicking me in the ass.” He grinned. 
 
    “When Race Ogilvie is involved,” said Blaine, “things can turn ugly fast—too fuckin fast.” 
 
    The sheriff gave Blaine a hard stare. “Heard through the grapevine that Ogilvie was aiming for you when he took the DEA fella out by mistake. That true?” 
 
    “Yep. True enough. Still feel bad about Enright. Jesse and I had just hired him on.” 
 
      
 
    MISTY WAS STIRRING a big pot of marinara sauce—her mother’s special recipe—thinking that when Blaine came home, they’d stay in instead of going out for dinner. Sometimes after a day of three or more readings, exhaustion took over her body and mind.  
 
    Her cell rang on the kitchen table and she glanced at the screen. Kingsley Veterinarian. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Miss Mulligan, this is Doctor Kingsley. I received a report from the lab on Hoodoo’s blood work and there seems to be a slight problem. It’s almost closing time, but if you could come over now, we could discuss it in detail. I want tell you about several different options available to us to treat his illness.”   
 
    “He has an illness?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have called it that until after we’ve talked.” 
 
    “Should I bring Hoodoo?” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    Tears welled up in her eyes as she turned off the stove and grabbed her jacket and car keys. She took the leash off the hook by the door and snapped it onto his collar. 
 
    Oh, my God. My worst nightmare. Hoodoo has cancer. 
 
      
 
    IT WAS ALMOST DARK when Blaine and Sheriff Cumberland called the search off for the night. Travis and Farrell had lost the scent at a creek that ran through the woods and the dogs couldn’t seem to pick it up on the other side.  
 
    “We were headed in a straight line to the trailer park,” said Travis, “when the trail went cold. He’s got to be there. Nowhere else he could be.” 
 
    “The sheriff has men doing a door to door,” said Blaine. “He won’t get far on foot with his leg not healed.” 
 
    “One of us should stay in the park,” said Travis. “I don’t want the fucker getting away again.” 
 
    “Okay, alternate four-hour shifts,” said Blaine. “You have to sleep too, Travis. Damn it, I wish we had our fourth man.” Blaine glanced at the message that had come in on his phone. “I’ll see if Jesse can spell you off. Hate being short like this. Fucks everything up.” 
 
    “We’ll manage,” said Travis. “You have to leave?” 
 
    “I’ve got to go interview Kingsley. I told Lopez to bring him in.” 
 
      
 
    DOCTOR KEN KINGSLEY sat in interrogation room four with his attorney, Bartley Winthrop. Winthrop, a short man in his late forties had lost most of his hair, but compensated with more attitude. Dressed in a black custom suit, he smiled as Blaine entered and offered them a beverage. “Mr. Blackmore-Powell.” Winthrop offered his hand and Blaine shook it. 
 
    Kingsley’s resemblance to the sketch that Misty and Celia had come up with was amazing. The first thing Blaine noticed was his large head and hands. Under six feet tall, but over two hundred pounds, dark hair and matching beard—he could have been a mountain man or a stand-in for Grizzly Adams. 
 
    “No times for beverages, thank you,” said Winthrop. “We’ve been waiting here an hour.” Quick glance at his Rolex. “My client wants to clear this up and go home.” 
 
    “Sorry, I was held up out of town,” said Blaine. 
 
    “Go ahead and ask your questions,” said Winthrop, “I’ll advise Ken which ones he can answer.” 
 
    Ken. That’s the name Misty said. 
 
    Blaine eyed Kingsley and he appeared to be relaxed, almost enjoying himself.  
 
    “During our investigation, we’ve discovered that the three girls who were murdered all used your veterinary services, Doctor Kingsley. Quite a coincidence, don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Not much of a coincidence when they all had dogs and lived in the west end of the city.” 
 
    “All the same,” said Blaine, “I hate coincidences.” He leaned closer and asked in almost a whisper. “What did you do with Sherry Finn’s Labrador Retriever?” Blaine studied Kingsley while he formed his response.  
 
    “Sorry, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Winthrop nodded. Ready to interrupt if he needed to. 
 
    “How well did you know Eve Partout?” 
 
    “Sorry, who?” 
 
    “Eve Partout. She was one of your clients. She owned a Chesapeake Bay Retriever. Remember her? You should. You have a dog the same breed, don’t you?”  
 
    “What if I do? Is that a crime?” 
 
    “Eve was the second girl murdered. Where were you the night Eve died in Zilker Park?” 
 
    “I don’t remember, but I can check my calendar at the office and give you something more definite—if I have to.” 
 
    “You’ll have to, Doctor Kinsgley.” Blaine flipped through his notes. “I’m curious about something, Doctor. What prompted you to change the venue when you raped and murdered Heather Stanley?” 
 
    Winthrop held up his hand. “Enough. If this is the route you’re taking, Mr. Blackmore, my client is leaving. You have nothing to charge him with or you would have done it by now.” He motioned to Kingsley and he stood up. “Let’s go, Ken.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE PARKED IN the driveway of the old Victorian that he now owned. It looked huge and empty and all-too-similar to the house on the hill in Psycho. One of the old Hitchcock movies Annie liked and they had watched it together over and over. He wasn’t looking forward to living alone and rambling around inside like a hermit or worse yet—Norman Bates. The lace curtains upstairs had to go. 
 
    He glanced next door as he walked towards the porch with his briefcase in his hand. Misty’s car wasn’t there.  
 
    She’s driving her car today? It must run. I thought we were having dinner. 
 
    He went into the house, turned off the alarm and let Lexi out the back door into the newly fenced yard. The fence was gorgeous with its lattice trim and fancy post caps, but the flower beds had been sacrificed. Trampled into oblivion by the workmen who swore there would be no damage. What did it matter now? Carm was gone.  
 
    I’ll wait until spring and hire a landscaper. 
 
    He tried Misty’s cell and it went to message. He texted her.  
 
    “Is dinner off? Where are you? Call me.” 
 
     While he waited for a response, he pulled a cold Corona out of the fridge, sat down and stared at the gourmet kitchen he’d spent thousands on for Carmelita Flores. Why had things turned out like this?  
 
    Had Carm arrived in Brownsville? Had there been a fuckin train wreck? Why hadn’t she called? His whole fuckin world was tilting to the left. 
 
      
 
    ONCE DARKNESS FELL and the cops cleared out, Race skirted around the trailer park, dragging his throbbing leg and staying in the shadows. The temperature had dropped with the setting of the sun and he’d freeze to death if he didn’t soon find a spot to hole up until his leg was stronger.  
 
    Cops would be watching the park gate, so he stayed as far back from the highway as he could. On the street backing onto the woods, one of the mobile homes had a for sale sign out front. The brown grass was uncut—long and shaggy. Nobody had bothered with curb appeal for a long spell—not that there were any curbs.  
 
    He jimmied the back door, slipped inside and relocked the door. A musty closed-up smell made him wrinkle his nose, but he soon got used to it. Electricity could be on or turned off, but he wasn’t risking trying the lights to find out. He waited until his eyes adjusted to the dark, then felt his way around. 
 
    The place was partially furnished with some throw-away junk from Goodwill, but all he needed was water to wash the blood off his arm and a bed to lay down on. He struck gold. This place had both.  
 
    Race used the bathroom and cleaned up his arm. He opened the medicine chest over the small, square vanity, hoping for gauze or band aids and struck out. Empty. No towel either.  
 
    He felt his way next door to the bedroom, laid down on the bare mattress and closed his eyes. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Thursday, December 14th. 
 
    AT DAWN, LEXI nudged Blaine awake. She wagged her feathery tail when he opened his eyes. “It’s early, girl. Do you have to go out already?” 
 
    She whined once and ran to the top of the stairs. 
 
    First night alone in my Victorian mansion. Scary stuff. 
 
    He pulled on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt, grabbed his smokes and headed barefoot downstairs and through the house to the back door. With Lexi secured in the yard, Blaine rinsed the carafe and started the coffee maker. He padded to the front door and stepped outside, mainly to see if Misty’s car was in her drive. No car. 
 
    Where the hell can she be? 
 
    He tried her cell again and it went to message. 
 
    Okay, girl. I’m freaking out now.  
 
      
 
    ON THE TRIP SOUTH to Fayette Memorial in La Grange, Blaine did nothing but try to figure out where Misty could be. When he knocked on her door, Hoodoo didn’t bark, so the dog was with her wherever she was. That was a positive point—if there was one. Why hadn’t he asked about her family or friends? He didn’t know a damn thing about her. No emergency number to call. She had a southern accent, but it wasn’t Texan, more like Louisiana. He hadn’t even bothered to ask where she was from? What kind of idiot boyfriend was he? 
 
    When he reached the hospital, he put thoughts of Misty aside and tried to focus on the job at hand. After an inquiry at reception in the lobby, he found the two Austin PD officers who’d been transporting Race Ogilvie. They lay in two beds, side by side, their faces black and blue from impacting the air bags, one with a cast on his arm, the other with casts on both legs. 
 
    “Morning, officers,” said Blaine. “Not a great morning for y’all, I guess.” 
 
    “You got that right,” said Haney, the one in the left bed. “Guess you want to know what happened, Ranger Blackmore?” 
 
    “Might help me find him, and then again, with Ogilvie involved, it might not.” 
 
    Haney told the story of the accident as he remembered it, then turned his head to Sam Raymore. “Did I miss anything, Sammy?” 
 
    “Nope. Once the fuckin herd of elephants hit us and we rolled, the rest was over in seconds. Never saw Ogilvie fly out of the back of the squad—nothing.” 
 
    “Thanks, gentlemen,” said Blaine. “Speedy recovery to you both.” 
 
      
 
    FROM THE HOSPITAL, Blaine headed north to Laguna Palms to spell off Travis and Farrell. They’d been there all night and last time he’d spoken to them they hadn’t seen anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    “We took turns sleeping in the back seat of the truck, boss,” said Farrell. “Nothing happened, far as we saw. “Drove around patrol-like every half hour, and all the trailers were in darkness. Everybody was sleeping.” 
 
    “Sheriff Cumberland said they did a thorough search of the park,” said Blaine. “they talked to every resident and searched the two empty units.” 
 
    “Race must still be hiding in the bush,” said Travis. “He’ll come out sooner or later, or else he’ll fuckin starve to death.” 
 
    “That would be a bonus,” said Farrell. “No more Race.” 
 
    Blaine’s cell jangled. “Lopez, good morning.” 
 
    “Good call on Kingsley, Blacky. You were right on the money. We never should have brought the fucker in so soon.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Blaine hollered at top volume, and Farrell jumped. “Where is she?” 
 
    “Zilker. Almost the same spot.” 
 
    “Half an hour.” 
 
    Blaine’s heart pounded, and he thought he might throw up. 
 
    Don’t let it be Misty. 
 
    “What boss? You went kind of pale,” said Farrell. 
 
    “Another murder in Zilker Park. Call Cumberland and get him to cover you off here. As soon as a squad arrives, catch up with me.”  
 
    “Yep. Right behind you, boss.” 
 
    “We gonna need the dogs?” asked Travis. 
 
    “I’ll call Jesse and have him bring the dogs to the park.” 
 
      
 
    RACE WATCHED from behind dusty gray drapes that covered the multi-paned front window. A woman came out of the trailer directly across from the one he was hiding in. She locked the door with a key, jumped into her rusty Toyota and headed for the gate. 
 
    “She’s going to work,” he said to himself. “I need food.” He waited ten minutes and there wasn’t another person stirring on the street of four trailers. He took a credit card out of his wallet and slipped it into the front pocket of his filthy jeans. 
 
    He opened the back door of the trailer he was in, stuck close to the wall and slunk around to the front. Still all clear. He ran across the gravel street and tried the woman’s side door. Locked. He fiddled with the card and the lock gave. He turned the knob and the lock wasn’t engaged, but the door wouldn’t open. “Fuckin dead bolt.” The sound of an engine coming closer made him turn tail and beat it back to his hiding place. He ran in, locked the door behind him and collapsed onto the floor. The pain in his leg was more than he could stand. He needed drugs and he needed food.  
 
    He’d have to wait until dark and try again. 
 
      
 
    EAST RIVERSIDE was blocked at the route one exit. Media vehicles were bunched up on the side of the road and reporters and camera men were being restrained by the boys in uniform. The news-hungry crowd spotted his truck and surged towards him like lemmings to the brink. Hundreds of questions were shouted at him as he drove through the barricade and headed deeper into the parkland. 
 
    He parked in a visitor’s lot and trudged along towards the spot where the last victim had been found. This can’t be Misty. If it is, I won’t be able to deal with it. Guaranteed.  
 
    He stopped beside an oak tree and tried her number once more and got the same result. It went to message. Before he clipped his phone back on his belt, it rang. Scott’s private number. “Shit. I don’t want to talk to you yet.” 
 
    He shook his head and pressed ‘talk’. “Yes, sir. I’m almost at the site.” 
 
    “I heard homicide had him in custody,” the Governor snapped. “Why in hell did they let him go?” 
 
    “Bartley Winthrop was with him, and we had nothing to charge him with at that time.” 
 
    “Fuck,” hollered a man who rarely cursed. 
 
    “I second that, sir. Can you give me an hour?” 
 
    “I apologize, son. This is not your fault.” 
 
    “We’re all on edge, sir. Me more than the rest, with Ogilvie on the loose.” 
 
    The Governor changed his tone completely. “Have you talked to Annie since yesterday?” 
 
    “Only to tell her about Race. I wanted to warn her and have Jose beef up perimeter security. Is something else wrong I should know about?” 
 
    The Governor blurted it out. “I asked her to marry me and forget about all her sadness.” 
 
    Blaine sucked in a breath so fast it hurt.  
 
    She refused you, right? 
 
    “And I was a happy man when she said yes. I hope you can be happy for us, son.” 
 
    Blaine inhaled twice and could barely project a sound. “Of course, I’m happy for you, sir. If this is what the two of you want, you should go ahead and work out the details.” 
 
    “Thanks, Blaine. I wanted your blessing.” 
 
    Jesus Christ, Mom. One mistake after another. The manure pile keeps getting higher. What the hell is wrong with you? 
 
    Blindsided by the Governor’s news, Blaine was almost on top of the corpse and the medical examiner before he realized it. He gazed down at the blonde girl’s face, twisted in the pain of death and silently thanked God it wasn’t Misty. 
 
    “Who found the body?” he asked Lopez, who leaned on a tree trunk talking to one of the techs. 
 
    “A skateboarder,” said Lopez. “Young boy—teenager. His parents had to come pick him up he was so upset. I have his statement.” 
 
    “Did the victim have any identification?”  
 
    “Uh huh. Julie Westover, twenty-eight years old. I’m on my way to do the notification. Come with?” 
 
    “Yep, I’ll do that, and Jesse can set the boys up with the dogs. He should be here soon.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS AND FARRELL arrived and caught up to Blaine. “Two of Sheriff Cumberland’s deputies are watching the trailer park, boss,” said Farrell. “Nothing going on there when we left.” 
 
    “Can’t think of anywhere else Race could go,” said Blaine. “He’ll have to show his face sooner or later.” 
 
    “What if he made it to the highway and hitched a ride?” asked Travis. “He could be out of state by now. We’ll never find the rotten fucker.” 
 
    “His trail led away from the highway,” said Blaine. “I figure he’s hurt worse than we think after being thrown out of the cruiser. Who knows what he hit when he touched down. He has to hole up and heal before he makes a run for it.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” said Farrell, “and you’re usually right, bro. You have a better read on these assholes than I do.” 
 
    Jesse crossed a wide expanse of grass with the dogs on two leashes and he was noticeably out of wind.  
 
    Blaine pointed to one of the park benches along the gravel path. Jesse handed the dogs off to the boys and sat down. Blaine sat beside him. “I’m going with Lopez to do the notification. Come with us. You can’t be running around the park.” 
 
    “I want to be running around the park,” said Jesse, “but you’re right. I can’t.” Jesse took a couple of deep breaths and stood up. “Let Nielsen go with his partner to do the notification. You and I will go bring in the vet.” 
 
    Blaine raised a dark eyebrow. “Think that’s the way to go? Could have the same result as last time. He calls his lawyer and he’s out in an hour.” 
 
    “We need to keep on him, and besides, I want to see him face to face.” 
 
    “Okay, your call.” Blaine studied the set in Jesse’s jaw. “You have a plan. I can tell when the wheels are turning.” 
 
      
 
    ON THE WAY to Doctor Kingsley’s office building, Blaine put Jesse’s plan into action. He called Mary Polito.  
 
    “Nice to hear from you, Mr. Blackmore. Can I help you with something?” 
 
    “Yes, please, Mary. Meet me at this address and bring a photographer. Not a word to anyone, okay? This is a surprise. Not a good surprise for everyone, but a good one for the paper.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks. I’m writing down the directions. Should I come right now?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m on my way there now.” 
 
    “Is that the reporter you worked with on the sketch?” asked Jesse. 
 
    “Uh huh. Nice girl and she doesn’t badger me. She waits until I call her, and she prints exactly what I tell her.” 
 
    “Good to have an ally in the press,” said Jesse. “Someone who tells the true story and doesn’t try to turn the truth into the next miniseries on Netflix. The TV people are way over the top most of the time.” 
 
    “You got that right.” 
 
    Jesse and I always worked together and talked out every aspect of every case. I’m missing that. 
 
    Blaine parked down the block from Kingsley Veterinarian and waited until Mary Polito arrived. He and Jesse strode over to her vehicle and jumped into the back seat.  
 
    “This is what’s happening, Mary,” said Blaine. “I presume you’ve heard about the fourth murder by now. I was surprised not to see you at the road block on Riverside.” 
 
    “My boss sent someone higher up the ladder than me,” said Mary, “even though he gave me high praise for my last story on the crime beat.” 
 
    “Well your competition at the scene won’t get anything. This is going to be a better story for you. I hope. Ranger Quantrall is going into the office and he’ll arrest Doctor Kingsley on suspicion of murder. He’ll bring him out the front door with his hands cuffed in front of him and you get as many pictures as you can, as we escort him to the truck. Then we’ll head downtown.” 
 
    “Can we follow y’all downtown and get shots of him going into Austin PD?” asked the photographer. He reached over the seat and shook hands with Blaine and Jesse. “By the way, my name is Raj Singh.” 
 
    “If you wish to do that, Mr. Singh,” said Blaine, “it’s okay with me.” 
 
    Blaine fetched his truck from down the block, turned on the strobe and pulled up to the curb in front of the building. He and Jesse went inside. The waiting room was crammed with people and pets and the noise level was off the charts.  
 
    “Where’s Doctor Kingsley at this moment?” asked Jesse. 
 
    Looking a little alarmed as she eyeballed Jesse’s credentials, Rebecca said, “Exam room three.” 
 
    “Show me,” said Jesse. 
 
    They followed her down the hall. She tapped twice and opened the door. Kingsley stood next to a stainless-steel examination table inserting a needle into a small white dog. 
 
    “Doctor Kingsley,” said Jesse, “You’re under arrest on suspicion of murder. Hold your hands out in front of your body.” 
 
    Kinsgley sized up Jesse in his Cody James jeans, his snap-front shirt and his Stetson. “Who the hell are you, cowboy? I have a right to know who is arresting me.” 
 
    “Ranger Jesse Quantrall, at your service.” Jesse flashed his creds, stuffed the pack back into his pocket and snapped one cuff on Kingsley’s right wrist. 
 
    Kingsley jerked away, waving the needle at Jesse. 
 
    Blaine pulled out his Beretta and held it steady on Kingsley. “Put the needle down, sir.” To the woman: “Take your dog and leave the room, please ma’am.” 
 
    The woman picked up her Shih Tzu and booked it. 
 
    Kingsley laid the needle on the table and laughed. “What kind of crap is this? You have nothing to arrest me for. I’m suing Austin PD, and while I’m at it, I’ll sue you, Blackmore, and Powell Corp and the whole fuckin state.” 
 
    Jesse snapped the cuff closed on Kingsley’s other large wrist and the cuffs were a tight fit. Very tight. 
 
    He winced. “These are too small,” he growled. “I want my lawyer.” 
 
    “You’ll get a phone call when you get downtown, sir,” said Jesse.  
 
    They marched Kingsley through the waiting room in front of all his clients, and out the front door.  
 
    “Stop here,” said Blaine. He stepped to the side and let Raj Singh take pictures. 
 
    “You bastards set me up,” he hollered. “I’ll sue every last one of you fuckers.” 
 
    “You do that,” said Blaine. “You can file from Huntsville. Give you something to do when you aren’t taking it up the ass.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL AND TRAVIS waited until the body of Julie Westover had been removed by the medical examiner, then they started Red and Bluebelle at the scene of the crime. 
 
    “Don’t know what we’ll find, partner, that will be any good, but I guess it doesn’t hurt to be thorough,” said Travis. 
 
    “He hasn’t left a trace behind before,” said Farrell, “latex gloves and condoms—everything a doctor would do—but we’ve got the best dogs. Have faith.” 
 
    Bluebelle sniffed the scene for ten minutes, caught the scent and took off in the direction of one of the parking areas in the north end of the park. Red and Farrell ran behind trying to keep up. The park had been closed so both dogs were off leash. 
 
    When they reached the parking lot, Bluebelle lay down beside one of the parked police vehicles and tried to scooch underneath, but she was too big. She lifted her big head and bayed. 
 
    “What is it girl? What’s under there?” 
 
    Travis pulled out his flashlight and flopped down on his belly beside the dog. “Yep, I see it, but I can’t reach it.” 
 
    “I’ll get you a stick, partner,” said Farrell. He hoofed it to the closest tree, broke off a skinny branch and ran back to Travis. “Try this.” 
 
    Travis shoved the long stick under the car, and pulled the small item towards him. He held his hand up without looking behind him and Farrell gave him an evidence bag, while he recorded the proceeding on his phone.  
 
    Travis snapped on the latex gloves Farrell handed him, picked up the item and dropped it into the bag. “Fitbit wristband,” he said. “It will have DNA on it and place him in the park.” 
 
    Farrell stroked Bluebelle’s head and gave her a biscuit. 
 
    “Let’s run this to the boss at headquarters.” 
 
    Travis grinned. “Yeah, lets.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE AND BLAINE escorted Kingsley across the street and through the front door of the precinct house while the photographer for the Austin paper took pictures and Mary Polito jotted down accompanying notes.  
 
    They stopped at the front door and Mary thanked Blaine. “I’ll try to get the boss to run a special addition,” said Mary, “but I might have missed the deadline.”  
 
    “Whatever you can do, Mary,” said Blaine. “I appreciate your patience and your participation.” 
 
    Raj Singh reached out and shook his hand as Jesse escorted Kingsley through the door. “Appreciate the opportunity, Mr. Blackmore.” 
 
    “I’ll take him to booking,” said Blaine. “You go find Lopez if he’s around.” 
 
    Kingsley protested every step of the way. “You can’t do this, you, gangland punk. I’ll make you regret this. As soon as my attorney gets here, I’m starting my lawsuit.” 
 
    Blaine didn’t respond and that seemed to make Kingsley angrier. His big moon face was crimson as he was booked, fingerprinted and photographed for his mug shot.  
 
    “When am I going to get my phone call? You have to give me my phone call. It’s the law.”  
 
    “You’ll get your phone call, Doctor Kingsley,” said Blaine. 
 
    “Lopez caught up and pulled Blaine aside. Why did you bring him in again?” 
 
    Blaine ignored the question and said, “Lock him up in a holding cell overnight.” 
 
    “No, I won’t,” whispered Lopez, “I can’t. My lieutenant will go ballistic. We have nothing on him.” 
 
    “Four murders,” said Blaine, “isn’t that enough for you?” 
 
    “The MO is different on this one—no bandana—for starters. I think it might be a copy-cat.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” said Blaine. 
 
    Jesse caught up to the group in the hall. “I’ll take him downstairs and lock him up.” 
 
    Blaine nodded and continued his argument with Lopez. “He’s trying to make you think it’s a copy-cat by changing a couple of little things, but he’s so set in the way he has to do things, he couldn’t deviate enough to make it convincing.” 
 
    “Julie Westover had no fucking dog, Blacky. No dog means no fucking veterinarian. How did he know her?” 
 
    “That’s for us to find out, ain’t it. Why don’t you put some uniforms on that right this fuckin minute?” Blaine swiveled on the heel of his Harley boot and saw Travis and Farrell striding through the squad room. 
 
    “Good news, boss,” said Travis. “Bluebelle found this. His Fitbit was in the parking lot under a car.” 
 
    “There’ll be DNA on it,” said Farrell. “Places him in the park.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” said Blaine. “Lopez, can you get the lab to put that at the top of their list?” 
 
    Lopez calmed down a notch. “Yeah, okay, I can do that. At least it’s something that has potential.”  
 
    “We’ll hold him overnight and hit him with this evidence in the interview in the morning,” said Blaine. “In the meantime, we need warrants for the clinic and for his residence.” 
 
    “With the sketchy evidence we’ve got against him?” Lopez shook his head. “Good luck with that. I’ll be taking enough flak from the Loot as it is.” 
 
      
 
    THE PATROL CAR went by the trailer real slow and Race could feel the piggy eyes boring through the front window. He stood in the dark behind the shabby drapes and let out the breath he was holding. “Stupid fuckers. They’re all the same.” 
 
    The tail lights disappeared into the darkness before he left the window. He went out the back way, stuck close to the side of the trailer and inched along next to the woods. Every step he took on his wounded leg sent a bolt of pain into his brain. 
 
    Take the pain or fuckin starve.  
 
    As he passed behind a row of trailers, he could see through lighted windows what was going on inside some of them. The smell of food cooking hit him hard in his empty gut as he moved on past the one with the kitchen window open. 
 
    Four units around the bend from his trailer, he hit pay dirt. Three Harleys in the side yard—one chained to the cottonwood. He knocked on the door wearing his best fake smile. One thing he was good at was bullshitting bikers and getting what he wanted. He’d been doing it all his fuckin life. 
 
    The door opened slowly, and a big son of a bitch stood on the step. Red hair hanging down long and scraggly with a dirty green bandana wrapped around his forehead, a messy looking beard and mean-looking beady eyes. Reminded him of his old VP, Zack Hogan. Hate reared its ugly head so fast Race could barely keep from reaching out and grabbing the fucker standing in front of him by the neck, and choking the life out of him. Instead, he called on the deadly calm that he kept right beneath the surface. “Hey, brother, I could use a beer.” 
 
    “Yeah, well we don’t hand out free brewskis to everybody who knocks on our fuckin door.” He pushed the door closed and Race jammed his body into the opening.  
 
    “If you knew who I was, you wouldn’t be shutting the goddam door in my face.” Race used his size to push past the guy into trailer. 
 
    Two other dudes looked up from their card game and glared at the intruder.   
 
    Race limped over to the table and held out his hand. “Race Ogilvie, president of The Rule in Vegas.” 
 
    The dark-haired guy on the other side of the table, set his cards down and shook Race’s hand. “Always wanted to meet you, man. You’re a fuckin legend.” 
 
    “Heard you were doing time in Huntsville,” said the guy who’d let him in. “That’s a nasty place.” 
 
    “You been there?” asked Race. 
 
    “No, and I ain’t goin to.” He strode over to the fridge. “I’ll get you that beer you wanted. Have a seat.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Race, “been on the run for a couple of days and haven’t had time to eat. Got any food?” 
 
    “Not much. Cold pizza. That’s about it.” The dark-haired biker shoved the box his way. 
 
    “Better than nothing,” he said as he helped himself to a piece with curled, dried out pepperoni on top. 
 
    “Cops been patrolling the park heavy,” said the younger kid. “They looking for you, boss?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. They won’t take me alive,” said Race between bites. “I ain’t going back.” 
 
    “Don’t blame you,” said the red-haired guy. He pointed to the dark-complexioned dude, “He’s Craig, that there is Mike with the scar healing on his face, and they just call me Fat Boy, cause that’s what I ride.” 
 
    Race chugged half his beer. “Appreciate your hospitality, boys. Anything I can do to pay you back?” 
 
    “Happy to help a brother in need,” said Mike. “You play Hold-em?” 
 
    “Could do,” said Race, “How much is the buy-in?” 
 
    “Twenty bucks. Freeze out. Winner take all.” 
 
    Race pulled out his wallet and threw money on the table. 
 
      
 
    HOODOO WHINED, licked Misty’s face, then lay down on the wooden floor beside her. She tried to talk to him, but the gag was so tight in her mouth, she couldn’t make a sound. It was dark wherever she was. Dark and cold. She was shivering and wished she had a warmer jacket.  
 
    Where am I? Was I drugged? I can’t remember anything after I took Hoodoo to Kingsley’s office.  
 
    All she could smell was wood. Wet wood and pine trees. The worst part was—she had to pee, and it had to be soon.  
 
    She struggled with the ties on her wrists. Her fingers were numb and felt like wood—short broken pencils. But her hands were small, and she’d practiced for hours in the past—a student of Houdini and the level of mind control he’d achieved. She’d read every book ever written about the great magician. 
 
    Tears rolled down her cheeks as she pictured how furious Blaine would be, when he found out she’d gone to the clinic. Her Latino boy sure had a temper. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    Friday, December 15th. 
 
    ANOTHER SLEEPLESS NIGHT. Blaine was up before dawn wondering what in hell he should do about Misty. He started the coffee, stuck his feet in his Harley Boots and walked next door. The whole street was silent as a tomb at that hour. He jogged past her porch, strode down her empty driveway, reached over and released the latch on the gate. The big back yard was neatly mowed and bordered with flower beds—not in bloom in mid-December—but not trampled and ruined like the ones on his side of the fence.  
 
    The outside light was on beside the back door. Had it been on all the time? He didn’t know because he hadn’t checked the back. Some investigator.  
 
    Holy fuck, what was wrong with his head? Too much going on at once. 
 
    He mounted the four steps to the back porch, opened the screen door and tried the knob. Locked—just like the front. Only one thing to do. He ran around both houses to his truck, parked in the side drive, grabbed his lock wizard and returned.   
 
    In thirty seconds, he was inside. The house had that empty feel to it—like when people haven’t been inside for a while. Creepy, that’s what it was. 
 
    He walked through the whole main floor and nothing was disturbed. No upended furniture. No signs of a struggle. No home invasion or anything like that. As he neared the kitchen, he noticed a cooking aroma and tried to place it. He checked the stove and it was turned off, but a big pot sat on the back burner. A wooden spoon rested in the spoon holder. He lifted the lid—pasta sauce—and it smelled meaty and spicy. 
 
    She was making me dinner when what happened? An emergency? 
 
    “What made her take off in the middle of cooking dinner?” he asked himself out loud. He tried to put himself in Misty’s place. She’s standing at the stove stirring the sauce… then what? The phone rings? Who or what would make her run off in the middle of cooking dinner. 
 
    It would help if you knew anything about her at all, you dumb ass. But you don’t. 
 
    He sat at the table in the middle of Misty’s roomy kitchen and wondered if he should report her missing. The urge to smoke came over him as it always did when he sat still. He pushed that thought out of his head and scanned the room one more time. 
 
    That’s when he saw it. A yellow Post-it pad had fallen off the table onto the chair next to him. He picked it up and tried to read what Misty had written on the top sheet. Almost illegible, but it looked like vet. 
 
    “Jesus, no.” Blaine was on his feet and running for the back door. He locked up and tore back home. 
 
    Never had he showered and dressed so fast. He brought Lexi in, set the alarm and was gone in ten minutes flat. 
 
      
 
    NOT MANY COPS occupied the desks in the squad room at six in the morning. Blaine paused long enough to round someone up who could get him into the holding cells in the basement. 
 
    “Appreciate it, Sarge. Got to talk to Kingsley for a minute.” 
 
    “You getting an extra-early start, Mr. B?” 
 
    “Yeah, something like that.” 
 
    Blaine stood in the narrow walkway between the cells and hollered, “Wake up Kingsley and tell me what you did with her.” 
 
    Kingsley’s big bulk never moved on the narrow cot.  
 
    “Need him awake, Mr. B?” 
 
    “Can you help him wake up, Sarge?” 
 
    The sergeant grinned and opened the cell door. “Believe I can. He strode across the small cell and jerked the mattress out from under Kingsley. The surprised doctor flailed around, then sat up looking groggy. 
 
    Blaine entered the cell and stood beside the duty sergeant. “What did you do with Misty, you fucking pervert? I know you have her.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about, Blackmore? You’re a fucking psycho. Give me my phone call, and do it now.” 
 
    Blaine grabbed Kingsley’s shirt and twisted it tightly up under his fleshy chin. “Where is she?” 
 
    “Who?” A wide grin spread across his face and Blaine tore out of the cell hollering over his shoulder, “Fuck yourself up the ass, Kingsley. You’re a dead man.” 
 
      
 
    AT THE COFFEE SHOP down the block from police headquarters, Blaine ordered a large Panama blend and sought out a table near the back, away from the noise of other customers. He called Governor Richardson and woke him up. 
 
    “When you call this early son, I get nervous.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir, but I’ve got to have warrants on both Kingsley’s vet clinic and his residence. Misty is missing, and I’m convinced he has her.” 
 
    “What? The girl that did the sketch is missing?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, and I’m convinced the last place she went was the clinic.” 
 
    “I’ll call Judge Waverley right away.” 
 
    “Thanks, sir. Tell him I’m on my way.”  
 
    On his way to the judge’s residence in the north end of the city, Blaine called Lopez on his cell. 
 
    “Damn you, Blacky, I just stepped out of the shower. Give me time to drink my coffee.” 
 
    “No time this morning, Detective. Kingsley has Misty stashed somewhere, if he hasn’t killed her already. I’m fuckin sure of it.” 
 
    “What? How do you know that?” 
 
    “She hasn’t been around home the last couple of days, and I was too fuckin stupid to trig into it.” 
 
    “And now you jumped to that conclusion? It’s a big leap, Blacky. Even for you.” 
 
    “She left food on the stove and I found a note that said ‘vet’ on it.” 
 
    “He called and used a ruse? Her dog?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m guessing.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do? You always call for a reason that causes me work. That’s why I start to sweat when your name comes up.”   
 
    “Organize enough manpower for two simultaneous searches. One at Kingsley’s clinic and one at his residence. I’m on my way to Judge Waverly’s house to pick up the warrants.” 
 
    “Notice I’m not asking how you got the warrants.” 
 
    “We haven’t got time for the fuckin DNA to come back,” said Blaine. “I’ll have my team help with the searches.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” said Lopez, “and another thing that you’re gonna hate, Blacky, I’ve got to give Kingsley his phone call as soon as I get to headquarters.” 
 
    “Yep, you do that.” 
 
    “You don’t sound worried about his lawyer springing him.” 
 
    “My next call is to Perry Leighton.” 
 
    “You’re throwing it around this morning, kid.” Lopez gave a chuckle. “I love it.” 
 
    Perry Leighton was the District Attorney and a longtime friend of Blaine’s. They had worked together on a few cases in the past and Jesse had saved Leighton’s life. 
 
    “Blaine, nice to talk to you. Something going on?” 
 
    He explained about Kingsley and how they’d held him for twenty-four hours and about the warrants about to be executed on both his properties. 
 
    “Until the DNA comes back placing him in the park, in truth, we have nothing solid. Even placing him in Zilker won’t convict him, son, but of course you know that already.” 
 
    “I know it, but I need more time, sir.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can to stall his release, but can I offer a suggestion?” 
 
    “Please do. I’m running out of ideas.” 
 
    “Have Major Bristol at headquarters waiting for Kingsley’s release. That way you’ll be aware of every move he makes.” 
 
    Blaine smiled. Leighton still called Travis by his military rank. 
 
    “I’ll arrange that right now. And thanks for helping, sir.” 
 
    “You’ll get him, Blaine. Four counts of rape and murder. I can always count on you.” 
 
    Jesus. Put the pressure on. 
 
      
 
    LOPEZ WAS READY and waiting for the warrants when Blaine dropped them off at headquarters. He and his partner, Nielsen, stood in the squad room talking with a group of detectives. “Thanks for this, Blacky. Didn’t know what I was going to do with my fuckin day.” 
 
    Blaine ignored the sarcasm. “No problem. I have to go to my office for a minute, then Farrell and I will help y’all.” 
 
    “Bring me decent fuckin coffee.” Lopez’s lip turned up in a snarl. He’d been in better moods. 
 
     At Powell and Associates, Blaine tore through the crowded waiting area without acknowledging any of the clients. At warp speed, he passed Chantal’s desk at reception and hollered out a mumbled greeting. The chains on his Harley boots clanked as he jogged down the long corridor on the way to his corner office.  
 
    Travis and Farrell were sitting on the corners of Lily’s desk drinking coffee and eating donuts when he blasted through the door. 
 
    They both set their mugs down and stood up when they saw the look on his face. “What the hell is wrong, bro?” Farrell could read him like a book. That’s what foster brothers were for. 
 
    “The asshole has Misty.” 
 
    “What?” asked Travis. “What asshole? Kingsley?” 
 
    Blaine nodded and sucked in a couple of gulps of oxygen before he could speak. “Lily, dig into Kingsley. Find any other properties he has, or relatives in the area. I doubt if he’s dumb enough to hold Misty in either of the places we’ll look first. We’re tossing both of those now.” 
 
    “Let’s get going,” said Farrell. “I want to be in on the search.” 
 
    “You will be, but Travis won’t,” said Blaine. “Perry Leighton is trying to stall Kingsley’s release, but it won’t be for long. He might be out by noon and I’m not taking any chances. Travis will be on his ass every fuckin minute until we get Misty and Hoodoo back.” 
 
    Farrell paled. “The fucker kidnapped her dog too?” 
 
    “The dog is gone,” said Blaine. He told them about how he found the note. 
 
    “I’m gone,” said Travis. 
 
    “We are too,” said Blaine. “Call me Lil, with anything.” 
 
      
 
    TWO CRUISERS HUGGED the curb in front of Kingsley Veterinarian Clinic when Blaine arrived with Farrell.  
 
    “Hope she’s here, bro, but you don’t think so, do you?” 
 
    “Kingsley’s a doctor, and he’s smart. He calculates his moves before he makes them, and so far, he hasn’t made many mistakes. Losing his step-counter may be the one that gets him the needle, but the DA doesn’t think it’s enough. We need more.” 
 
    Inside, the clinic was buzzing, officers in every room opening drawers, closets and searching the basement. 
 
    Rebecca, the receptionist stood behind the front counter crying. She recognized Farrell from his earlier visit and spoke directly to him. “I don’t know what’s happening. Why are the police doing this to Doctor Kingsley?” 
 
    “He’s a suspect in four murders and we have a search warrant,” said Farrell.  
 
    Blaine stepped closer. “Do you remember a couple of days ago, a blonde girl came in with a Bernese Mountain dog?” 
 
    “Of course, Hoodoo. He’s a new patient and our only Bernese. I know all of our patients and their names.” She proudly pointed to the wall behind her desk. 
 
    “And did you see her leave when she was finished?” 
 
    “Yes, I saw her leave. Why are you asking me that?” 
 
    “Did you see her since the first visit?”  
 
    “No, but…” 
 
    “But what?” Blaine’s voice took on an edge he didn’t intend. “If you know something you have to tell me. This is a life and death situation.” 
 
    “After she was here the first time and Doctor Kingsley took a blood sample…” Rebecca stopped talking and fidgeted with her hands.  
 
    “Go ahead,” said Blaine, “he took the dog’s blood and then what?” 
 
    “I saw the test when it came back from the lab because I get them first… and it was normal. Hoodoo is perfectly healthy.” 
 
    “But? You can tell me.” Blaine read her name tag. “You won’t get into trouble, Rebecca, I guarantee it.” 
 
    “He might fire me. He’s threatened to do it before when he got mad at me.” 
 
    “He won’t fire you,” said Farrell. 
 
    “After I gave him Hoodoo’s report, he told me to go on home—it was closing time. But I wasn’t finished putting things away and I heard him on the phone telling Miss Mulligan to bring Hoodoo in.” A couple of tears trickled down her face. 
 
    “Thank you for telling me,” said Blaine. “A whole lot of things make sense now.” 
 
    The first time Misty was here, she was testing the vibes she got from the doctor. I’d bet on it. She was trying to help me.   
 
    Feeling like he’d been kicked in the sternum, Blaine gripped the edge of the desk. 
 
    Farrell took Rebecca’s hand. “Why don’t you go on home as soon as the police are done. The clinic may be closed for a few days.” 
 
    “Doctor Kingsley isn’t coming to work today?” Her eyes wandered to the appointments on her computer screen. 
 
    “I doubt it,” said Farrell. 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS PARKED where he could see the front of the police building. He’d been sitting in the same spot, waiting and smoking for over an hour when Kingsley came out with his attorney.  
 
    The two of them crossed the street to the parking garage, Kingsley waving his arms and yelling as he trotted beside his attorney who was half his size. Luckily, Travis couldn’t hear what the bastard was raving about.  
 
    Ten to one, the fucker is hollering about Blacky. 
 
    He wore a grin as he started the engine of his silver F-450 and drove to the ramp exit. The attendant raised the arm, and Travis watched as the dark Lexus came out and turned right. 
 
    He followed a couple of vehicles behind, but never lost sight of them. They were headed for Kingsley’s house and they’d get a surprise when they got there.  
 
    Not a good surprise. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE AND FARRELL left the clinic and arrived at Kingsley’s residence the same time the doctor and his attorney arrived. Kingsley lumbered in the front door waving his arms and yelling obscenities at the detectives executing the search.  
 
    Bartley Winthrop stepped in front of his client. “May I see the warrant, detective?”   
 
    Lopez whipped the warrants out of his jacket pocket and Winthrop took a moment to peruse them. He turned to Kingsley, “They have warrants, Ken. You can watch them, but you can’t interfere.” 
 
    “I’ll sue them when they’re finished. I swear it.” 
 
    One of the detectives came out of the study, carrying a laptop and Kingsley exploded. He lunged for the officer and his attorney blocked his path.  
 
    “Enough, Ken. You’re only going to make matters worse. We’re leaving. You’re going to a hotel until they give me the all-clear.” Winthrop marched his client out the front door. 
 
    Blaine stepped outside and saw Travis parked across the street. He gave him a nod. To Farrell: “Go home and get the unit and stock up the fridge.” He lowered his voice. “By the time I leave here you should have ears on for later.” 
 
    Farrell grinned. “Color me gone, boss.” 
 
      
 
    THE SEARCH WOUND down and nothing of consequence was uncovered or seized. Blaine returned to the office and found Lily still hard at the research into Kingsley’s background. 
 
    He strode to the sideboard to the always-fresh coffee supply and filled a mug. “Anything show up that we can use?” 
 
    “Nothing I can find, boss, but let’s face it, I don’t have the skills you have for digging deeper.” She winked at him. 
 
    Blaine grinned. “Go on home, Lily. It’s Friday. Get an early start on the weekend.” 
 
    “If something comes up and you need me, I can come in tomorrow. I have no big plans.” 
 
    “Appreciate it,” said Blaine. He crossed the room to his desk juggling his coffee mug, a chocolate donut and a cream cheese Danish. “The searches on both his properties were fruitless, but the techs might get something from his computers. Wait and see.” 
 
    After Lily left, Blaine sat at his desk and dug in.  
 
      
 
    FARRELL DROVE HOME TO COULTER-ROSS to exchange vehicles. He was lucky Jesse let him keep the surveillance unit at Annie’s ranch. Saved a lot of trips up to Quantrall to get it and take it back.  
 
    The table was set for dinner when he arrived. The aroma of Rosalie and Annie cooking and baking filled the air in the kitchen and made his mouth water. He was starving. 
 
    “Hey, sugar boy, you’re home for dinner.” Annie wiped her hands on a dish towel, circled the granite island and grabbed him in a hug.  
 
    “I admit, I haven’t been home much lately. Too much to do. Missed you, Mom. Love you.” 
 
    “Y’all catch that creep yet?” 
 
    “Close. We’re close. I came home to pick up the unit for tonight.” 
 
    “Where’s Blaine?” 
 
    “At his office doing research.” 
 
    Annie wore a tentative look, then spit out what was on her mind, “Did he tell you Scott asked me to marry him?” 
 
    Farrell sat down at the table and buttered a biscuit. “Nope. Blacky’s got too much on his mind.” He looked into her gray eyes for the answer he wanted but didn’t see it there. “You said ‘thanks, but no thanks’, right?” 
 
    Annie shook her head. “In a weak moment, I said ‘yes.” 
 
    “Don’t, do it, Mom. It’s way too soon after Jesse, and you’re all messed up. I say wait awhile.” 
 
    “I’m going to wait, honey. I can’t afford another mistake.” 
 
    Jackson came roaring into the kitchen with Pyewacket on a red leash. “Time for Pye’s dinner, Mommy. I want Daddy to know I’m taking good care of his cat while he’s away.” 
 
    Farrell gave Jackson thumbs up. “Y’all are a good cat minder, buddy. Keep up the good work.” 
 
    “Thanks, Farrell. ‘Preciate it.” 
 
    Annie smiled. 
 
    The door opened wide and the cowboys surged in from the barn for dinner. Annie hopped up and put food on the table. 
 
      
 
    AFTER DINNER, JESSE took Charity to her room to get her ready for bed and Tyler followed him.  
 
    “She didn’t finish her bottle, and she always drains every last drop,” said Tyler. “I’m worried.”  
 
    “Maybe we’re feeding her too much,” said Jesse. He changed her diaper and reached for a clean sleeper. Molly, the housekeeper, was a jewel doing the baby’s laundry in special soap, and folding it, just so. Ever since Charity had arrived at Quantrall, Molly seemed to be a happier person. They all were happier. 
 
    Jesse’s cell jangled on his belt and Ty jumped out of the rocker to take over with Charity. 
 
    Jesse stepped into the hall. “Hey, Blacky. Anything new on the case?” 
 
    “He’s got Misty. I’m sure of it. We tossed his house and the clinic and both locations were clean.” 
 
    “How would he know about Misty doing the sketch?” asked Jesse. “I thought her identity had been protected.” 
 
    “She… I think she might have gone to the clinic playing detective, or trying to get a read on Kingsley face to face.” 
 
    “Oh, shit. Wish she hadn’t done that.” 
 
    “Me too. Haven’t got a clue where she is. Dog is gone too.” 
 
    Charity sneezed on the change table as Tyler fastened her sleeper. “Oh, my God, Jesse. She’s getting a cold.” 
 
    Jesse stepped away from Charity’s doorway to better hear Blaine. “Do you want in on the surveillance tonight? I’ve got ears on the doctor.” 
 
    “I want to, but Charity didn’t finish her bottle and Ty thinks she’s getting sick. He’s read that baby book ten times over. I better not.” 
 
    “You have a doctor in the house,” said Blaine. “Get Brian to give her a checkup.” 
 
    “Damn good idea, Blacky. I’m doing it now.” 
 
    Blaine smiled and ended the call. 
 
    Guess Jesse is tied up. 
 
      
 
    MISTY FREED her hands after an hour-long struggle, and let out sigh of relief. Hoodoo wagged his tail and moved closer. Stiff and sore from lying on the cold wooden floor, she sat up slowly, reached up and yanked the gag out of her mouth. “Oh, thank the goddess, that thing is gone. She leaned over and hugged the dog. “As soon as I get my ankles untied, we’re getting out of here.” 
 
    His tail thumped against the floor.  
 
    “You must be desperate to go to the bathroom, you good doggie. Your kidneys are probably wrecked—I know mine are.” 
 
    Misty leaned forward and fiddled with the ankle ties. Her numb fingers were awkward and disobedient. She rubbed them together until blood began circulating and she could move them again. Five minutes and a few failed tries, and she was free. 
 
    The building she was in wasn’t a cabin like she had first thought. Now that she had a good look around in the daylight, it was more like a hunting or fishing shack. Wooden walls with hooks holding rods and other equipment she couldn’t identify. Against the wall under the single window, a Coleman stove sat on a wooden table. A cot with a bare mattress against the back wall. No sink. No running water of any kind and worst of all—no bathroom. 
 
    “We’ll have to go outside, Hoo. Come on.” 
 
    The little shack was surrounded by trees but there was a path that led around the side. Misty rounded the corner and smiled. “I’m smiling because there’s an outhouse. That’s a first for me. Never used one before.”  
 
    Hoodoo didn’t have to be told to do his business. He was grateful for the great outdoors.  
 
    Misty brushed away the cobwebs and ignored the spiders in the outhouse. Relieved and grateful to be free, she trotted around to the front of the shack. “There must be a road around here,” she said to the dog. “We need a phone. My purse isn’t inside. I wonder what he did with it?” 
 
    Her hand went to her necklace. “It’s a miracle he didn’t take this too. I think it’s worth a small fortune.” She held the moon in her hand and caressed it. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE WORKED on his laptop in his office digging into Kingsley’s life to find the answer. He pulled up screen after screen searching every facet of the vet’s existence. He knew where he went to elementary school, the grades he got, his test scores from university, his annual income, how much he paid for his house, and on and on. Every detail, and yet nothing he wanted to know. Nothing to tell him where Misty was. 
 
    Suddenly a shiver of warmth shot through him, and at the same time, his skin tingled right over his heart.  
 
    What was that? Am I so worked up, I’m gonna have an infarction? 
 
      
 
    ONE BLOCK OVER from Kingsley’s house, Travis and Farrell waited in the dark green camper unit. Bartley Winthrop had dropped Kingsley off at home an hour after the police wrapped up their search.  
 
    Kingsley had invited his lawyer in for a drink, they discussed the search and not much else. Winthrop asked a couple of probing questions, and Kingsley skirted around the answers. After Winthrop left, there were sounds of Kingsley feeding the dogs and talking to them. Nothing worth listening to, and nothing hinting at where Misty was.  
 
    “That’s the TV,” said Farrell. “Guess all we’re gonna get is second-hand news.” 
 
    Travis pointed to the little fridge tucked away under the counter top that held the equipment. “Hand me a Coke, would you, partner?” 
 
      
 
    RACE SLEPT MOST of the day in his squat. The Sheriff’s patrols went by a lot less now than when he’d first escaped. Maybe they figured he was long gone. Well he soon would be. Just one last thing to do, then he’d lay low for a while in Mexico with some friends until Annie cooled off. When the time was right, he’d send for her and Jackson. She’d come. She’d always done what he wanted in the past and that was one of the reasons he loved her. 
 
    His leg felt a little stronger today, and that was a good thing. He needed both legs to make his plan work. On the other hand, his right arm had become a problem. Shoulder to elbow, with layers of skin stripped away by the rough bark of the tree he’d hit, flying out of the squad car, infection had set in. Swollen and oozing pus, he had nothing to clean it with and no medication to put on it—for a mess as big as this one, he’d need a whole roll of gauze and a hundred band aids.  
 
    He glanced in the mirror over the sink as he got ready for his big night. No razor meant no shaving the last few days. A beard made him harder to recognize and that was a plus. Maybe his new buddies had a ball cap he could use later if he needed it. And a jacket. He’d need a jacket. 
 
    Out the back door and around behind the row of trailers—he knew the way in the pitch dark. He smiled thinking of the night ahead.  
 
    Fat Boy grinned as he opened the door. “Game is about to start, neighbor,” he said. “We’ll give you a chance to win your money back.” 
 
    The money I lost was just an investment.  
 
    “Nice of y’all,” said Race with a fake grin. 
 
    Fat Boy pointed at the table where the other two were drinking beer. “Take a seat.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Race, “I didn’t want to be late.” 
 
      
 
    MISTY AND HOODOO walked for an hour following the dirt track that led away from the shack. They trudged through thick woods and found no main road, no neighbors—no sign of civilization. As it grew darker, Misty realized the terrain had become rougher and there was no longer a track to follow. She knelt down and hugged her dog. “What should we do, Hoo? It’s dark and I don’t know the way back to the shack. I think we’re lost.” 
 
    Hoodoo whined and laid down beside a tree. Misty sat down beside him and cried. 
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FOUR empty Lone Star cans were scattered on the kitchen floor beside the poker players. “Got to take a piss,” said Race, “deal me out.” 
 
    He used the dirty, stinking bathroom, then stepped into the narrow hallway. He listened to the three drunk bikers arguing in the kitchen and figured they wouldn’t miss him for a couple of minutes. He slipped into the closest bedroom, switched on the light and picked up what he could use from the dresser—the Harley keys he shoved into the pocket of his jeans, a seal knife he stashed in his boot, the burner phone he pushed into his other pocket along with the roll of cash that was just sitting waiting for him to take it. Lastly, he picked up the Glock, loaded it from the box of ammo sitting next to it, and stuffed more ammo into his back pocket.   
 
    He finished up, strode to the door and his hand was on the light switch when Fat Boy came looking for him. “Hey, are you coming to play your hand?” 
 
    Bang. 
 
    Race shot him through the right eye at close range and dodged out of the way as the big biker’s body crashed to the floor. 
 
    Chairs scraped back in the kitchen and the other two hollered and headed his way. “What the hell? Was that a shot?” 
 
    Bang.  
 
    Race took three steps past the bathroom and shot Craig in the temple. He dropped to the floor blocking the hall where it entered the kitchen. With a grunt and a sharp stab of pain from his leg, Race stepped over Craig’s body, and at the same time kept an eye on the last biker.  
 
    Mike growled and came at him across the kitchen, his boot knife in his hand. “You son of a bitch. Coming in here and acting all friendly. I’ll show you friendly.” He bared his teeth and viciously swiped at Race with his knife. Race jumped to the side, switched the gun into his left hand and grabbed the knife out of his boot with his right. With a loud growl, he lunged and buried the seal knife in Mike’s ribs. He smiled as he cranked it one turn to the right. Mike gurgled out a couple of words, then fell to the floor spewing blood from his mouth. 
 
    Race grabbed two Lone Stars for the road, took a leather jacket off the hook by the door, flicked off the lights and went outside to see which one of the bikes the keys fit. 
 
    The black chopper roared to life when he turned the key. Race smiled when he heard the familiar rumble. He stowed the beer and the weapons in one of the saddlebags, put the jacket on and reached for the helmet hanging on the bars. He wasn’t much of a helmet guy, but it would hide his face, and that was more important than looking cool. He backed the bike out onto the road, revved it up and headed for the park gate. 
 
    He passed the squad car posted just inside the gate, slowed down at the highway and used his signal. He turned north and gave ‘er. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Saturday, December 16th. 
 
    FRUSTRATED that he’d been up half the night searching for something—anything that would lead him to Misty—and finding nothing, and depressed by the size and the emptiness of his Victorian albatross, Blaine brewed coffee in his sleek gourmet kitchen.  
 
    “Fucking hell, Lexi, what am I gonna do?” 
 
    Lexi ran to the back door and whined. 
 
    “Yeah, after you come in, what am I gonna do?” He stroked her huge head and opened the door. He stepped out into the frigid morning air and lit up a smoke. He shivered in just a t-shirt. For Texas, it was damned cold. 
 
    Annie probably wouldn’t even notice. She spent the first two dozen years of her life freezing in Canada. 
 
    His cell rang and jerked him back to reality. Lee County Sheriff’s office. “Morning, Sheriff. What’s up?” 
 
    “Three fuckin dead bikers, that’s what. I think your boy was in the trailer park the whole fuckin time.” 
 
    “Jeeze, three dead?” 
 
    “Two shot and one stabbed. A nice variety. Val is going nuts. I need you to work your magic on her.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “There was a time she hated me.” 
 
    “Well, that ain’t now. To hear her talk, you’re right up there in the Vatican—eatin dinner with the Pope.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “I’ll be there in an hour.” He called Jesse, then headed for the shower. 
 
      
 
    JESSE STOOD on the front porch of the Quantrall mansion smoking a cigarette before he went in for breakfast. Charity had been fussy in the night and he’d been up several times rocking her back to sleep. He didn’t mind. In fact, he loved sitting and holding his baby girl in his arms. She represented everything in the world that was innocent and pure. 
 
    Brian had diagnosed her with a slight cold and had given her a baby aspirin to get rid of the low fever she was running. Nothing to worry about. Easy for Brian to say. 
 
    Tyler was wrecked and didn’t leave her room all night. 
 
    Jesse’s cell rang on his belt.  
 
    “Morning, Blacky. You’re up early.” 
 
    “Haven’t found Misty yet and it’s driving me nuts, but that’s not why I called.” 
 
    “Problem?” 
 
    “Yeah, Travis and Farrell are on Kingsley and I can’t pull them off. Can you meet me at Laguna Palms for an hour?” 
 
    “Sure, I guess so. Did you find Race?” 
 
    “No but Sheriff Cumberland found Race’s trail—three dead bikers in one of the mobile homes.” 
 
    “Fuck, the guy is a killing machine.” 
 
    “I’m leaving now, but you’ll be there ahead of me.” 
 
    “Wendy will watch Charity for me. I’ll call her.” 
 
    Tyler mounted the porch steps and heard the end of Jesse’s conversation. “What do you need Wendy for? I’m here.” 
 
    “I have to go to a crime scene and I might be gone all morning.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I don’t want Charity leaving the house. She has a cold.” 
 
    Jesse smiled at his young brother. “Okay, Ty. You’re up.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE HAD SERVED so much paper inside the gates of Laguna Palms he knew the narrow gravel streets of the trailer park by heart. The place was a mecca for domestic violence, drugs and bikers.  
 
    Two or three of the mobile homes were inhabited by senior citizens who had retired to the park, expecting to experience the peace and quiet of country living. Their neat and tidy residences stood out from all the others.  
 
    Most units needed paint and cried out for maintenance and tlc of any kind. Gutters were filled with leaves and squirrels’ nests. Grass was never mowed—if there was grass. Many had makeshift add-ons attached to the sides of the original units. Many front yards were bare dirt with a dog and a Harley chained out front.  
 
    Around on the back street closest to the bush, Jesse spotted the line of police vehicles and the familiar yellow tape marking the perimeter. He parked behind the ME’s SUV, hopped out and zipped up his jacket. 
 
    The first thing he noticed were the two Harley’s—one chained to the single tree in the yard. Three victims—two bikes. Chances were good Race was riding a stolen bike.  
 
    He crossed the dirt yard and greeted Val Wescott and her assistant standing outside the trailer. Val headed up the crime scene unit for the county, a stick of a woman with red hair and freckles. Her team was by the book and thorough. “Morning, Val. Heard it was a messy one.” 
 
    “Jesus, Jesse, could it be any worse? Blood, brains and tissue from here to hell and back.” She shivered then took a sip of her coffee. “I checked the victims and now I’m waiting for Doc Scanlon to have his turn. Once we get the bodies out of there we can start collecting evidence.”  
 
    Jesse smiled. “Mr. Ogilvie can be brutal. I’ve seen his handiwork more than a few times.” 
 
    “Why in hell is he still running around loose?” Val shook her long red ponytail. “I can’t fathom the way the law works sometimes.” 
 
    “Let’s go take a look.” Jesse pointed to the open door and let Val go ahead of him. 
 
    “Blaine coming?” Val asked over her shoulder and Jesse grinned. 
 
    “He’s coming from Austin.” 
 
    “Thank God, he’s on this one,” said Val. “Never a better cop was ever born.” 
 
    “Roger that,” said Jesse. 
 
    “You talking about me again?” asked Sheriff Cumberland with a chuckle. “Didn’t know my rep had spread so far.” 
 
    Val shook her head and set her kit on the kitchen floor. 
 
    It’s good to be back at work, even if it’s part-time. 
 
    Jesse stood in the dirty, cluttered kitchen and peered over Doc Scanlon’s back as he knelt beside the closest victim. This guy’s face was intact—he was stabbed in the side and lay in a lake of his own blood. The reek of it filled the trailer. 
 
    Second guy’s corpse was blocking the entrance to the hall. Most of his head was blown off. Race must have been right beside him when he pulled the trigger. 
 
    Third guy lay crumpled where he had fallen—half in the narrow hallway—half in the bedroom. A scenario played in Jesse’s head. Race makes an excuse to leave the others, bathroom probably, then he searches the bedroom for weapons. First guy comes looking for him and he’s first to die. Other guys hear the shot and then he takes out number two and then three. Jumps on a bike and leaves. See what Blacky thinks. 
 
    To Val: “First thing we need to do is sort these guys out and see whose Harley is missing,” said Jesse. “Then we can get a BOLO out on the tag.”   
 
    “Yep, I’ll have the ID’s, if there are any, as soon as Doc is finished.” 
 
    Chains clanked, heads turned, and Blaine stomped into the trailer. Jesse noticed Val’s face light up.  
 
    “Fucking hell, Val, can’t we meet in a bar?” He grabbed her in a hug and she laughed, something Val Wescott didn’t do a lot of. 
 
    “One bike missing,” said Blaine. “We got a chance for a BOLO.” 
 
    “Yep,” said Jesse, “but we won’t catch him easily.” 
 
    “Ain’t nothin easy about Race Ogilvie,” said the Sheriff.  
 
      
 
    WITH THE DEAD BIKERS off to the morgue and the whole country on the lookout for Race Ogilvie, Blaine and Jesse left Laguna Palms. Jesse tore home to check on Tyler and Charity, and Blaine hurried back to Austin to Julie Westover’s autopsy. 
 
    When he arrived at the morgue, Lopez was already there watching the pathologist make the ‘y’ cut. Blaine entered quietly so as not to disturb the doctor. He crossed the cold, gloomy room and turned his head until the worst was over. His stomach was upside down from worry, and all through the process, Blaine stared at the young blonde woman on the table and thought of nothing but Misty.  
 
    Should he be out looking for her in some remote area? But where? What spot was familiar to Kingsley—a spot the doctor felt was safe to take his next victim. No hint of it showed up in his history. Texas was a huge state brimming with wild country. Misty could be anywhere. 
 
    Nothing unexpected came out of the autopsy. Blaine was in a rush to leave, but Lopez stopped him in the corridor. “I still maintain, Julie Westover is a copycat,” said Lopez. “Too many differences.” 
 
    Blaine shook his black mane of hair. “He omits the bandana, attacks a girl without a dog and thinks that’s enough to throw us off? He couldn’t deviate from his main ritual—his warped brain wouldn’t let him. Give your big, fat head a shake, Kingsley. I, for one, am not buying it.” 
 
    “Guess we’ll find out who’s right in the end,” said Lopez. 
 
    “Fifty,” said Blaine. 
 
    Lopez grinned. “Fuck you, Blacky.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL DROVE TO Austin to relieve Travis in the surveillance unit. His partner had volunteered to take the night shift and Farrell was grateful. With all the hours they’d been working between the two cases, he was beat. After a solid eight hours’ sack time, he was ready to go again. 
 
    He parked behind the camper, locked his truck and tapped twice on the door. Expecting to see Travis, Farrell looked twice when Lily opened the door. 
 
    “Hey, Lily, didn’t know you were on surveillance.” He jumped up the step and went inside. 
 
    “Travis invited me, and I jumped at the chance. Always wanted to do it.” 
 
    “Boring as hell,” said Farrell. “Unless you hear something to break the case open. That happened to us a couple times.” 
 
    Travis vacated his spot next to the equipment and pointed out a couple of things to Farrell. “Not a damn thing is happening, and his vehicle hasn’t moved an inch.” 
 
    “Guess it’s good if he ain’t out raping anybody,” said Farrell. “Kind of good.” 
 
    Lily made a face. 
 
    “I’m taking Lily to I-Hop, then dropping her off and sleeping till the boss calls,” said Travis. “But… if anything big is going down, I don’t want to sleep through it.” 
 
    “Yep. I got it.” 
 
      
 
    MISTY WOKE shivering with the cold. She had found a spot deep in the woods where a couple of giant boulders gave her a little shelter. She slept on a bed of pine needles close to Hoodoo, but a cold wind had come up in the night and her teeth were chattering. “I’m cold, Hoo, but I’m worrying about how hungry you are. I have to find you some food.” 
 
    Hoodoo licked her face. 
 
    “Are you ready to do more walking?” 
 
    He jumped up and wagged his tail.   
 
      
 
    RACE OPENED his eyes and stared around the room. It took a second before he remembered. “Oh, yeah. Budget Inn. Best bed I’ve had in a while.”  
 
    He tried to sit up and realized his arm was stuck to the sheet. The sight of it almost made him gag, but he’d seen worse shit—a lot worse. “Look at that fuckin mess.” Green pus and blood had leaked from his arm overnight and bonded the sheet to his arm. He grit his teeth and bit the bullet. With a growl and one quick jerk, he pulled the sheet away from his arm. “Oh, shit, I should have left it.” Pain shot through his brain and he clutched at the source wanting to rip the arm off. The sheet had taken several layers of skin with it, opening the wound and causing the arm to bleed like a fountain.  
 
    He hustled into the bathroom, turned on the shower and cleaned himself up. “I should have taken a clean shirt from those assholes,” he mumbled. “I’ll buy a new one today—but first I need a bandage.” He wrapped one of the white hand towels around his upper arm and held it tight.  
 
    After the bleeding had slowed to a trickle, Race sat on the side of the bed to put his boots on. He noticed the phone next to him on the nightstand, and on a whim, he picked it up and dialed the ranch number. 
 
    Rosalie answered on the second ring and Race asked for Jackson. A couple of minutes later, Jackson said, “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey, son, it’s Daddy. I’m just checking on you and Pye. How’s it going?” 
 
    “Good, Daddy. Pye is being good, but we both miss you a lot. When are you coming home?” 
 
    “Maybe not for a while, but I’m planning a vacation for you and Mommy.” 
 
    “Like a trip, Daddy?” 
 
    “Yep, like a trip to the ocean.” 
 
    “Should I tell Mommy to get ready?” 
 
    “No, it’s a secret between you and me.” 
 
    “I can keep a secret, Daddy. Promise.” 
 
    “Bye, son. I love you.” 
 
    “Love you, Daddy.” 
 
    Feeling more optimistic than he had in days, Race left the hotel without bothering with the free breakfast. He’d do a drive-through where nobody would be looking at him. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE PICKED UP COFFEE and a sandwich on the way home from the morgue. He’d exhausted every avenue he could think of in Kingsley’s past and come up empty. Other than beating the big asshole senseless like he was longing to do, there was nothing to do but wait. 
 
    He pulled into the driveway beside the house, reached for his coffee in the cup holder and his cell rang. 
 
    “Hey, boss, I’m moving,” said Farrell.  
 
    Blaine’s breath caught. “Can I catch up?” 
 
    “I haven’t got a read on where we’re going yet, but I’m guessing it’s to I-35.” 
 
    “I’ll head that way.” 
 
    I’ve got to let Lexi out for a minute first. 
 
    “Travis wanted to be called if there was a break,” said Farrell. “Better wake him up.” 
 
    Blaine tore into the house, let Lexi out the back door, filled up her bowls and whistled for her to come back inside. He patted her head once and left. 
 
    As he drove towards the highway, he called Travis.  
 
    Travis answered on the second ring, sounding groggy. Blaine figured he’d only slept about an hour. “What, boss?” 
 
    “We’re on the move. Get the dogs and head west on the interstate. I don’t know where we’re going yet.” 
 
    “Think he’s going to get Misty?” 
 
    “He better be.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE AND SCOTT lingered over coffee in the master suite at Coulter-Ross. Annie’s room was huge. Sleeping area at one end with a walk-in closet and ensuite, breakfast area in front of the garden doors and at the far end, a comfortable seating arrangement grouped around a fireplace with a floor level hearth.  
 
    The drapes were open, and the glass garden doors revealed hundreds of leaves swirling down onto the flagstone patio as a December wind picked up the pace and howled through the pines.  
 
    “A good day to stay inside and put a fire on,” said Scott with a smile. “I love being here at the ranch with you, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Any time we have together is calming time for me.”  
 
    The governor raised an eyebrow. “I hear a but.”  
 
    “I told the boys about your proposal and they think it’s too soon to act on it. They urged me to wait.” 
 
    Scott nodded. “I agree with them. They can see how unhappy you’ve been, and they want an end to it. The last thing I’m looking for is a rebound thing that turns out making us both miserable. I’ve waited years for you and me to get to this point in our relationship, and I want it to be right.” 
 
    Annie reached across the table and touched his hand. “I’m breathing a sigh of relief, honey. I thought you might want a wedding right away, and I can’t do it. In truth, all I want for the next little while is nothing.”    
 
    “With my schedule at the Capitol, nothing is what I want on the weekends too. We’ll talk about it again in the spring. Until then, the status quo is all I need. I love you, Annie.” 
 
    Two little taps on the door and it opened. Jackson ran across the Mexican tiles, the wooden heels of his cowboy boots ringing. “Guess what, Mommy and Scotty?” 
 
    The governor grinned, reached down and pulled Jackson onto his lap. “What? It sounds exciting. Tell us.” 
 
    “Daddy phoned me.” 
 
    Annie’s face lost color and she gripped the edge of the table. “What did you say, sweetie?” 
 
    “Daddy checked up on me and Pye. That’s all. I can’t tell you the rest. It’s a secret.” 
 
    “When did he call you, sugar?” 
 
    “Rosie came in my room to get me for the phone and I had my jamas on.” 
 
    “Early this morning?” She looked at Scott and he shrugged. “Did Daddy say where he was?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “What’s the secret stuff?” asked Annie, “Can you whisper it to me?” 
 
    “Don’t think so. Next time Daddy calls, I’ll ask him if I can tell you.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m glad he called you, honey.” 
 
    Jackson ran off and Annie called Blaine. 
 
    “Hey, Mom, can I call you back? I’m chasing Kingsley.” 
 
    “Race called Jacks on the landline. Can you trace that?” 
 
    “Holy, fuck. Try star sixty-nine, Mom and see what you get. Call me back.”  
 
    Annie ran to the kitchen and tried it. Budget Inn, Giddings. 
 
    She called Blaine back right away. “Budget Inn in Giddings.” 
 
    “Do me a huge favor, Mom. Call Jesse and give him that info. He’ll have to handle it. I’m trying to catch up to Farrell.” 
 
    “Sure, baby. Doing it now.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE LEANED BACK, luxuriating in the comfort of Ty’s rocker in Charity’s room. The baby had just closed her eyes and fallen asleep when his cell rang.  
 
    “Jeeze, Jesse,” whispered Ty, “you shouldn’t have your fuckin phone in here.” 
 
    He stood up, laid the baby in her crib and smiled at his brother. “That a new rule?” 
 
    “Damn right.” 
 
    He took the call in the hall. “Hey, Ace, what’s up?” 
 
    “Race called Jacks this morning.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    “Nope, I’m not. Blaine told me to do the star thing for the last number and it said Budget Inn in Giddings.” 
 
    “Hey, great detective work, sweetheart. Why isn’t Blacky telling me this?” 
 
    “He’s hell bent on the tail of the murderer and he couldn’t. He wants you to act on this.” 
 
    “Okay, sure. I’ll call the Sheriff and join him in town. Thanks, Ace. Good work.” He ended the call and turned to his brother, “You’re in charge, Ty. Make sure you don’t have your cell in the nursery.” 
 
    “Fuck off, Jesse. Go to work.” 
 
      
 
    RACE LEFT THE Budget Inn and headed for another town. Any town, it didn’t matter as long as he kept moving. He needed food and worse than that, he needed supplies for his arm. He couldn’t go too far afield because his plan wasn’t complete yet.  Every fiber in his body wanted to return to Coulter-Ross and Annie. Declan would fix his arm, no problem, but would Annie turn him in? Of course not, they loved each other. 
 
    He drove north to Lexington. A small town with a diner and a couple of stores. He parked in the lot for customers of the Quickie-Mart and made it his first stop. Inside, he bought six rolls of gauze, a tube of antiseptic cream, a roll of medical adhesive tape and a red sweatshirt with a big map of Texas on the front.  
 
    He left there with his shopping bag and walked down the street to the Lexington Diner. After ordering a hot beef sandwich with extra fries, he hit the washroom and did his best to fix up his arm. Using his left hand was awkward, but he slathered the antiseptic cream over the raging red, raw area, then wrapped yards of gauze around it like a mummy arm. He secured the whole mess with adhesive tape, then pulled the new sweatshirt over his head. The long sleeves covered everything nicely. He smiled at himself in the cracked mirror and went back to his table.  
 
      
 
    THE BUDGET INN wasn’t more than a ten-minute drive from the Quantrall ranch. Jesse stood at the registration desk showing the clerk his creds and explaining what he wanted as Sheriff Cumberland came through the door. 
 
    “Hey, Jesse, hope we got something here.” 
 
    Jesse nodded towards the clerk, a tall, thin black man. Looked like a college student. “Mr. Watkins is going to show us the names of the people who registered last night.” 
 
    “Umm… I don’t know. Don’t y’all need a warrant or something to see the names?” 
 
    “Okay,” said Jesse, “I won’t look at the register. Read them to me.” 
 
    “I don’t think I should.” 
 
    Sheriff Cumberland moved his large bulk closer to the desk and laid a big hand on Watkin’s skinny arm. “Mr. Ogilvie murdered three people in the last twenty-four, son. Invading his privacy would be the last thing I’d be worried about, if I were you.” 
 
    “He’s a murderer?” 
 
    “You bet.” Cumberland pointed at the computer and growled, “Now read the names.” 
 
    Mr. Watkins spouted off a dozen names. 
 
    “Stop,” said Jesse. “Go back to Mr. Rule.” 
 
    “Mr. Rule was in room two thirty.” 
 
    “What time did Mr. Rule check out?” asked Jesse. 
 
    “Didn’t check out. Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    Jesse glanced at his Rolex. “Guess it ain’t eleven for a while yet.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Watkins, “so technically, Mr. Rule still has his room rented.” 
 
    “Let’s go take a look, Mr. Watkins. Bring your key.” 
 
    Watkins hesitated. “Do you think he’s still in there?” 
 
    Jesse shook his head. “Nope. No Harley in the parking lot. He’s gone.” 
 
     “I don’t think this is right.” Waving the master key card, Watkins stepped out of the elevator onto the second floor. “No, sir, it ain’t right, but because y’all are the police, I’ll do my duty and let you in. If I get fired, I’m gonna say y’all made me open the door.” 
 
    “You go ahead and do that, son,” said the Sheriff. “Tell your boss to come on down to my office and we’ll have a chat.” 
 
     Watkins opened the door then retreated to the front desk.  
 
    Jesse stood beside the bed staring down at the mess of blood, pus and darkened skin stuck to the sheets. “Better call Val. If this is Race’s blood, I think our boy is hurt worse than we thought.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE WASN’T FAR behind Farrell, but neither of them knew where they were going. Deeper and deeper into uninhabited hunting country, following blindly behind a murdering psycho, hoping against hope that he would lead them to Misty. They couldn’t stay right on his tail now that traffic had thinned and dwindled off into nothingness. They hadn’t passed a car or a truck in twenty minutes.  
 
    They were miles from the highway, twisting and turning their way along unmaintained roads with ruts deep enough to shake your teeth loose. “My shocks are gonna be fucked,” hollered Blaine as he gripped the wheel harder. 
 
    The road narrowed, the farther they distanced themselves from civilization. Blaine spotted a farmer’s lane ahead and spoke to Farrell on the open line. “Come back and park. We’ll take my truck the rest of the way.” 
 
    “Yeah, makes sense. Travis will be along soon, and we’ll have three vehicles in the middle of fuckin nowhere.” 
 
    Farrell jumped in the shotgun seat and took over watching the tag on the screen of Blaine’s laptop. “There must be a lake or a river out here somewhere, you know... like a final destination.” 
 
    “Could be boar hunting country,” said Blaine. “No lake or river needed for that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” Farrell gripped the laptop tighter as the road got rougher. 
 
    “Does boar hunting mean the doc will have a stash of guns out here?” 
 
    “Fuck, let’s be ready in case he does. Good call, bro.” Blaine lit up a smoke. “I searched Kingsley and his kin up, down and sideways and I couldn’t find any place out of town he’d ever been to, or gone for a holiday, or charged on a card. Goddam nothing.” 
 
    “Yeah, but if he borrowed a place from a friend and not anybody named Kingsley, you’d never know about it.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. “How far ahead is he?” 
 
    “About a mile. I’ll phone Travis and see where he is.” Farrell told Travis the routes to take to catch up. “He won’t be here for an hour. Forty-five at the earliest. He had to go to Quantrall to get the dogs.” 
 
    “Not much point of him coming without the dogs, was there?” asked Blaine. “You and I can kill Kingsley on our own.” 
 
    Farrell grinned. “Fuckin right.” 
 
      
 
    “I HEAR WATER,” Misty said to Hoodoo. “Sounds like it’s over this way. “She turned and tramped through the trees and came out into a little clearing. “Look, baby, you can get a drink.”  
 
    The big dog didn’t need to be told twice. He splashed into the icy cold stream and lapped up water like there was no tomorrow. Misty got down on her knees beside him, cupped her hand and slurped up all she could hold. “that’s better, isn’t it?” She stroked Hoodoo on his head. “Wish I had food for you. Let’s sit here and rest for a while.” 
 
    She plopped down on a log, let out a sigh and fingered the moon pendant hanging against her chest. 
 
      
 
    JESSE ARRIVED AT QUANTRALL in time to eat lunch with Tyler. Brian was at the clinic in Smithville, Bobby was at work managing Annie’s Foundation, and Paul ate lunch with Wendy at his own house on the far side of the seventy-five hundred acres. 
 
    “Good pie, Molly,” said Tyler. “Lemon is one of my favorites, next to pecan.” 
 
    “Thank you, dear,” said Molly as she cleared their plates. “I think Charity is feeling better. She finished her bottle for me.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” said Tyler. “She’s a good drinker, just like her uncle Ty.” 
 
    Jesse chuckled and refilled his coffee mug. His phone jangled on his belt and he grabbed it. “Val, how did things go at Budget Inn?” 
 
    “All the samples are being tested, but I did a quick one on the blood because I remembered from the other scene that Mr. Ogilvie is AB-neg. And, it was a match. Less than one percent of the population has that type, so I think you can safely say he stayed overnight in the hotel.” 
 
    “From the mess of the bed and the bloody towels, how badly hurt do you think he is, Val?” 
 
    “The blood had accumulated on the sheets where his right upper arm would have been resting when he was sleeping. It has to be a considerable wound, Jesse, open and infected.” 
 
    “Since the transport vehicle crashed and Race was hurt, the wound hasn’t been treated—that we know of. That might be why its infected.” 
 
    “I’d bet on it,” said Val. “Mr. Ogilvie will start feeling weak and woozy as the poison flows through his bloodstream.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s great information, Val. Thanks a bunch.” 
 
    After talking to Val, Jesse called Annie. 
 
    “Was he there, cowboy, when you got to the hotel?” 
 
    “No, he was gone, but we did glean a little information. He’s hurt Annie, probably from the crash that let him escape. Val Wescott thinks his right arm is banged up pretty badly.” 
 
    “He won’t go to a regular doctor or to emergency. He’s too wary for that.” 
 
    “No, but there’s a tiny chance he might come home hoping Dec can do something.” 
 
    “He won’t,” Annie snapped, “He knows damn well I’ll turn him in if he shows his face here.”   
 
    “No, Ace, that’s not what he knows. He knows you love him, and he knows as soon as Jacks sees his Daddy all hurt and bleeding—y’all are going to help him.” 
 
    “Not this time, Jesse. I swear it. I won’t help him this time.” 
 
    Jesse asked a question he didn’t want to know the answer to. “Is the Governor there for the weekend?”  
 
    “How did you know about that?” 
 
    “News travels. Does he have security with him?” 
 
    “No. He came alone. Drove down from his own ranch.” 
 
    “Double up at the gate and I’ll see if Sheriff Cumberland can give you a patrol.” 
 
    “Thanks, sweetheart.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I still love you.” 
 
    Tears burned behind Jesse’s eyes as he pressed end. 
 
      
 
    “HE STOPPED,” said Farrell, staring at the screen.  
 
    “How far ahead of us?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Two miles, tops.” 
 
    Blaine stepped on the gas. “Tell me when to turn.” 
 
    “Not much more road, bro. Soon we’re off-roading.” 
 
    “No problem. I’ll change gears.” He down-shifted into four by four gear. 
 
    Farrell stared at the screen and said, “Take a right.” 
 
    Blaine jammed on the brakes and stared into the solid line of trees. “Where the hell would you like me to turn?” 
 
    “Don’t get mad at me, cause there’s no fuckin road. He went right, so do it.” 
 
    “Fuck, I’m gonna bust a spring or something,” said Blaine. He turned into the narrow opening and scrub bushes on both sides of the truck keened against his metallic paint job. 
 
    “Lucky’s gonna shit himself when he sees the scratches,” said Blaine. “I’ll be surprised if he doesn’t clock me.” 
 
    “He is kind of hyper about paint, ain’t he?” 
 
    “Talented, though. So talented.” 
 
    Farrell pointed, “Two track opening up ahead of us. We’re good to go.” 
 
    “But go where?” 
 
    “How’s Travis gonna find us in here?” asked Farrell “Breadcrumbs or some fuckin thing?” 
 
    “We’ll think of something.” 
 
    “Better think of it soon. We’re almost on the doc.” 
 
    “Y in the road,” said Blaine. “Right or left?” 
 
    “Left, but not far. I say we walk from here, so he doesn’t hear us.” 
 
    “What does it matter? There’s only this one track.” 
 
    “Your call, boss. I’m just your fuckin slave.” 
 
    “Shut up, Farrell, I’ve got enough stress.” 
 
    “See it? There’s a shack.” 
 
    Blaine braked and shut off the engine. “Rifles, let’s go.” 
 
    Farrell jumped out and reached into the back seat to get his Remington. Blacky was currently shooting an HK PSG1 with a Redfield Rampage scope. He changed guns more often than Farrell changed his boxers. 
 
    “Hear anything?” asked Blaine in a whisper. 
 
    “Nada. I’ll go right. You go left.” 
 
    Blaine nodded and took off. He came up on the back of the wooden structure. No door. No window. He waited for a couple of minutes to give Farrell a chance to get into position, then circled the building.  
 
    Kingsley’s SUV was parked in the tiny clearing at the front of the shack.  
 
    He’s not making a sound. Wonder if he’s in there? 
 
    He waved Farrell to the right side of the door and he took the left. Blaine took a chance and hollered, “Ken Kingsley, you are surrounded. Come out with your hands on your head.” 
 
    A shotgun blast exploded a large hole in the flimsy wooden door and a piece of sharp plywood took Farrell in the right leg. 
 
    “Jesus, Christ,” hollered Farrell. He clutched at the tear in his jeans and ripped the big shard of wood out of his leg. Blood poured out as soon as Farrell removed the wood. He rolled on the ground moaning and pressing denim against the wound as hard as he could. “That’s my fuckin snake-bit leg.” 
 
    “Stay on the ground,” said Blaine. “You’ve got to suck it up for a minute. Lay on your belly and cover the door. I’m gonna take the window around the side and push him out.” 
 
    Farrell winced, grunted as he positioned himself, and aimed his rifle at the door. “Yep, good plan.” 
 
    Blaine ran around the side of the shack and fired through the window. Glass shattered, Kingsley spun around in surprise and returned fire, then beat it for the door.  
 
    The narrow wooden door swung wide, Kingsley barreled through with his shotgun blazing and without hesitation, Farrell put a bullet between his eyes. Kingsley dropped to the ground with a thud. Dead as dirt.  
 
    “Good shot, bro,” said Blaine as he ran around the corner. “Stay there while I look in the shack and then I’ll get you some help.” 
 
    Farrell winced. “Yeah, take your time. Where would I go anyway?” 
 
     Blaine looked inside. Didn’t take more than a minute to see that the place was empty. Ten by ten pre-fab shack with a wooden plank floor and one window. No Misty. She must have got away from Kingsley and ran into the bush. 
 
    “She’s not in there,” Blaine said to Farrell. “She must have got away from him.” 
 
    “You don’t know that she was ever here, bro,” hollered Farrell. “Don’t make shit up.” 
 
    “I’m not making anything up. Just thinking out loud.” He checked his phone for the time. “Where the hell is Travis with the dogs?” 
 
    “Go get the first aid kit out of the truck, bro. My leg hurts like fuckin hell.” 
 
    “Yep, sorry, Farrell. I should have done that by now.” Blaine took off running back to the truck. He returned moments later with the white metal box.  
 
    “How we gonna get this big, fat asshole out of here?” Farrell pointed the barrel of his Remington at Kingsley’s corpse. “Nobody in their right mind will know where the hell we are.” 
 
    “They’ll have to find out, then, won’t they?” Blaine jerked off Farrell’s cowboy boot and tried to shove his snug jeans up higher on his leg to look at the wound. “Can’t get at it from this end. Drop your pants.” 
 
    Farrell grinned. “I was waiting for a hot chic to say that.” 
 
    “Well, I said it first. Do it.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say.” Farrell struggled to sit up, undid his fly and shrugged his Levi’s down over his hips. 
 
    “Fuck, man, this looks nasty,” said Blaine. “Think you caught a few pellets too. Don’t know if we’ve got a big enough bandage to cover the hole.” 
 
    “Improvise,” said Farrell, “and while you’re at it, make it stop hurting.” 
 
    Blaine did his best to fix Farrell’s leg, but the rip in the skin was ragged and needed stitches. He shook two Advil out of the vial for the pain, and held them out to Farrell. 
 
    “Got any water?” 
 
    “Do I look like I’m holding a glass of water?” 
 
    Farrell shoved the pills into his mouth and swallowed them dry. He made a face and then he was over it. “Shit, Blacky, I want to work the dogs and find Misty.” 
 
    “Well, you can’t. Be happy you’re alive and miserable enough to sit there and bitch about not doing it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    Blaine’s phone rang.  
 
      
 
    MISTY HEARD SHOTS. “Somebody is shooting back the way we came, Hoo. Do you think Blaine came looking for us?” 
 
    Hoodoo wagged his tail. His eyes were cloudy, and he needed food desperately. How much further could he walk? 
 
    “Let’s go back towards the shots and see if the police came to find us. Can you do it?” She knelt beside her dog and hugged him. She tried not to cry, but her tears had a mind of their own. She gripped her necklace and buried her face in Hoodoo’s fur. 
 
      
 
      
 
    BLAINE CALLED LOPEZ in Austin and filled him in on what had happened. 
 
    “You’re telling me Kingsley is dead?” 
 
    “Had to kill him. He was shooting at us with a shotgun and Farrell got hurt.” 
 
    “He shot Farrell?” 
 
    “Yep. Kingsley shot Farrell. A piece of the door went into Farrell’s leg and I can’t see if there are shotgun pellets in his leg or not. For sure he can’t walk.”  
 
    “Shit. Tell me where y’all are.” 
 
    “Can’t. Don’t know where we are.” 
 
    “How the hell can I send help if you don’t know where you are?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you the co-ordinates from the tracker map,” said Blaine. “Best I can do.” 
 
    “I’ll forget you said that. Give them to me.” 
 
    Blaine finished his call to Lopez and was hooking his cell back on his belt when he felt the sensation again. The warm shiver followed by the vibration in his chest. 
 
    What in seven hells is that? 
 
    He sat down beside Farrell and lit up smokes for both of them. “Have a smoke. Help is coming, and Travis will be here with the dogs any minute.”  
 
    “What was that funny look on your face a minute ago?” Farrell zeroed the ice-blue eyes in on his foster brother. 
 
    Blaine pulled a face and said, “Happened a couple of times since Misty has been missing. Three, if I’m counting, and I guess I am. Thought at first I was having a fuckin infarction, but I’m still kicking.” 
 
    “Did it like… hurt?” 
 
    Blaine shook his long mop of black hair. “Nope. Didn’t hurt. More like a warm laser with a vibration to it. Can’t describe it really.” 
 
    Farrell’s lip curled up. “Do you know how fuckin weird you sound?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s why I didn’t tell an asshole like you.” 
 
    Farrell chuckled. “Give me another smoke. I think the Advil might be working.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS CAUGHT UP to the boys after four calls for directions. He parked the big F-450, jumped out and opened the back door to release the dogs. “Could you be any farther from civilization?” he hollered. 
 
    “Wasn’t our choice,” said Blaine. He pointed at Kingsley’s dead body. “He wanted to die at his hunting shack. We just followed him.” 
 
    “Who got him?” asked Travis. “Wish it was me.” 
 
    Blaine hooked a thumb over his shoulder at Farrell, propped up against a tree. “Dead-eye got him. He don’t miss.” 
 
    Travis strode over, leaned down and shook Farrell’s hand. “Nice work, partner. Before we work the dogs, I’m gonna take you to the nearest hospital.” 
 
    Farrell shook his straw-colored mop. His hair had dirt, leaves and twigs in it from his roll around on the ground. “Ain’t going anywhere but to the truck. Y’all have to get on finding Misty before she fuckin starves to death. I’ll wait for Lopez and give him the lowdown.” 
 
    “You sure?” asked Blaine. 
 
    Farrell struggled to stand up and Travis gave him a hand. “Is that your snake-bit leg?” 
 
    “Fuckin right it is. Already had a dose of trouble with it being stiffer than a cock at the peelers. Now, I’m in for it.” 
 
    Travis laughed as he threw Farrell over his shoulder and carried him to Blaine’s truck. When he came back, Blaine was inside the shack with both dogs giving them Misty’s scent.  
 
    “Farrell said we better take Maglites,” said Travis. “Be dark in a couple hours. How do we know if she was ever in here?” Travis scoped out the cramped interior. 
 
    “Farrell asked me the same thing, and we don’t. But if he wasn’t holding her here, where was she all this time?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” said Travis, “but if she was here, then her dog was here too. At the least of it, Red and Bluebelle will smell the dog.”  
 
    “That’s a good thought.” 
 
    Blaine left the dogs with Travis to sniff all over the shack while he went back to his truck for a few things. “You gonna be okay for an hour, bro? How’s the pain in your leg?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. Take your rifle. This is wild bush country.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll grab it, and I better take water and power bars in my backpack. Wish I had real food to give Misty when we find her, but I don’t.” 
 
    “Take this big bag of dog biscuits,” said Farrell. “Her dog will be just as hungry as she is.” 
 
    “Yep.” Blaine shoved the bag of biscuits into his pack and slung it over his shoulders. “Lopez should be here soon.” 
 
    “Stop worrying,” said Farrell, “The sidewinder bite was a hundred times worse than this pussy wound.” 
 
    Blaine smiled as he walked back to the shack. “Ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Travis. “I think that’s long enough.” He came out the door with Bluebelle. He always handled her, and Farrell always handled Red. He handed Red’s leash to Blaine. “Let’s see what the beauties can do.” 
 
    Outside, they slowly circled around the small building, letting the dogs take their time. On the second time around, Bluebelle raised her head and alerted. 
 
    “She’s got something,” said Travis, “let’s see where she goes.” 
 
    “Red wants to go in the same direction,” said Blaine, “They both can’t be wrong.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE WAS AT THE BARN for evening chores when Sheriff Cumberland called. “Hey, Sheriff, got good news?” 
 
    “Don’t know how good it is, but it’s news. Highway patrol saw the bike leaving Lexington. Didn’t have time to do much but wave goodbye.” 
 
    “He didn’t give chase?” 
 
    “Couldn’t, and he felt bad about it too. The trooper had a DUI in his vehicle, bringing him into the station.” 
 
    “At least we know Ogilvie is still in the area. Wonder why that is? Why wouldn’t he beat it for the border when he had the chance? Annie said he’s got friends in Mexico.” 
 
    “Can’t say,” said the Sheriff. “The criminal mind is too deep for me.” 
 
    Jesse smiled and ended the call. 
 
    Why is Race hanging around? Is he waiting for Annie to take him back again? That can’t be it. He’d be arrested for the biker murders and he knows it. 
 
      
 
    MISTY HAD TURNED towards the sound of the gunshots, and stumbled through the woods for an hour at least. Now the world had gone quiet and the bush was so thick she didn’t know which way to go. She sat down on a log and hugged Hoodoo. He laid at her feet and put his head down on his big paws. He was as hungry, tired and exhausted as she was. They couldn’t move another step. Tears rolled down her cheeks. 
 
    I’ll just wait here until Blaine comes. 
 
      
 
    BLUEBELLE TOOK THE LEAD. She had the scent and was keen to follow it, but neither Blaine nor Travis knew if it was Misty’s scent, Hoodoo’s scent or someone errant squatter who had spent the night in Kingsley’s shack.  
 
    The boys tramped through trees, bushes and brambles, following the dogs where no human had gone before, or so they thought. How long had Misty been missing? Blaine had lost track. But if she escaped even on her second day in the shack, she could have covered a lot of ground since then and be miles away. 
 
      
 
    FARRELL SAT in the back seat of Blacky’s truck with his bandaged leg stretched out and his eyes shut. He tried to sleep, hoping the pain would go away, but no such luck. The throbbing kept him wide awake. He kept checking his phone to see how long the boys had been gone. Almost two hours. An hour and forty-five minutes. “What time did Blacky call Lopez? It was about a half hour before they left. Over two and a half hours ago. How long did it take us to drive way out here? Can’t remember.” 
 
    The next thing he knew, somebody tapped on the truck window. Lopez. Farrell tried to right himself and pain shot through his brain. He pushed down on the door handle and fell half out. 
 
    “Blacky said you were hurt,” said Lopez. “What happened?” 
 
    “Wood went into my leg when Kingsley blasted out of the shack. I think I might have caught a few pellets too. They need to be dug out.” He made a face. “Need stitches.” 
 
    “Where’s Blacky and Travis?” 
 
    “In the bush searching for Misty. They took the dogs.” 
 
    “Shit,” said Lopez, “the woods are dense out this way. Unfamiliar territory for me.” 
 
    “No kidding.” Farrell eased his left foot down on the sidestep and supported himself with a hand on top of the door as he tried to get out of the truck. 
 
    “Stay there, kid,” said Lopez. “You don’t have to come with. One thing I’m good at is finding corpses on my own.” 
 
    “Reckon y’all will want my Remington,” said Farrell. “That’s my baby. A gift from Annie the day I put ten out of ten in the bullseye. Make sure you take good care of her.” 
 
    Lopez raised a black eyebrow. “You do the deed, Farrell?” 
 
    “I was already down after the fucker shot my leg out from under me. Blacky did the work. Flushed him out towards me. I had the easy job.” 
 
    “Some people, I’m talking law enforcement people like you, have a hard time dealing with their conscience after they’ve been forced to kill a suspect. Most have to go to counselling and what have you.” 
 
    Farrell shrugged. “Kill or be killed, Detective. Maybe they ain’t had enough practice stay’n alive the hard way.” 
 
    All my years on the streets keeping me and Neil alive must count for something. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” Lopez motioned to his partner and they rounded the corner of the shack looking for Kingsley. 
 
    Ten minutes behind Lopez, the troops arrived in a caravan of vehicles: Medical Examiner, Crime Scene van and an ambulance. 
 
    The two paramedics, young guys in uniform, both with brown hair and blue eyes, examined Farrell’s leg. “Think there might be shot in there. You need to go to the hospital and see a surgeon.”  
 
    “Can you just fix it up the best you can for now? There’s a girl and her dog been lost in the bush for days and she’s gonna be starved and in terrible shape. I want y’all to wait for her.” 
 
    “When will she be here?” asked the one named Steve. He glanced at his watch. 
 
    The corner of Farrell’s mouth curled slightly. “Can’t give you an estimate, Steve. She’s lost, and my dogs are trying to find her. See… she don’t know you guys are here waiting to save her life, but that’s what y’all are gonna do. Right?” 
 
    “What if the dogs don’t find her?” asked the other guy—name tag—Mark. 
 
    “Then she’s dead, ain’t she?” asked Farrell. “Got any water? I had to take my last pills dry.” 
 
    “Sure, let’s get you into the ambulance and we’ll clean up your leg best we can. At least you can lie down with a blanket and be comfortable while we wait for the girl.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mark,” said Farrell, “mighty nice of y’all.” 
 
      
 
    THE SUN HAD SET in the west and twilight was rapidly giving way to darkness. “Don’t get dark on us,” said Blaine. 
 
    “Bound to happen,” said Travis. “Happens every night.” 
 
    “Fuck your humor,” said Blaine. “How far away from the shack are we?” 
 
    “Feels like ten miles the way we’ve been struggling against the undergrowth and the uneven ground, but I bet it’s only three or four. If we were on a path, we would have covered a lot more distance by now.” 
 
    “But it’s the same for Misty,” said Blaine. “How far could a weak, hungry girl walk?” 
 
    “Don’t know, bro,” said Travis, “but I hope she didn’t get much farther.” He stopped and turned his head. “I hear water running. Let’s find it and give the dogs a drink.” 
 
    “Time to turn on the Maglites. Good thing Farrell reminded me.” Blaine switched on the light and followed the gurgling sound. “Here it is. Tiny stream, but its moving fast. The water will be good and cold.” He stood beside Red and spoke to Farrell through the earwig while the big bloodhound lapped up a drink.  
 
    “Found a stream and giving the dogs a drink. You okay?” 
 
    “Yep, lying in the ambulance. I made them wait until y’all bring Misty to us.” 
 
    “Good thinking. Have the rest of the crew gone?” 
 
    “Techs are finished and gone. The ME bagged up Kingsley and took him away, but Lopez is hanging in. Misty is a kidnap victim and it’s his case. He wants to be here when you find her.” 
 
    “Hope we find her soon,” said Blaine, “We’ve lost most of our daylight.” 
 
    “Call out to her. Maybe her dog will hear y’all. Dogs can hear four times the distance humans can.” 
 
    “I’ll try it. Thanks, bro.” 
 
      
 
    HOODOO JUMPED UP and gave out a quick bark. Misty opened her eyes. “Did you hear something, sweetie?” 
 
    Hoodoo whined, and Misty pulled him closer. “I’m so cold and I’m too weak to walk. Do you think they’ll ever find us?”  
 
    Hoodoo growled low in his throat.  
 
    “What is it?” Misty listened, and she heard it too. Whatever it was it sounded heavy. Clumping through the underbrush, breaking twigs and disturbing leaves, it was coming closer. Then it grunted. 
 
    “Sounds like a big pig, Hoo.” She tightened her grip around the dog’s collar. “It might be mean. Don’t run after it.” 
 
    Hoodoo growled louder and tried to wiggle out of Misty’s grasp. “No. I’m not letting you go.” Tears came, and she began sobbing. “If you leave me, I’ll die here alone.”  
 
    With her left hand she clutched the pendant, closed her eyes and sent a mental message to Blaine. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE STOPPED DEAD in his tracks. “Hold, up, Travis.” He rubbed his chest on the spot where the sensation was radiating from, and took in a couple of good breaths. “She’s not far away,” he said in a whisper. “I can feel her.” 
 
    “You lost it, boss?” asked Travis. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” said Blaine. He turned off the Maglite, shoved it into his pocket and switched it out for the rifle. Through the night scope, he searched through the branches, leaves and tall pines looking for movement. Any movement. 
 
    The temperature had dropped so low, not even the owls were hunting or hooting. They never failed to scare the crap out of him when they hoohooed right above him. 
 
    Bluebelle growled and lunged forward, jerking Travis into a tangled, prickly bush. Travis winced as a thorn pierced the sleeve of his jacket. “Shit, Blue. What is it?” He tightened his grip on her leash and he heard it. Snorting and grunting, the wild pig broke branches and trampled twigs as it rooted and foraged for food. “Wild boar, boss. Be ready. Mean spirited, they are. Might charge the dogs.” 
 
    “Yep. I’m ready.” 
 
    Travis shone the light ahead and Blaine chambered a round. The grunting grew louder as they got closer. 
 
    “To your left,” said Travis. “I hear it but still don’t see it.” 
 
      
 
    MISTY SCREAMED as she heard the boar charge out of the bushes, coming straight for her and Hoodoo. She couldn’t see it through the darkness, but she could hear it sputtering and snorting as it picked up speed. And she could smell it—the same way it could probably smell her.  
 
    The dog jerked out of her grasp and ran at the boar, snarling and snapping.  
 
    “Hoo, no. Don’t do it.” She couldn’t get up and she had nowhere to go to get out of the beast’s way. Her back was against a rock. 
 
    She heard men hollering. “We’re on top of it.” She saw a bright light flash on the pig. “Take it out, Blacky.” 
 
    Bang. Thump. 
 
    “Hoodoo,” Misty screamed and that was all she remembered. 
 
      
 
    “OVER HERE,” yelled Blaine.  
 
    “Yep, I see her. Take the dogs, I’ve got her.” He handed off the leashes to Blaine. 
 
    “Should we give her water and a power bar?” 
 
    Travis shone the light on her face. “Can’t boss, she’s unconscious.” Travis picked her up and threw her over his shoulder. “Give the dog some biscuits. He’s got to walk all the way back to the shack.” 
 
    “Right.” Blaine’s heart was about to give out on him. He couldn’t think rationally, and his hands shook as he opened his backpack and fished around in the dark for the bag of biscuits. 
 
    “I heard a shot,” Farrell’s voice in Blaine’s ear startled him so bad he dropped the bag of biscuits. He bent down and groped around for them in the pitch black.  
 
    “Nearly fuckin deafened me,” said Farrell. “You got her?” 
 
    “We’ve got her. We’re on the way back and it will take a while. Travis is carrying her. Is the ambulance still there?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “She’s unconscious,” said Blaine. “Don’t let them leave.”  
 
      
 
    RACE PULLED INTO a Wal-Mart parking lot on the north end of Smithville. The pain in his arm had increased tenfold and was making it impossible for him to think. The arm had grown so weak in the past couple of hours, he had no strength in his hand to squeeze the gas. He’d stopped twice to hurl into the ditch. His stomach was on the outs now—just what he needed—another complication to slow him down.  
 
    He parked the bike in a crowded row of vehicles, checked to make sure no one was watching, then jerked the tag off and tossed it into a dumpster in the far corner of the lot.  
 
    Four rows over, he spotted a white Chevy pickup that wasn’t locked—older model that he knew he could hotwire before the owner blinked. He had it running in under thirty seconds. Speed was everything when you were in the business of jacking vehicles.  
 
    He hopped behind the wheel, put the truck in drive and rested his right arm on the console. He let out a sigh of relief and headed back to the truck stop he’d seen at the ramp on route seventy-one. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    Sunday, December 17th. 
 
    BLAINE HELD THE LEASHES for both Red and Bluebelle and lighted the way for Travis as they trudged back the way they had come. Hoodoo fell behind a couple of times, weak and exhausted from starvation, he whined and lay down on the forest floor. They stopped each time, and Blaine knelt down beside him, stroked his head, gave him a couple more biscuits and urged him on.   
 
    Several times Blaine shone the light in Misty’s face, as she hung like a rag doll over Travis’ shoulder, checking to see if she was awake, but no. Her eyes remained closed and she was still unconsciousness. 
 
    When Blaine and Travis neared the shack, the paramedics heard them coming through the bush in the dark, and rushed to help with Misty. They placed her on a gurney, wrapped her in blankets and started an IV.  
 
    “Where are you taking her?” asked Blaine. 
 
    “Closest facility would be San Antone,” said Mark. “We’ll take her to Guadalupe Health Center.” 
 
    “I’ll follow you,” said Blaine. To Farrell: “Do you want Detective Nielsen to drive your truck back to headquarters?” 
 
    “If he don’t mind doing it,” said Farrell. “After my leg is fixed, I can pick it up. Should be safe there for a day or two.” He fished his keys out of his pocket and tossed them to Blaine. 
 
    Blaine turned to Travis: “You’ve got all the dogs. Feed them all when you get home, then first thing in the morning, take Hoodoo to an emergency clinic.” 
 
    “Yep. I’ll feed them first thing when I get home.” 
 
    Lopez waved an arm when everybody was sorted. “Okay, let’s all get the hell out of here.” 
 
      
 
    GUADALUPE HEALTH CENTRE on the outskirts of San Antonio was a state of the art facility with a top-notch trauma unit. The paramedics who had waited for hours for her to be found, whisked Misty into an examination room and turned her over to hospital staff.  
 
    Blaine thanked them for their patience and wished them well. He collapsed into the nearest chair and let his head flop onto his chest. She was in good hands now and nothing for him to do but wait. 
 
    He was in a deep sleep and jumped when his cell rang on his belt. Still groggy from not enough sleep, he answered, “Hey, Mom.” 
 
    “You sound wiped, sweetheart. Did you find Misty?” 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t know if we were in time. I’m at a trauma center near San Antone.” 
 
    “Give me directions, I’ll come and sit with you.” 
 
    “You don’t need to do that. It’s the middle of the night.” 
 
    Annie giggled. “No, it isn’t. It’s six thirty. Time to get up.” 
 
    “Jeeze, I lost all track of time. Guess I need to go search for my morning coffee.” 
 
    “I’m on my way to you. See you soon.” 
 
      
 
    RACE WOKE and pulled the thin blanket closer around him. His arm throbbed as a chill ran through his body. “I need to get some hot coffee and warm up.” He sat on the side of the cot and his head swam. “Whew. Sat up too fast.” He lay back against the pillow, gazed around the tiny room at the bare walls, and waited for the sensation to pass. 
 
    The second time he got up, he had better luck. He used the facilities, showered, toweled off and glanced at the beard. Almost unrecognizable, even to himself. He smiled at his reflection in the bathroom mirror, and headed for the restaurant. 
 
    Crowded with truckers, he had a time finding an empty table. He stood and waited until a busboy cleared one and wiped it, then sat down and ordered coffee and the breakfast special. Truck stops had big portions and fast service and the prices couldn’t be beat. Race had a limited supply of cash—Fat Boy’s life savings—and he hesitated to use a card or go to a bank until he was almost at the border. Then he’d take his chances. Use the bank card, take out his limit and beat it into Mexico before anybody tracked the withdrawal. He’d cross at Yuma. Yep, Yuma was his first choice. The place held a special pull for him.    
 
    As he drank his coffee and waited for the food to come, he thought about his plan—one last thing to take care of. He had it almost worked out in his head and tonight he’d put it into action. He hadn’t had any fun since he’d killed the three bikers. He smiled thinking about it. 
 
    Tonight, was the night he’d do it. Once this last detail was out of the way, he’d beat it down south, lay low on a beach and bide his time until things cooled down. The asshole cops would give up looking for him soon enough. They always did. 
 
      
 
    JESSE WASHED HIS HANDS after morning chores, and was drying them when his cell rang. “Hang on.” He put the towel down and grabbed his phone. Sheriff’s Office. 
 
    “Tell me you got him, Sheriff.” 
 
    “Almost.”  
 
    Jesse frowned at the phone. “What’s almost mean?”  
 
    “The Harley was abandoned in a Wal-Mart parking lot near Smithville. No tag on it.” 
 
    “No sign of Race?” 
 
    “Nope. No sign of him.” 
 
    “Nobody saw anything?” asked Jesse. “One of those?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Any reports of a stolen vehicle close to that store?” 
 
    “Haven’t had time to check into it, but I will. If it belongs to an employee working the night shift in the store, they might not know it’s gone yet.” 
 
    “Let me know if you get something. At least we’ll know what he’s driving, and we can get a fresh BOLO out.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE CLEARED THE TABLE after breakfast and loaded the dishwasher.  
 
    “You look like you’re in a hurry, sweetheart.” Scott sat at the harvest table in a track suit reading the Sunday Statesman. “Something you haven’t told me?” 
 
    “Blaine’s at the hospital in San Antonio with Misty and Farrell. I’m going to sit with him for a spell. Maybe Farrell will be able to come home.” 
 
    “What happened to Farrell?” Scott wore an annoyed look. “You didn’t tell me you talked to Blaine. I haven’t heard a single detail.” 
 
    “Farrell got hurt. I don’t know the details and I don’t believe there’s been time for Blaine to call you. He was way out in hill country in the bush for hours looking for Misty.” 
 
    “If he found Misty, he must have Kingsley in custody.” Scott stood up and started pacing. “Goddam it, Annie. I hate being in the dark. He slapped the paper down on the table and took a stance. “It’s my job to be on top of everything—everything in the whole goddam state. If the team has things wrapped up, I should be making a goddam statement.” 
 
    Annie grabbed for his hand and squeezed it. “Stop, Scotty.” She put her finger to her lips. “Stop it. Go change your clothes and we’ll meet Blaine at the hospital. You can find out what you need to know, straight from the horse’s mouth. You can sit down with him over coffee, and draft up something for the media.” 
 
    Scott took Annie in his arms and kissed her. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I shouldn’t let the pressure get to me and invade my personal life. Lately, it colors everything I do or say, and it shouldn’t be that way. I need to learn to relax if I’m going to survive to the end of my term. My doctor scheduled me for classes after my coronary last year, and I didn’t have time to go—or thought I didn’t. Maybe I should rethink that decision and take a long, hard look at myself.” He wrapped her in a hug and whispered into her hair, “I love you, Annie. I need you to keep me on track.” 
 
    Get it together, Scott. The last thing I need in my life is another man to take care of. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE RETURNED from the cafeteria with a large coffee and sought out Misty’s doctor. He found him at the nurses’ station in the intensive care unit. “Doctor Fielding, any news on Misty?” 
 
    Fielding turned and flashed him a smile he wasn’t expecting. “Mr. Blackmore-Powell, I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you when we first spoke. I think I was concentrating on Miss Mulligan.” 
 
    “No reason to apologize. I like to keep a low profile. Better for business.” 
 
    “Rumor has it you wrapped up some nasty business.” 
 
    “Mostly Farrell, but we all did our part.” 
 
    The doctor pointed down the hall, “That’s the young fellow getting stitches in his leg?” 
 
    “My brother, Deputy Donovan.” 
 
    “Come with me and I’ll let you see Miss Mulligan for a moment. I’m letting her wake gradually, but I’m afraid it will take several weeks before she gets her strength back after her confinement, and being deprived of food for so long.” 
 
    “I’m thankful she had water,” said Blaine.  
 
    Doctor Fielding led the way to Misty’s bed and pointed to the only chair. “Two minutes, then we’ll let her sleep until she wakes up on her own.” 
 
    Blaine nodded. The doctor walked away, and Blaine reached out and took Misty’s hand. Pale and still, she looked like a sleeping angel, the blanket pulled up to her chin. Tears burned behind his eyes and he fought them back. “I’m so sorry, baby. I let you down. I should have taken better care of you.” 
 
    It seemed like only seconds, Doctor Fielding was back asking him to leave. “Your brother is asking for you.” 
 
      
 
    FARRELL SAT PROPPED UP in a private room, his leg wrapped in a large bandage. Blaine walked in and sat in the chair next to the bed. “Sorry you got hurt, bro.” 
 
    I’m apologizing to everybody. What happened to me? 
 
    “Not your fault. Kingsley’s fault and he’s dead. Guess I got even.” 
 
    “Yeah, guess you did.” 
 
    “Did you get in to see Misty?” 
 
    “Two minutes was all I was allowed, but she’s not awake and according to her doctor, she won’t be for a while yet.” 
 
    “She’s gonna be okay,” Farrell said, “Think positive.” 
 
    “Jesus, bro, I should have had protection on her from the minute the sketch came out in the fuckin paper.” 
 
    “You can’t blame yourself. Kingsley would never have known it was her if she hadn’t gone to the clinic on her own to take a closer look at him.” 
 
    “Even then, he might not have connected her to the sketch, but he got vibes from her—he must have.” 
 
    “No use worrying about it now. Take care of her when she gets out of here and help her get better. That’s all you can do.” 
 
    “Hey, do I hear my boys talking in here?” The door opened, and a smiling Annie walked through with the Governor on her heels. 
 
    Blaine stood up and gave her a hug. “Hi, Mom, and before you say it, I know I’ve looked better. I need a shower, a shave and a change of clothes.” 
 
    “Thought you might, that’s why I brought clothes and some toiletries for both of you.” She leaned down and hugged Farrell. “How’s your leg, baby? It’s not the snake-bit leg, is it?” 
 
    “Sure as hell is, Mom. Fate’s agin me.” 
 
    “You’ll have to rest for a while at home. Before we leave, I’ll find out if I can take you with me.” 
 
    Scott stood behind Annie and spoke to Farrell. “I’m sorry you were wounded, Farrell.” He leaned down and shook Farrell’s hand. “Thanks for all your hard work and long hours you put in on the case.” He turned to Blaine. “Maybe you and I should catch up, son.” 
 
    “Uh huh, let me grab my notes, and we’ll go to the cafeteria for a coffee.” 
 
    Annie winked at Scott. “See, he has notes.” To Blaine: “Bring us a coffee, sugar. “I’ll stay here with my baby.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS DROVE HOME to his apartment above the antique store in La Grange. He let the dogs have a few minutes in the parking area, then took them upstairs, fed them and crashed for a couple of hours. He was dead beat from all the bush tramping they’d done and so were the dogs.  
 
    When he got up around three in the afternoon, he brewed a pot of coffee and called the vet that Jesse used for Red and Bluebelle. He didn’t expect an answer on a Sunday afternoon, but thought there might be a recorded number for emergencies. There was, and he wrote it down. He called and explained about Hoodoo and Doctor Dunbar said he’d meet him at his clinic in half an hour. 
 
    Travis sat at the kitchen table, drank his second mug of coffee and stroked Hoodoo’s head. The big fellow hadn’t moved off the kitchen mat since he’d arrived.  
 
    Tired and stressed from the way his life had been going, or not going since Race Ogilvie was released from Huntsville, Travis put the damper on his mental pity-party and sucked it up. He loaded the three dogs into his truck and headed for Giddings. “I’ll take you two home after the vet, okay?” 
 
    Bluebelle sat in the shotgun seat and wagged her tail. She was Travis’ special favorite. 
 
    Doctor Dunbar, greeted Travis at the door of the clinic and locked it after him. “Don’t get too many emergencies, that truly are emergencies,” he said, “Most calls are from people with a cat or a small dog that’s off its food, and they only think it’s an emergency.” 
 
    “Well Hoodoo was kidnapped and left to die out in hill country. My partner and I gave him some biscuits last night when we found him, and I fed him the food our other dogs eat when he got to my place, but he didn’t eat all I gave him.” 
 
    “Beautiful Bernese,” said the doc. “Don’t have occasion to treat many of these fellows.” Dunbar looked into Hoodoo’s eyes with a little penlight. “Would you mind if I kept him here a couple of days. I want to monitor how much he’s eating and drinking until we get him back on his feet. His energy level is rock bottom at the moment.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll come and check on him tomorrow. He knows me a little bit, but I’m sure he’s missing his owner.” 
 
    Doctor Dunbar raised an eyebrow. “Did something happen to his owner?”  
 
    Travis didn’t elaborate. “She’ll be in the hospital for a few more days.” 
 
    “I see,” said the vet. He stroked the big dog’s head. “That’s why Hoodoo is sad.” 
 
    With Hoodoo in good hands, Travis drove north to Quantrall to return Red and Bluebelle to Jesse. He took the dogs to the barn, then trotted across the compound to the house and knocked on the door. 
 
    “Hey, Trav, nice to see you,” said Jesse. “Come on in.” 
 
    “I put the dogs in the barn. Just came from the vet clinic. Doc Dunbar opened up special to take a look at Hoodoo.” 
 
    “Is that Misty’s Bernese?” 
 
    “Uh huh. He’s in rough shape.” 
 
    “Did you put it on the Agency account?” 
 
    Travis nodded. “Hope it’s not too much.” 
 
    “Don’t matter.” Jesse pointed Travis into the great room where Tyler sat in a wing chair holding the baby. “The girl has been through enough without losing her dog.” 
 
    “True enough,” said Travis. “She hasn’t regained consciousness yet. Blacky is staying in San Antone, so he can be at the hospital with her.” 
 
    “I want to hear all the details. Sit down there next to Ty and I’ll get us all a beer.” 
 
    Travis looked down at the bundle in pink that Tyler was holding on to like she was solid gold. “This is the first time I’ve seen your daughter, boss.” 
 
    Jesse returned from the kitchen and handed Travis a Lone Star. He set Tyler’s beer on the table next to the baby’s bottle. 
 
    “She’s perfect,” said Jesse. “Never was there a better baby, right Ty?” 
 
    “She don’t cry hardly,” said Tyler. “She smiles when you pick her up and she drinks all her milk. Yep, she’s perfect, I reckon.” 
 
    “A good surprise for y’all then,” said Travis. 
 
    A sad look crossed Jesse’s face before he smiled. “A twist of fate that couldn’t have come at a better time for me. Just when… never mind, you know all of it anyway. But if you want something to divert your attention from a shitstorm,” Jesse winked at Travis, “you get yourself a baby.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Travis laughed out loud. 
 
    After bringing Jesse up to date on the case, Travis stood up to take his leave.  
 
    “Sit back down for a minute, Trav,” said Jesse, “Something else I been meaning to talk to you about.” 
 
    “Hope it’s good. I could use a picker-upper.” 
 
    “Not that good, but its work you can do for me. Now that I have little Miss Quantrall living here, I need a security system installed. Daddy never bothered. Probably thought he’d just shoot anybody that broke in, but I’d like a little warning.” 
 
    “Did you have a system in mind?” asked Travis. 
 
    “Nope, that’s what I’m leaving up to you. Go search out the best system with the quickest response time,” Jesse waved his arm in a circle, “Take into account the ranch is ten minutes from the closest Sheriff’s office. You’re the electronics expert, so I’ll leave the selection in your hands. When the company delivers, I want you to monitor the installation. Could you do that for me?” 
 
    “Sure can, boss. Happy to have an assignment. It’ll keep me busy until Blacky gets back from San Antonio.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE CLOSED the front door and gave Travis a wave. His cell jangled. Cumberland again. 
 
    “Hey, Sheriff, why are y’all working on a Sunday?’ 
 
    “Low seniority,” he growled, and Jesse chuckled.  
 
    “Another sighting?”  
 
    “Nope, but you hit the nail on the head with the stolen vehicle idea. White Chevy pickup, five years old. Got the tag out there right away, so we might get lucky and spot him before he knocks off anybody else.” 
 
    “Killing machine,” said Jesse, “that’s what he is.” 
 
    “Doesn’t bother trying to cover it up much, does he?” 
 
    “He should be in Mexico by now,” said Jesse. “Why isn’t he long gone?” 
 
    “You asked me that already. Seems to be bothering you a might, and I admit, it makes no sense to me. Murder four people—four that we know of—then hang around waiting to get caught?” 
 
    “He’s staying far enough out of our reach until… what?” asked Jesse. “I’m sure he’s got lots of places he could go in Vegas. He owned that city most of his life.” 
 
    “But he’s travelling in a circle around here. I’m looking at the map on the wall in my office—Giddings, Lexington, Smithville. He’s circling, so there has to be a target.” 
 
    “Uh huh, I see what you’re getting at, but I’m no further ahead. If you figure it out, let me know.” 
 
    “Yep. Will do.” 
 
      
 
    AFTER ANNIE LEFT the hospital with Farrell, Blaine sat at Misty’s bedside for his allotted five minutes, then left the hospital in search of a hotel close by and some dinner. He had the duffel bag that Annie had thoughtfully packed for him—enough clean clothes for a couple of days at least. 
 
    He checked into the Marriott, showered and changed and was about to head downstairs for dinner when his cell rang. He didn’t recognize the number, but answered anyway. 
 
    “Hola.”  
 
    Carm, at last.  
 
    She spoke rapidly in Spanish and twice Blaine asked her to slow down. His Spanish had improved, but he had a long way to go to be considered fluent. She repeated the story and he understood the reason she was so upset. Her sister had taken a sudden turn for the worse, and passed away. Carm went into detail about the funeral mass she was planning for her sister and Blaine missed most of it. The part he got was clear. After the funeral, Carm wanted to come home to Austin and to him. He was her only family. 
 
    “Si,” he said, and proceeded to help her make a plan. The funeral was the following day, then she would spend two days cleaning and packing up the house. Could she come on Friday? Yes, he would pick her up at the train station. It would all work out. 
 
    The house was too big and too empty without her. 
 
    While he waited in the restaurant for his steak to arrive he called Travis to check on Hoodoo. 
 
    “Doc Dunbar has him at the clinic in Giddings,” said Travis. “He wants to measure how much the dog is eating for the next couple days. I’ll look in on him tomorrow. Misty any better?” 
 
    “Not awake yet and I got kicked out. See what happens tomorrow.” 
 
    The waiter brought his meal and even though he’d eaten next to nothing the past couple of days, Blaine could barely plow through his steak. He ordered coffee and called Annie. 
 
    “Did you pick Lexi up, Mom?” 
 
    “Yep, she was glad to see me too. Farrell has her with him. You know how he is with dogs. We fed her, honey. Don’t you worry.” 
 
    “I’ve done nothing but worry the past few days. I’m a freaking wreck of worry.” 
 
    “Well stop. Job well done. Scott said so. He went to Austin to tape an interview for the eleven o’clock news. Be sure to watch.” 
 
    “Okay, yeah, I will if I can stay awake that long.” 
 
    Blaine sat propped up in bed waiting for the news to come on. The team had brought Kingsley down—an evil predator off the streets of Austin for good. Why wasn’t he happy with his success? He’d never felt more let down at the end of a case. Misty might not recover. Farrell’s bad leg had suffered more damage. Hoodoo was in a dog hospital. 
 
    And Annie… he could barely let his mind wander in that direction. She was so far off the track diving into a personal relationship with Scott right after the mess she’d made of Jesse’s life.  
 
    Why did she love Race? How could she love Race? Blaine couldn’t fathom it. He used to be able to read her. They were soulmates—always on the same page—and now? Her every action was so far out of the norm—the norm for her—he had to wonder if something was affecting her reasoning. Did the head injury she suffered in her car accident have something to do with it? If he mentioned her seeing a neurologist, would she freak?  
 
    He sighed and turned up the volume when Scott came on the screen. His speech was the one Blaine had written in the cafeteria. Scott delivered it verbatim, with the addition of a couple of lines praising the violent crimes team and Austin PD. 
 
    He pressed the power button and closed his eyes. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    Monday, December 18th. 
 
    RACE WOKE to the roar of engines in the parking lot, and the smell of diesel fumes seeping into his room. He’d holed up for the night at the truck stop on route seventy-one at the Bastrop ramp. Not many cops around and he seemed to blend in with the other bearded drivers. Nobody gave him a second glance and that was exactly what he wanted. 
 
    Before heading to the restaurant for breakfast, he squeezed the last of the antiseptic cream from the tube, rubbed it sparingly over the wound and rebandaged his arm. It had stiffened up during the night, especially around his elbow, and his skin had a blue tinge to it all the way down to his wrist. He looked twice and thought the hint of blue might be just his imagination, considering the poor light in the tiny room.  
 
    Race shrugged his Texas sweatshirt over his head and sat on the side of the bed to count his remaining funds. Should be enough for today and tomorrow. He’d hit a bank machine in Yuma before he crossed the border. He shoved his wallet into the pocket of his jeans and went in search of food. 
 
      
 
    BLAINE ARRIVED at the hospital before visiting hours. He ate the breakfast special in the bustling cafeteria—two eggs over easy, sausages, home fries and toast. Working on his case notes in a corner of the room, he consumed too many cups of mediocre coffee while he waited to see Misty’s doctor. He called Mary Polito at the Statesman. 
 
    “Nice to hear from you, Mr. Blackmore-Powell. Wonderful job bringing down Kingsley.” 
 
    “That’s what I want to talk to you about, Mary. I’m working on my notes for homicide and thought I’d write something up for the paper. Kind of an inside exclusive that you could run with Kingsley’s picture.” 
 
    “That would be fantastic. Because of you, my boss has moved me up the ladder as a crime reporter, and I’m so grateful for your help.” 
 
    “I’ll be in touch as soon as I’m back in Austin.” 
 
    At nine, he made an inquiry and found Doctor Fielding’s office on the first floor. He tapped on the door and opened it. 
 
    “Aw, Mr. Blackmore-Powell, please come in.” 
 
    Fielding was a young-looking doctor for a specialist, tall and lean, with short dark hair. File folders, print-outs and reference books almost obliterated the surface of his desk. Behind him on the beige wall hung a half dozen framed certificates of achievement. 
 
    He reached for a chart and gave it the once over. “Let’s see. Miss Mulligan had a restful night. No problems. We’ve warmed her up. Her body temperature when she arrived was disturbing, but that’s been corrected. She’s being given protein intravenously, and once she’s awake and able to eat, we’ll get her started on some real food.” 
 
    “What’s your best guess on when she’ll be strong enough to go home? I’m not trying to rush you. I want to do some organizing and put things in place, that’s all.” 
 
    “Once she wakes up, I’ll have a far better idea. Why don’t you go sit with her, and talk to her and maybe that will encourage the young lady to open her eyes.” Fielding smiled. 
 
    “I can do that. Thanks, Doctor.” 
 
      
 
    TRAVIS SPENT THE MORNING in Austin scoping out and pricing security systems for the Quantrall ranch. He picked up brochures and ballpark estimates for the two he liked best and figured he’d run the pros and cons of each system by Jesse later in the day. Then he would order the one they agreed on. Jesse had told him to go ahead and order one on his own, but if he made the wrong call, a lot of Quantrall money would be wasted. He’d take the cautious route. Just this once. 
 
    On his way to Quantrall, he stopped in at the animal clinic in Giddings and inquired at the front desk. “Is Doctor Dunbar busy?” 
 
    “He’s with a patient. Something I can help you with?” 
 
    Dunbar’s assistant, wearing a white lab coat over her clothes, wasn’t hard to look at. Long dark hair pulled back in a ponytail and long eyelashes fluttering at him.  
 
    Was she flirting? 
 
    “I brought a dog in yesterday and I wondered if I could see him for a minute and find out how he’s doing?” 
 
    “Hoodoo, the big Bernese Mountain dog?” she asked. 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Nice dog,” she said. “The doctor said the poor thing had been deprived of food for several days.” 
 
    “That’s true. He was kidnapped.” 
 
    Why did I tell her that? 
 
    “Aw, that’s terrible.” She made a sad face. “But, in answer to your question, yes, he is doing better. I’ll show you where he is.” 
 
    Travis followed the girl down a long hallway to the back of the building. Hoodoo was in a large crate in the hospital room. Two other dogs were in similar crates next to him. He wagged his tail when he saw Travis. 
 
    “He’s glad to see you,” said the assistant. She opened the door and Travis reached in and stroked Hoodoo’s head. 
 
    “Any idea when he’ll be able to go?” 
 
    “No, I don’t, but if you leave a number, I’ll find out and call you.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” Travis fished out an Agency card and gave it to her. 
 
    She studied it. “Deputy Travis Bristol, you’re a police officer.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    She walked him out. “I’ll call as soon as I know anything.” 
 
    Travis gave her a little wave and left. 
 
    Didn’t get her name or her number. Do I want her number? Not really. I should call Lily and take a step in her direction. 
 
      
 
    ANNIE SAT in the great room watching Declan change the bandage on Farrell’s leg. 
 
    “Can’t tell you how happy I am to be home, Mom. Feel better already.” 
 
    “I hope Misty is doing better today,” said Annie. “Blaine is beside himself worrying over her.” 
 
    “He said he’d call me when she woke up,” said Farrell.” 
 
    Annie’s cell rang in the pocket of her jeans. She glanced at the screen, then walked into the hallway to take the call.  “Hey, sugar, is there a problem? You don’t usually have time to call me during the day.” 
 
    “One huge problem, and you can guess what it is. I slept alone in the mansion last night and hated it. You spoiled me and now I can’t stand being away from you, sweetheart. You gave me new life, and I don’t think weekends are going to be enough for me.” 
 
    Oh, my God, the cling-on phase. 
 
    “Friday night will come soon enough. Keep your nose to the Texas grindstone.” She giggled. 
 
    “I’m trying, but I’m failing miserably. I love you, Annie.” 
 
      
 
    RACE GASSED up the Chevy pickup without shutting off the engine and bought a Coke and a bag of plain Lays’ in the convenience store.  
 
    He cruised north through Giddings, then turned off the highway and drove along the county line. He took the next left and cruised slowly past the only ranch in that section. He gave a little nod of satisfaction as he passed the Appaloosa painted on the huge sign at the end of the laneway. Quantrall.  
 
    How long had it taken him? He checked the time on the dash and noted it in his head.  
 
      
 
    MISTY OPENED HER EYES and there was Blaine, right beside her. She tried to smile, but her mouth was dry, and her lips felt like they might crack. 
 
    “Hey, I’m happy you’re awake,” he whispered. 
 
    “Wa…” The sound came out croaky and she couldn’t finish the word. 
 
    “I’ll get you water.” Blaine jumped up and sped off to find a nurse. Instead he met Doctor Fielding coming through the door. “She’s awake and she needs water.” 
 
    Fielding smiled. “Great news. Give me a moment and we’ll get her fixed up.” The doctor did a quick examination then motioned to Blaine and he was allowed to go back in.  
 
    His heart thumped, grateful she was alive. He sat down and reached for her hand. 
 
    “Where’s Hoo?” 
 
    “Travis took him to a clinic. He’s in good hands and he’s eating.” 
 
    Tears welled up in her eyes. “I didn’t think you would find us in time.” 
 
    Me neither. But I’m not saying it out loud. 
 
    “The boys helped me. My team is great and so are our dogs.” 
 
    “Kingsley?” 
 
    Blaine shook his head. “He’s in the morgue.” 
 
    Relief surged through her and she couldn’t hold back the tears. “Did you kill him?”  
 
    “Farrell did.” 
 
    “Remind me to thank Farrell.” 
 
    A nurse came and gave Blaine a signal. “I have to go, but I’ll be back. It will be better for visiting when you get your own room.” He leaned down and kissed her. 
 
    “I’ll just sleep while you’re gone.” She closed her eyes. 
 
      
 
    DINNER WAS OVER, and Annie took her second cup of coffee into the great room to sit with Farrell. She took his tray from him and set it out of the way on the ottoman.  
 
    “Doing okay?” 
 
    He nodded. “I slept a lot today. Dec keeps the pain down to a nice low level.” 
 
    “He’s a good one.” 
 
    “Whose talking about me?” The dark-haired Irishman swaggered through the back door. “Just about time to get this kid to bed.” 
 
    “Don’t know how I could be tired,” said Farrell, “sitting here all day staring at the tube, but I’m beat. Ready if you are, Dec.” 
 
    Declan helped Farrell to his feet and supported him on the trip down the hall.  
 
    Annie picked up the tray and headed for the kitchen. She thought she heard a knock and wondered who could be on her porch at this hour. She set the tray on the island, crossed the foyer and opened the door. “Scott, this is a surprise.” 
 
      
 
    RACE WAITED UNTIL after midnight before he began his mission. His head ached, his arm throbbed, and he had never felt worse. Four Advil extra strength weren’t cutting it. He needed something a whole lot stronger. He knew where to get it, and he’d stop off there on his way south, right after he tied up this one last loose end. 
 
    He’d known how Annie felt about Jesse Quantrall from the first time he’d seen them together. Didn’t matter that they weren’t married any more, she’d never give up on him. If Race wanted to get back in her good graces, he’d have to clear the decks—eliminate the competition. He’d been in that position once, where there was no competition. They were everything to each other and he’d do anything it took to get her back. Anything.  
 
    He retraced the route he’d taken earlier in the day and arrived at the end of the Quantrall lane at ten after one. The lane was long and well treed on both sides—at least a quarter mile, curving gently towards the house. He doused the headlights, drove halfway in the lane and parked. Pitch black as he jumped out of the truck, but it took only moments for his eyes to adjust as he followed the lane and walked the rest of the way. 
 
    The big Spanish mansion was all in darkness except for one little light on the second floor. Race didn’t know if the house was equipped with a security system, but he figured with the big bucks these guys had, they’d have one. He’d deal with it as soon as he was inside the door. 
 
    As he worked his way up in his Vegas club, B&E had been his specialty. Inside of ten minutes, he could be in and out of a house, carrying off all their best electronics, and the home owners never even knew he was there. Until the next morning. 
 
    Silently, he crossed the porch and tried the handle on the front door. Not even locked. What the hell were these cowboy assholes thinking? I guess if you lived in the middle of butt-crack county, who the hell would be around to rob you? 
 
    Race checked the wall inside the front door and there was no security panel. He shook his head, crossed the foyer and with some difficulty and protesting pain from his leg wound, he climbed the curved stairs to the second floor. Now came the hard part. Which room did Jesse sleep in? He didn’t want to wake up the other brothers before he did what he came to do. 
 
    The bedroom door at the top of the stairs was open a little. Race peered in and with the small amount of moonlight coming through the window he could see that the guy in the bed wasn’t Jesse. He moved on to door number two—closed tight. He’d come back to that one.  
 
    Third door on the right. How many fuckin bedrooms did this mansion have? The door was open, and a tiny light was on. Race stepped into the room and saw the crib. 
 
    Why is there a baby crib? 
 
      
 
    JESSE SAT BOLT UPRIGHT. The monitor beside his head emitted a sound that woke him up. He was used to listening for Charity and he’d become a light sleeper of late. But she wasn’t crying, it was a different noise—somebody moving around. Maybe Tyler was up checking on her or… maybe not. The monitor often picked up noises in the hall.  
 
    He grabbed his gun off the nightstand out of habit and chambered a round as he opened the door of his room. Quietly, he stepped into the wide hallway. He flicked on the hall light and saw a man about to go into his baby’s room. 
 
    “Stop right there.” Jesse took a stance and aimed his Beretta. 
 
    Ogilvie turned and raised the gun in his left hand. Jesse pulled the trigger and the noise was deafening. From four feet away, he could hardly miss. Race dropped onto the carpet without a sound. Dead. 
 
    Awakened by the gunshot, Charity screamed. Jesse hopped over Ogilvie’s body and ran to the crib to scoop her up. “Did Daddy wake you up?” He cuddled her close and kissed her little face. “I’m so sorry, honey.” 
 
    In the next minute, all the Quantrall boys were in the hall in their boxers. “Holy hell, Jesse, what happened?” 
 
    “Ogilvie was going into Charity’s room. He turned and pointed a gun at me and I shot him.” 
 
     “You better call the Sheriff,” said Bobby. “Ty, take the baby, she’s scared.” 
 
    A sleepy-headed Tyler took Charity from Jesse and went into the nursery without a word. 
 
    Brian knelt on the carpet beside Race and felt for a pulse. He nodded his head. “Right through the heart, Jesse. Your marksmanship is improving.” 
 
    “I’m shaking so bad it’s a wonder I hit him at all.” 
 
    “That’s after the fact,” said Brian. “You must have been steady when it counted.” 
 
    Jesse called Sheriff Cumberland’s private number and woke him up. “Shit, Jesse, are you out partying again?” 
 
    “I was sleeping, same as you until Ogilvie paid me a visit.” 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    “Bring the troops. He’s bleeding into my hall carpet.” 
 
    “Fuck. Is he dead?” 
 
    “You bet.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE HAD NEVER FELT so drained. She was always up for sex and had been for most of her adult life, but Scott was older, and not as fun and as appealing as the young cowboys in her life. He loved her madly and she loved him back, in a way—more of a fatherly way—not so much in a hot way. Sex with him took a lot of effort and she wasn’t feeling it tonight. 
 
    She slid between the sheets wearing a little Victoria Secret number that she’d only worn for a few minutes at a time. 
 
    “Love your outfit,” Scott said with a chuckle, “what there is of it.” 
 
    “It’s only for show. I won’t be wearing it long.”  
 
    Annie was pleasantly surprised by how amorous Scott was as he eased her into the mood. She mounted him, kissing his neck and rocking him gently. As she came closer to orgasm, she turned up the heat and rode him mercilessly. He groaned loud and long beneath her. She thought he was coming, but she thought wrong. 
 
    He was going. Scott lay perfectly still, and he wasn’t breathing. 
 
    Annie screamed for Declan and he came running. He flicked on the light, charged across the master suite and stared at the Governor’s naked body. He placed a practiced two fingers on Scott’s neck and felt for a pulse. None.  
 
    “What did you do, boss?”  
 
    Tears rolled down Annie’s cheeks as she shrugged her robe on. “I fucked him dead.” 
 
    Declan couldn’t contain a chuckle. “Hope I die that way.” 
 
    Annie ran her fingers through his curls. “You might.” She moved away from the bed and collapsed onto a chair near the window. She called Blaine. 
 
    “Mom?” He sounded sleepy. 
 
    “I need help, baby, and I wouldn’t ask you if it wasn’t important.” 
 
    “What Mom? It’s the middle of the night. Are you in jail? Are you drunk again? What have you done?” 
 
    “I fucked Scott to death.” 
 
    “What?” Blaine sounded more awake. “Is this a joke?” 
 
    “No joke,” she let out a sob. “Is there some kind of protocol for dead governors? I don’t want his reputation damaged because of me.” 
 
    “I’ll call Chief Calhoun. The State should probably handle it.” 
 
    “Thank you, baby. I knew I could count on you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    Tuesday, December 19th. 
 
    BLAINE SHOWERED at two a.m. Every bone in his body wanted to go back to bed, but he had to wake himself up enough to speak coherently to the myriad of folks he needed to call.  
 
    What the hell, Mom? 
 
    He phoned down to room service for coffee and there was no room service for four more hours—San Antonio wasn’t Vegas. In lieu of that, he bribed the front desk clerk with promise of a huge tip to cross the street to Starbucks and fetch him two large containers of coffee with cream.  
 
    After parting with a twenty-dollar bill, plus the cost of the coffee, he sipped his caffeine and made a list. Chief Calhoun was first up.  
 
    The Chief’s voice came across dry and raspy in the middle of the night. “Blacky, it must be damn, fucking important for you to be waking me up at two twenty.” 
 
    “Discretion is what we need, Chief. I need the state medical examiner to drive down to Coulter-Ross and pronounce Governor Richardson and I’d regard it as a personal favor if you were the only Texas Ranger on hand to witness it.” 
 
    “Am I hearing you right, son?” 
 
    “You are. I’m in San Antone, but I’m leaving shortly, and I’ll meet you at the ranch.” 
 
    “The Lieutenant Governor will have to be notified.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it, or we can do it together in the morning. First things first.” 
 
    “Why is Scott at Coulter-Ross, or do I want to know?” 
 
    “You don’t.” 
 
    “A goddam nightmare, and I’m wide awake. Almost.” He drew in a long breath. “I’m making a call and heading for the shower.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chief.” 
 
      
 
    AFTER AN HOUR staring at the white line on the interstate, Blaine called Jesse and told him the news about the Governor. 
 
    “You don’t need to tell me how he died if he was at Coulter-Ross. I don’t even want to think about it.” Jesse blew out a breath. “Y’all ain’t the only ones up all night. I had unexpected company. Mr. Ogilvie paid me a visit a few hours ago.” He filled Blaine in. “My upstairs hall is crowded with techs now that Doc Scanlon took Ogilvie off my hands.” 
 
    “Shit,” said Blaine. “I’ll have to break that news to Annie, and to Jackson. Maybe I’ll wait until later in the day.” 
 
    “I can come over and help you with it, but not until things settle down here.” 
 
    “Come over as soon as you can. I need to get Annie on track and then get back to the hospital. Misty will think I abandoned her.” 
 
    Blaine ended his call to Jesse and before he could toss his cell onto the passenger seat, it rang. “Lopez.” 
 
    “Morning, Detective, you’re up early.” 
 
    “Most homicides happen after midnight,” he mumbled. 
 
    “What are the numbers on that?” 
 
    “Fuck off, kid. You sound like you been up for a while.” 
 
    “Yeah, well you know, the early bird and all that.” 
 
    “Don’t bullshit me, is something going on?” 
 
    “Keeping a cap on it for the next couple of hours but keep your ears open, there will be a bulletin this afternoon.” 
 
    “Fuck, I hate surprises and I hate waiting.” 
 
    “This surprise ain’t anything good, but while you’re waiting, you can get Misty’s statement and close that chapter. She’s awake. And while y’all are there, tell her I can’t come until tonight. Unavoidable.” 
 
    “What’s unavoidable? You’re not going to tell me, right?” 
 
    “One piece of good news I can tell you, Race Ogilvie is dead. You can close Enright’s murder file. Race broke into Quantrall and Jesse put a bullet through his heart.” 
 
    “Jesus, busy night.” 
 
    “Yeah, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Don’t know what you’re not telling me, but I’ll exercise what little patience I have left and wait until you clue me in. Guess I’m off to San Antonio to see your pretty lady.” 
 
      
 
    WHILE BLAINE waited for Jose to open the gate and let him into Coulter-Ross, he eyeballed the lineup of vehicles parked willy-nilly all over the compound. The Governor’s Limo with the flag flapping in the breeze—no driver in sight, a Texas Ranger SUV—Chief Calhoun, and the Medical Examiner’s van—Doctor Mort Simon.   
 
    Blaine parked near the garage and jogged to the house, dark outside but inside was a blaze of lights. Annie, dressed in sweats, stood near the coffee maker, her face tear stained and her eyes red-rimmed from crying.  
 
    Blaine crossed the room without a word and held her in his arms. He kissed her hair and whispered, “So sorry, Mom.” 
 
    “I’ve caused so much damage lately,” she said, “I want to disappear off the face of the earth.” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that. And don’t disappear before you pour me a coffee.”  
 
    She managed a weak smile. “I love you, baby. You are my rock.” 
 
    “I’ll love you more if you make me a piece of toast. Be right back. I’d better see where we’re at in the other room.” 
 
    The master suite buzzed with activity. The medical examiner, going it alone, was in the process of closing up Governor Richardson’s body bag. The sound of the zipper put Blaine’s teeth on edge. 
 
    He crossed the room and shook hands with Chief Calhoun. “Chief, I’ll call the Lieutenant Governor as soon as it’s a reasonable hour.” 
 
    The Chief checked his watch and screwed up his ruddy face. He was a large man, always in uniform, with close-cropped auburn hair salted with gray. “Fuck it,” he growled, “wake him up. The rest of us are up.” 
 
    Blaine smiled. “If you say so.” He retreated to the back corner of the suite and used Annie’s work area to make the call. The Lieutenant Governor, a man named Hugh DeVouge, took the news remarkably well. Blaine hadn’t had any dealings with the man personally, but Scott made no secret of disliking him. 
 
    “Let’s schedule a meeting for four o’clock, shall we? In my office at the Capitol.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You can advise Ranger Quantrall.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” said Blaine. 
 
      
 
    JESSE STOOD at the front door and watched the last of the crime scene techs leave around noon. He sat down for a quick bite with his brothers, before leaving for Coulter-Ross. Delivering the news about Race to Annie was the last thing he wanted to do. 
 
    “You look exhausted,” said Brian. “Perhaps you should have an hour’s sleep before going to Annie’s.” 
 
    “I want to get it over with,” said Jesse. “Then I’ll sack out when I get back.” 
 
    “That’s a lot for Annie to deal with in one day,” said Brian. “The Governor dying in her bed, and you killing the father of her son.” 
 
    Jesse winced. “Sounds bad when you say it like that, Brian. It was self-defense.” 
 
    “Of course, it was. The man had a gun in his hand.” 
 
    Jesse ate half of what he’d put on his plate, then stood up. “I can’t eat. Ty, you okay with Charity for a while?” 
 
    “Umm… I’ve got a buyer coming in half an hour.” 
 
    “No problem,” said Jesse, “I won’t be long. I’ll take her with me.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE PACED on the porch waiting for Jesse to arrive. His day was going to hell and his sanity was evaporating minute by minute. He didn’t want to be here sorting out Annie’s mess; he wanted to be with Misty in the hospital.  
 
    That must mean something. Annie always used to be my first priority. 
 
    He blew out a long breath when Jesse’s Land Rover pulled up to the gate. “Thank God, Jesse is here. I don’t think I can do this on my own.” 
 
    Blaine watched as Jesse opened the back door of his new vehicle. What did he bring with him? 
 
    “Oh, man,” Blaine chuckled as Jesse stepped up onto the porch, “I forgot about the baby with all that’s going on.” He opened the door and held it for Jesse.  
 
    “Ty has a customer, so I had to bring her.” 
 
    “No problem. Might cheer Annie up.” 
 
    “Not for long,” said Jesse in a whisper. 
 
    “Yeah, not for long.” 
 
      
 
    ANNIE IMEDIATELY BRIGHTENED when Jesse walked into the kitchen. “Oh, you brought our baby.” She took the baby from Jesse and he set the diaper bag on one of the kitchen chairs.  
 
    “Look, Jacks. Look how cute she is.” Annie leaned down so Jackson could see Charity.  
 
    “That’s a tiny baby, Jesse. Where’d you get her?” 
 
    “Umm… that’s a hard question, Jacks. Give me a minute to think of the answer.” 
 
    Annie giggled, and Blaine nodded, thinking Annie might be okay after all.  
 
    Declan entered the kitchen with a bottle of Texas bourbon in his hand, eyed the group, and cast a glance Annie’s way to see how she was holding up. “Let’s all have a coffee, shall we? It’s been a brute of a morning.” He put the bottle on the table and sat down. 
 
    And an even worse night. 
 
    Blaine had briefed Declan on Race’s demise, so he’d be ready to deal with the fallout.  
 
    Jackson ran off to play and Annie sat down next to Declan, still cradling the baby in her arms. 
 
    “What kind of a vibe am I getting from y’all?” She handed off the baby to Jesse and stood up. “Go ahead and spit it out. I won’t break.” 
 
    Blaine gave Jesse the nod. “Go ahead, Jesse.” 
 
    Annie screwed up her face. “What’s Jesse got to do with it?” 
 
    Jesse rocked Charity and began his story. “Last night, Ace, about half past one, Race broke into my house.” 
 
    “Race?” Annie came closer and leaned on the table, “Why would he go to Quantrall? Where is he now?” 
 
    “He’s dead, Ace,” said Jesse in a softer tone. “He tried to kill me, and I shot him.” 
 
    “No.” Annie screamed. “No, you didn’t, Jesse. Why are you saying that?” She ran down the hall in the direction of her room, stopped short at the door and screamed louder. “I can’t go in there. I can’t go in my own fucking room.” 
 
    Declan jumped to his feet in an instant and pursued her. He caught her in his arms as she crumpled into a sobbing heap on the floor. “Let’s put you in one of the guest rooms.” 
 
    Blaine poured a shot of bourbon into a glass and took it to Declan. “This might help.” 
 
    When Blaine returned to the kitchen, Charity was crying, and Jesse paced back and forth, trying to calm her. “I better get her home, Blacky. This is the first time I’ve had her out.” 
 
    “You can’t go,” said Blaine, “the Lieutenant Governor wants us at four o’clock in his office—a command performance.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t go.” Jesse laid Charity on the table and struggled with her bunting bag. “Give him my regrets. Scott didn’t like him, and neither do I. The man’s a prick.” 
 
    Blaine raised an eyebrow. “Oh, yeah? I don’t know him.” 
 
    “You’re one of the lucky ones.” 
 
    “Aw, shit,” said Blaine, “and y’all are sending me there alone? Now I don’t want to go, but I guess I have to.” 
 
    After Jesse took Charity home, Blaine spent a moment with Farrell in the great room where he sat with his leg on the ottoman. “Between you and Declan, y’all have to keep her under control. I can’t be here to watch her. I’ve got a meeting at the Capitol, then I’m going straight back to San Antone to the hospital.” 
 
    “I’ve got this, bro,” said Farrell. He picked up the remote and turned the channel. “Dec will calm her down in no time. He’s good at stuff like that.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE APPROACHED the Capitol building with trepidation. Always impressed by the ‘Great Walk’ and the statues of the men who had made Texas great, he hardly noticed any of it as he hurried to make the four o’clock appointment on time. 
 
    As his boot heels echoed on the marble floor of the rotunda he gave himself a talking to. I’ll keep an open mind until I see for myself if I can work with him or not. 
 
    The Lieutenant Governor’s assistant tapped on the door and a voice on the other side hollered, “Come in.” She made a motion, Blaine entered, and the woman closed the door after him. 
 
    Hugh DeVouge was younger than Scott Richardson by about ten years. Mid-fifties, with dark brown hair neatly combed. His tan designer suit appeared to be new. Tall and angular, DeVouge wasn’t handsome by any means, a long, narrow horse face with a huge, fleshy nose plunked in the center. 
 
    Blaine crossed the room, stood in front of the desk and extended a hand. “Sir.” 
 
    DeVouge didn’t shake Blaine’s hand, and instead pointed to the leather club chair in front of his desk. Blaine sat, on the one hand, ticked by the slight and on the other, slightly amused by the man’s arrogance. He waited for DeVouge to begin, not having a clue what the topic of conversation might be. 
 
    “My condolences, son. I know you and Scott were close.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Yes, we had a close working relationship.” 
 
    “I’m aware of everything the violent crime team did since its formation. Scott copied me on all the reports. He set the team up and was high on you and your boys from the get-go. He gave you the run of the state and I must say, for the most part, y’all had good results.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Blaine could tell he wasn’t going to like where this little chat was headed. 
 
    DeVouge leaned back in his leather chair and rested one boot on the corner of his desk. “But… any kind of law enforcement off the grid is not my style.” 
 
    Blaine said nothing. 
 
    DeVouge removed his foot and leaned forward across the bare desk. “Nothing to say? I expected you to protest.” 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    “Then my termination of the Blackmore Agency doesn’t come as a surprise?” 
 
    “Should it?” 
 
    DeVouge’s smile was a nasty surprise. “I’ll be sworn in,” he checked the Rolex on his wrist, “in less than an hour and I’m asking you politely—this one time—not to mess with me.” 
 
    Blaine stood up. “The violent crimes team operates under an authority higher than yourself, sir. You can’t terminate us.” Blaine smiled back.  
 
    DeVouge floundered for a moment and then tried to recover control of the meeting. “And who would this higher power be?” 
 
    “That information is classified and none of your concern.” 
 
    “Bullshit. Everything in the State of Texas is my concern, or will be an hour from now. Don’t mess with me, kid. You’ll be sorry that you did.” 
 
    “Not as sorry as y’all will be, if you try to mess with me.” 
 
     Blaine chuckled as he jogged to the parking lot.  
 
    There’s an asshole on a power trip. Wonder how fast I can bring him down? 
 
      
 
    ANNIE ROSE from her nap in the guest room and sat on the side of the bed trying to rationalize what had to be done.  
 
    Who would plan the state funeral for Scott? Is it my job because we were engaged? 
 
    What about Race? I have to tell Jackson and I have to tell Race’s father. 
 
    She trudged to the kitchen feeling much older than her thirty-five years. She pulled a Lone Star out of the Sub-Zero, plopped down on one of the stools at the island and chugged half of it.  
 
    After staring at her cell for five minutes, she made the call. “Hi, Lance, it’s Annie. I have some bad news.” 
 
      
 
    BLAINE ARRIVED at Misty’s bedside a few minutes before seven. He sat in the guest chair and picked up her hand. “So sorry I was gone all day, sweetheart. Things happened that I don’t want to talk about.” 
 
    Misty smiled. “There’s only one thing I want to talk about. Going home. I’m being released on Friday.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    Friday, December 22nd. 
 
    BLAINE CHECKED OUT of the Marriott at nine, for what he hoped was the last time, and drove to the hospital. Doctor Fielding was releasing Misty at ten and he didn’t want to be late picking her up.  
 
    The previous afternoon, Blaine had brought her the clothes and toiletries she’d asked for from home. He felt a twinge of excitement for the day ahead, something he hadn’t felt for a long, long time.  
 
    As he strode through the hospital lobby he noticed the Christmas decorations.  
 
    Is it almost Christmas? Maybe I should be buying decorations or shopping or some damn thing. 
 
    He pressed the elevator button and stepped out on Misty’s floor. The past two days she had been out of intensive care and in a private room. It made visiting more private and relaxing. 
 
    She was dressed in black jeans and a red sweater when he arrived. Her blonde hair was brushed but hung in loose curls around her face. She smiled as he walked through the door.  
 
    “You look fantastic,” he said. “Feel like getting out of here?” 
 
    “Sure do. Can’t wait to get home and see Hoodoo. I missed him a lot.” 
 
    “Travis has been taking care of him since he was given a clean bill of health by Doctor Dunbar. I think he’s a little attached to him.” 
 
    “Aw, maybe we should get Travis a dog of his own.” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “Wouldn’t be a bad idea. I think he’s lonely.” 
 
    The nurse arrived with a wheelchair and Misty made no fuss about riding to the exit. Blaine helped her out of the chair and into the truck waiting at the curb in the pickup loop. 
 
    She sighed as she settled into the leather seat. “Smells like you in here,” she said. “I missed that.” 
 
    “Maybe I need a shower.” 
 
    “Not that kind of a smell. I meant like your scent.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    They’d been on the road an hour when Misty said, “I didn’t realize I was so far away from Austin. You were driving back and forth all this way. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault you were way out in hill country. I’m happy that you’re okay. That’s all that matters to me.” 
 
    “Kind of a rough start to our relationship,” said Misty. “Maybe we need a second date.” 
 
    Blaine chuckled. “We haven’t had much time for dating, have we?” 
 
    “While I was lying in the hospital thinking about what day it was, I realized it was winter solstice. I always make special food on the twenty-first.” 
 
    “I don’t know what winter solstice is,” said Blaine, “I have a lot to learn.” 
 
    “It’s Yule. The shortest day of the year. The dark half of the year makes way for the light half. I bake and put up special decorations.” 
 
    “You can do that when we get home.” 
 
    “I’m well enough to stay in my own house,” said Misty. 
 
    Blaine shook his head. “Don’t think so. Doctor Fielding said one more week of rest.” 
 
    “I won’t fight you on it, I don’t have a lot of energy to waste on arguing.” 
 
    Blaine glanced at the clock on the dash. “We need to hurry to the train station. I don’t want Carm to get frightened.” 
 
    “Sad about her sister,” said Misty, “but I’m glad she’s coming home. She’s so nice.” 
 
    “Now that her sister’s gone, she considers me her only family,” said Blaine.  
 
      
 
    THE HISTORIC ANGLICAN CHURCH two blocks from the Capitol was surrounded by state security, Austin PD squad cars and Texas Ranger SUV’s. Media vehicles occupied every parking space inside of a six blocks radius and their camera-ready personnel lurked on the sidewalks ready to pounce on anyone deemed newsworthy. 
 
    The black limo provided by the funeral home Annie had selected, delivered her and Blaine to the front steps. As she stepped out of the car, security surrounded her and pushed back the crowd of reporters. 
 
    Dressed in a snug fitting black dress topped with a thigh length leather coat and matching boots, Annie painted an elegant picture. Blaine gripped her elbow and steered her towards the church steps.   
 
    “Is it true, Mrs. Powell, that Governor Richardson died at your ranch?”  
 
     Annie turned and snarled at the blonde talking head. “Of course, it’s true. Where else would he be? He was my best friend.”   
 
    “Come on, Mom,” said Blaine. “Let’s get inside.” 
 
    They found seats at the front in the reserved rows. Jesse and all the Quantrall boys were already seated. Their father, Lou had grown up with Scott Richardson and their families had been fast friends throughout the years. Beside Jesse sat Travis and with him was Lily.  
 
    The service was long and formal, the prayers and hymns interspersed with the testimonials of dozens of political colleagues. The last to speak was the newly sworn in Governor, Hugh DeVouge. His speech, although generously padded with compliments and kudos for Governor Richardson and his years in office, lacked sincerity.  
 
    Blaine sat silently in the first pew holding Annie’s hand and trying his best to quell his anger. 
 
    I’ll get you DeVouge. By the time the next election rolls around, there won’t be a person in Texas voting for you.  
 
      
 
      
 
    THE GOVERNOR’S MANSION on Colorado street was decorated for Christmas, lighted wreaths in all the windows and a huge spruce tree on the front lawn covered in twinkling white lights.  
 
    Security officers dressed in dark suits, stood at the front door admitting only those on a printed guest list. DeVouge stood in the foyer making his presence known and lording it over all who entered. 
 
    Blaine escorted Annie inside and she had to pass DeVouge to get to the dining room. She’d planned an elegant buffet and arranged for a caterer without consulting the newly sworn in governor.  
 
    He stepped towards her and blocked her path. “Mrs. Powell, how lovely to see you.” 
 
    Annie stepped closer, backed him into a corner and whispered, “I know all about you, DeVouge. Watch your step.” 
 
    His face lost color and he moved on to other guests. 
 
    Blaine steered her into the dining room. “What did you say to DeVouge?” 
 
    Annie shrugged as she eyed the spread on the long dining table. “Just a word of warning.” 
 
    Unaware that Annie even knew Hugh DeVouge, Blaine prodded her. “How do you know him?” 
 
    “When Jim Powell worked his magic putting the proper authorities in place for the safe-house, Hugh DeVouge opposed him every step of the way.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that, Mom.” 
 
    “He’s self-serving and underhanded,” said Annie. “I don’t trust him and I don’t want you working for him.”  
 
    “That won’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Blaine grinned. “He fired me.” 
 
      
 
    JESSE STOOD in a corner of the elegant living room with a piece of pecan pie on a plate in his hand. “This is a sad day for the State of Texas,” he said to Travis. “Scott Richardson was the best governor we ever had.” 
 
    Lily, dressed in a black suit, stood by Travis’ side. “Will we be working for the new governor?” she asked Jesse in a whisper. 
 
    Jesse shook his head. “Don’t think so. Blacky had a meet with the man yesterday and he fired us.” 
 
    Travis cranked his head around to see where DeVouge was. “Can he do that? I thought… never mind what I thought.” 
 
    “You thought right, Trav. You can’t fire somebody who don’t work for you.” 
 
    Lily raised a perfectly arched brow. “Who do we work for?” 
 
    Jesse smiled and ate his pie. 
 
      
 
    AS SOON AS HE could get away, Blaine excused himself and drove home. The dogs greeted him with a chorus of barking and he was happier than he’d been in days.  
 
    “Something smells good in here, Carm.” He strode across the kitchen and grabbed her in a bear hug.  
 
    She giggled and pointed to Misty sitting at the table by the window. 
 
    “What’s going on with my girls?”  
 
    “I’m making a Yule log,” said Misty. “We’ll cut it tonight at midnight.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” said Blaine. “I’m having a Corona. Want a drink, Mist?” 
 
    “I have coffee, thanks.” She looked up from her decorating with sad eyes. “Was the funeral terrible for you?” 
 
    “Uh huh, but worse for Annie. She feels responsible for Scott’s death.” 
 
    “Why would she?” 
 
    “Umm… its complicated.” He sat down and blew out a breath. Are the dogs getting along?” 
 
    Misty nodded. “They played a long time in the yard.” 
 
    “Should you be resting?” 
 
    “I am resting.” 
 
    I think that means ‘back off.’ 
 
    In Spanish, Blaine hollered over to Carm at the stove. “Do y’all want a Christmas tree?” 
 
    A warm smile spread across her face. “Si.” 
 
    “Okay, tomorrow I’ll buy a tree and decorations.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    Saturday, December 24th. 
 
    Christmas Eve 
 
    DECLAN PARKED the Coulter-Ross truck in the short-term lot at Austin-Bergstrom.  
 
    “How do we know that Daddy is already on the plane?” asked Jackson. 
 
    “I arranged it,” said Annie, “and the morgue confirmed it.” 
 
    Declan checked the luggage while Annie got the boarding passes.   
 
    “Want coffee, darlin?” asked Dec. “We’ve got a few minutes before they call us to board.” 
 
    “Sure. Do you want chocolate milk, honey?”  
 
    “Nope. I’ll wait until the girls in the plane give me a drink.” 
 
    Annie smiled at her son.  
 
    He looks so much like Race it’s breaking my heart. 
 
    They settled into first class with Jackson by the window. Declan held Annie’s hand and encouraged her to rest while she could. She nodded, laid her head on his shoulder and never said a word the whole trip. 
 
    At McCarran, Lance Ogilvie waited in arrivals. Race had been as tall as his father, but broader in the shoulders and more muscular. Since the last time Annie had seen Lance, his dark hair had become much grayer. Understandable with what Race had put his father through the last twenty years. He stood up when they came through the doors and held out his arms for Annie. 
 
    Tears flowed as she melted into his arms.  
 
    “I brought your son home.” 
 
      
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sincerely hope you enjoyed Splitting Aces, book two in the Blackmore Agency Series. If you would like to continue to book three in the series, Dead Man’s Hand, I’ve included the first two chapters for you. 
 
      
 
    If you’d like to be kept in the loop on my release dates and  
 
    receive my newsletter, subscribe here: Mailing list   
 
      
 
    If you’d like to know more about my other series’ drop by my  
 
    Facebook page. 
 
      
 
    Reviews on Amazon and Goodreads help other readers find books. I appreciate all reviews and look forward to hearing your thoughts. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Author Notes from Carolina: 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The Blackmore series is off and running and I’ve had good feedback so far. There will be more stories in the future involving Jesse and his brothers, I guarantee it.  
 
      
 
    A special thank you to the fans who take the time to reach out and share their ideas, support, and opinions. You know who you are, Holly, Lynn, June, Dorothy, Shelley, Diane, Wendy, Shirley and Freda, Jerry, Dawn, Alice, Billy and Melinda, Jim and Gayle, Ava, Terry, Renee, Dolly, Tammy, William and Celestia to name a few. If I missed you here, message me and I’ll add you to the list. 
 
      
 
    Any mistakes in any of my books are mine and mine alone.  
 
      
 
    To access my author page on Amazon and see all my books published so far, click here. 
 
  
 
  


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


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