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  Detective Connie Gianelli is a broken woman, and she doesn’t have the will to start again.


  While recovering in Brooklyn, she gets a call from her old partner about a new case in Texas. Combined with the pressure from her uncle, it’s enough to convince her to pack up and leave. But what seems like an easy case, turns out to be the worst killing spree Houston has ever seen.


  On top of that, her nemesis, Carlos Cortes, is waiting to kill her. But first he plans to destroy everything she loves, and tear her family apart.


  


  


  Note to Readers:


  


  Welcome back to the Blood Flows South Series, featuring Detectives Connie Gianelli, Tip Denton, and a special guest appearance by Hector “Ribs” Delgado.


  This is the second book in the series and it picks up six months after A Bullet For Carlos left off.


  I hope you enjoy it,
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  Home at Last


  Brooklyn, New York


  Hotshot purred as I crawled out of bed, reluctant to start another day. It had been six months since the incident in Texas, and I still couldn’t take five breaths without thinking about it. Or asking God why it happened to me. All my life I had tried doing the right thing, going out of my way and putting myself through hell just to make sure I didn’t end up on the same side of the law as Uncle Dominic.


  And what did I get in return?


  I got “the incident.” That’s what I called it. Too afraid to speak the word, or even think it.


  I put the pot on the stove for my daily shot of espresso. While I waited for the water to boil, I pulled my hair back into a ponytail, did a few dozen push-ups then stretched my legs.


  Rape, Gianelli. Spit it out.


  That’s what it was. Rape. I cracked my knuckles, did a few backbends, then closed my eyes and worked the kinks out of my neck. Whoever was talking inside my head was right. It was rape. And my only consolation was that Tip had killed the son of a bitch on the spot—five shots to the chest.


  I turned just as the water boiled, grabbed the pot, and poured a cup of espresso. Somehow I had inherited the gene from Uncle Dominic to sense when a pot of espresso was ready. The odd thing was, I got the gene even though he wasn’t really my uncle.


  I spoiled myself with a few melon balls while I sipped the espresso and wondered what the wise psychologist would find wrong with me today. It wasn’t enough that I had damn near been killed twice in a matter of two months, and that my ribs had been broken, my jaw smashed, and that I’d been raped. He seemed intent on finding some deep-seated reason for my depression. I guess what happened to me wasn’t enough. Shrinks seemed to need a deep-seated reason.


  As I thought about that, I made up my mind. I wouldn’t meet with Dr. Nutbag today; Uncle Dominic probably had better advice. I cleaned the dishes, dressed, and headed out. Before long I was crossing the Willis Avenue Bridge into the Bronx. Uncle Dominic’s house was minutes away.


  I parked at the end of the street and went through the ritual of entering Mr. Gallo’s house and making my way through Dominic’s secret tunnel. It had been six months since I’d worn a badge, and it was looking doubtful that I’d ever wear one again. But there was no sense in taking chances, so I kept up the ruse of non-association where Uncle Dominic was concerned. I felt sure the Feds still watched him and anyone who associated with him.


  I came up the steps into his kitchen with the half-man, half-tiger known as Fabrizio having led the way. I was relieved to be out of dark, closed-in spaces with Fabrizio. I didn’t want to like him, knowing—or at least assuming—what he did, but he was so damn sexy that no matter how hard I tried, I found myself moving closer to him at every chance. To top it off, he was polite and charming. And a hit man. Just what I needed in my life. Dr. Nutbag would have fun with that.


  “Buon giorno, Zio Domenico.”


  One of Dominic’s famous smiles popped onto his face. He squeezed me and patted my back. If I’d still had chubby cheeks, he’d have pinched them, but—thankfully—those days were long gone.


  “Concetta, you look fantastic,” he said. “I’ll put espresso on.”


  I laughed. No matter what happened—good, bad, or indifferent—in Uncle Dominic’s house, it was cause to put espresso on the stove.


  “Thanks, Uncle Dominic, but I had some before I came over.”


  “Then I’ll make some for me. How can we have a discussion without espresso?” He prepared the pot and started grinding the beans. After the whirr of the grinder stopped, he scooped the coffee into the pot. “What brings my favorite person on earth to see me?”


  I looked to the side, where Fabrizio stood. He took the hint and walked out of the room. Dominic waited until he was gone then asked again. “What brings you? Troubles?”


  I didn’t know where to start, or how. I’d never been good at talking to people about my problems. When I finally got the nerve to speak, I avoided Uncle Dominic’s probing gaze. “It’s been six months, and I’m still…”


  “You are still ashamed,” Dominic said.


  His words stung. “I’m not ashamed.”


  Dominic reached for a biscotto and took a bite. “Yes, you are. You don’t want to admit it, but you blame yourself for what happened.”


  “That’s bullshit.”


  Uncle Dominic set the biscotto down and sipped his espresso. “Yes, it’s bullshit. I’m glad you see that. But it’s also what you are doing to yourself, and the sooner you admit that, the sooner you will get better.”


  I wiped a tear before he could see it. “Why did this happen to me, Uncle Dominic? I try so hard to do the right thing…Why?”


  Uncle Dominic set his cup down and pushed it to the side. He reached across the table and pulled my hand toward him. He rubbed my rough knuckles and toughened skin. Then he leaned close and looked me in the eyes.


  “Sometimes God makes good people suffer—like you and your mother—and He lets people like me have a smooth ride. I think He is preparing you for heaven, and He tricks fools like me into thinking we got away with something.”


  I thought I saw tears in his eyes, but he must have willed them to stop because they never fell. “If anything, Concetta, you are the lucky one. When something bad happens to you on earth, think of it as one less day you’ll have to spend in purgatory.”


  I raised my eyebrows. “I didn’t know you were so religious.”


  He let go of my hand and leaned back in his chair. “You didn’t know my father. He was not a good man. He wasn’t even a nice man. But he told me one thing I remember. He said, ‘A criminal never worries about getting caught until he hears the sirens.’”


  Dominic nodded as if he was considering the bit of wisdom, and not for the first time. “I’m getting old, and I can hear the sirens in the distance.”


  I smacked the table with the palm of my hand. “Then quit! Quit before they catch you.”


  Dominic laughed. He reached over and pinched my cheeks. “My dear, sweet Concetta, I’m not talking about the police. And I don’t think I can hide from these sirens.”


  A lump built in my throat. The thought of Uncle Dominic dying scared me like nothing else. “You’ll be okay,” I said.


  He cleaned the table and rinsed the dishes in the sink. “You should go back to Texas,” he said. “You have a clean reputation there, and you have a good friend. There isn’t much more you could ask for.”


  “I don’t know about that.”


  “Think about it. It would be good for you.”


  I grabbed a dish towel and dried the dishes.


  After a moment of silence, he hugged me and gave me a peck on the forehead. “I’ll finish. Go home and pack.”


  “I haven’t said I’m going.”


  “You will,” he said, and began drying one of the coffee cups. “You always make the right decision.”


  “I’ll think about it,” I said, while trying to recall even one decision I’d made that was right.


  Dominic turned to me. “One thing to remember: leave the drugs alone.”


  “What are you saying?”


  “I mean Carlos Cortes. When you get to Texas, stay away from him. His people have no respect. They will kill a neighbor just to make a point. They will even kill children.” Dominic wagged a finger at me. “They will do anything to frighten people into cooperating. They don’t play by the same rules.”


  “I know all about El Jabato,” I said. “I’ve seen firsthand what he’s capable of.”


  “Good. Then it’s settled. You’ll stay away from him.”


  I almost got pissed, but instead I laughed and then hugged him. “Uncle Dominic, I love you.”


  He rubbed the back of my head, and said, “Ti voglio bene.”


  I grabbed his espresso pot and took it to the sink.


  “Leave it,” Dominic said. “I’ll be making more soon. Now do what I said. Go home and pack.”


  I kissed his cheek and grabbed my purse. “We’ll see.”


  ***


  Dominic waited until he heard the door close in the basement, and then he hit the button on the intercom system. “Fabrizio.”


  Fabrizio came to the kitchen a few seconds later. “Si, signore.”


  “Find out who owes us favors in Texas, especially in Houston. We need someone to keep an eye on Concetta.”


  “Is she going to Houston?” Fabrizio asked.


  Dominic nodded. “She doesn’t realize it yet, but she’ll go.”
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  Breakfast in Monterrey


  Monterrey, Mexico


  Carlos Cortes fastened the last button on his shirt, tucked it into white linen pants, then bent to tie his shoes. No matter the inconvenience, he preferred shoes with laces. It would be a cold day in hell before he ever wore shoes called loafers. The name said it all, as far as Carlos was concerned.


  Echoes of hard leather heels slapping against the flagstone patio bounced off the stucco walls as Carlos entered and took a seat next to Tico. The table, a round glass top supported by wrought-iron legs, had four chairs surrounding it. They were wrought iron also, but the seats were covered with cushions featuring bunnies and flowers—compliments of Carlos’ daughter, Adalia.


  A servant brought a carafe filled with coffee. He poured a cup for Carlos and one for Tico, then set a plate with a sweet roll beside each cup. A tall glass of freshly squeezed orange juice sat to Carlos’ right, accompanied by two packets of sugar. The servant walked to the other side of the patio and stood, out of earshot.


  “Tell me the bad news from the States,” Carlos said.


  Tico reached for his coffee, steam rising from it into an unusually cool November morning in Monterrey. “It’s not all bad, señor. Atlanta and St. Louis are running as planned. Austin and San Antonio are under control. And we have made good progress in Dallas.”


  Carlos smiled as he poured sugar into his orange juice. “I hear no mention of Houston or little Wilmington, Delaware.”


  “You know what happened in Houston, señor. And in Wilmington…” With no response from Carlos, Tico continued. “We can fix Wilmington, but we have bigger problems in Houston.”


  Carlos set his glass down and looked at Tico. “What kind of problems?”


  “Distribution and laundering. Not to mention your legal complications.”


  “We had good people. What changed?”


  Tico pushed his plate aside. “Much has changed since your visit to Spain. Our banker is afraid of the increased investigations, and the transportation is suffering because of the battles in Nuevo Laredo. The scum from the West have frightened him.”


  Carlos brushed a crumb from his shirt, smoothed a crease in his pants, and stared at Tico until the other man turned away. “I see disapproval in your eyes, my friend. You think I was gone too long?”


  Tico shrugged. “People need discipline.”


  “Nothing truer has ever been said.” Carlos took a sip of his drink. “I think our discipline will have to start with our legal associates. As to our distributor…if he is afraid of a few bodies hanging from the bridge and a couple of heads in the backseats of cars, perhaps he doesn’t understand El Jabato. We will have to remind him.”


  “Shouldn’t we wait? It hasn’t been long since you were in Houston and had trouble with those cops.”


  Carlos took a Fortuna cigarette from his pack, waited for Tico to light it, and then lifted his head to stare at the smoke rings he’d made. He nodded as one ring split the center of the one before it. “I remember those cops. But our business dictates our actions, and our business demands we pay a visit to Houston; besides, I now have the protection of a corporation in league with our government. I’m almost a diplomat.” Carlos laughed and took a final sip of coffee. “Tomás is the one who everyone is after. He’s the horrible drug lord. I am nothing but a telecommunications executive.”


  “That may be on paper, señor, but the authorities know who you are.”


  “Knowing who I am and being able to do something about it are quite different things.” Carlos blew a few more smoke rings, and then he said, “We may have need of El Terrible on this trip.”


  Tico raised his eyes, brow wrinkling. “El Terrible? Are you sure?”


  “Yes. Make the call.”


  “We have more to discuss,” Tico said as Carlos stood.


  “What?”


  “Transportation for the new product. Pricing, and what the dealers will get. And the Chef had questions about the formula—”


  “We will discuss all of that on the way,” Carlos said as he walked toward the door. “Gather the men and make the call. It’s a long drive to Houston.”


  While Tico made plans to depart, Carlos said goodbye to Adalia and Julio, and his wife, Marianna.


  “How long will you be gone this time?” Marianna asked.


  “It depends on how quickly the lawyers prepare the papers. It takes time to arrange this much financing.”


  She rested her head on his shoulder. “Hurry back.”


  “I will think of you every night,” Carlos said, and kissed her softly.


  Tico was waiting on the patio when Carlos returned. “Our people in Laredo think we should fly.”


  “And what do you think?” Carlos asked.


  “With the situation in Nuevo Laredo…I agree; we should fly.”


  Carlos nodded. “That situation is under control, though? We are making progress?”


  “Si, señor.”


  “Good. We cannot afford to lose control. Nuevo Laredo is the busiest border crossing for trucks.”


  “Si, señor. We know.”


  Carlos fixed him with a hard look. “I know you know that, Tico. I’m reminding you. Whoever controls Nuevo Laredo makes a lot of money. Texas is home to six of the top twenty cities in population. That’s a lot of product, my friend.”


  Roberto brought the car to the gate. Chaparrito got out and opened the door for Carlos. “Buenos días, señor.”


  “English, Chappo. Practice your English.”


  “Good morning, Señor Carlos,” Chappo said in a thick accent.


  “Much better,” Carlos said. “Keep practicing.”


  


  Roberto drove the speed limit all the way to the airport, something Carlos insisted on. Tico and Chappo rode in the back. Carlos sat in the passenger seat and glanced through the rearview mirror at Tico. “What’s the latest with the Houston situation.”


  “Coming along,” Tico said. “San Antonio and Austin are good. The Dominicans are giving us trouble in Dallas.”


  Carlos leaned to his left and turned to face Tico. He wore a smile. “You already told me about San Antonio and Austin. And I know about the Dominicans in Dallas. I asked about Houston.”


  “After we lost control, many small gangs moved in. It has been more difficult than we thought to regain that territory.”


  Carlos lost his smile. “Is the new distribution not going well?”


  “Si, señor, it is. But we have more than distribution problems in Houston. The new product needs protection.”


  “Do we still have friends in the department?” Carlos asked.


  “Si.”


  “Use them. Tighten the grip. And find more cops who are vulnerable. Before this is over, we’ll need a lot more.”
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  A Rectal Affair


  Houston, Texas


  Forrest Lipscomb finished typing an email to his partner in the law firm, straightened the papers on his desk, and grabbed his suit jacket from the coatrack behind the door. He loosened the knot on his baby-blue Kiton tie as he closed the door to his office.


  “Goodnight, Mr. Lipscomb,” Gretchen said, as he passed her station. “Have a good evening.”


  “Thank you. It will be a short one.” Odd that Gretchen worked so late. She was too old for affairs. Not even his partners would stoop that low, except maybe Griffin. Lipscomb almost laughed at the thought of her with Griffin, but he chased the image away and punched the button to call the elevator. He had more important things to consider—like whether he should go to his apartment and work, or go to the bar and find a willing, nubile partner.


  The elevator door opened. Lipscomb got in and rode it down, nonstop, for twenty-five floors. He walked outside and dialed his wife while a parking attendant went for his car.


  “What is it, Forrest?” Her voice betrayed her breach of sobriety.


  “I was just checking on you, dear. Are you all right?”


  “And if I’m not? Will you rush home to care for me?” Her laughter answered her own question. “Go ahead and screw someone. I won’t mind.” A short pause, then, “That is why you’re calling isn’t it? To make sure I’m here, and to ease your conscience?”


  Lipscomb closed his eyes and sighed. “I was calling to say goodnight.”


  “Now you’ve said it. Please resist the urge to call me after your romp. I’ll be asleep.”


  The line went dead, and he wished for the millionth time that Margaret had gone with it.


  Lipscomb drove down Texas Avenue to a jazz bar he frequented. He hated jazz, but it drew the right kind of women—the young, horny ones looking for a more mature companion, preferably one with money. It also drew some of the over-the-hill hard-drinking, chain-smoking women, but he didn’t care about those. Once a woman hit her early twenties, her skin started down the inevitable road to wrinkling. It was all bad news after that.


  Lipscomb pulled to the curb in front of the club and had an attendant park the car. Then he went inside, straightening his collar as he tipped the doorman.


  A blaring sound from a trumpet sent a shiver up his spine. It reminded him of Margaret’s whining, nagging voice. He prayed he found a girl quickly, as he didn’t know if he could take a whole night of this noise.


  “Good evening, sir. Would you like a table?”


  Lipscomb shook his head, never bothering to make eye contact. “I’ll sit at the bar.” He should have added Like I always do, but kept that thought to himself and made his way across the room.


  The bar seated about twenty people, and five spots were open toward the right side. He took the third seat from the end, next to a half-full strawberry daiquiri with a straw peeking over the rim.


  Has to belong to a woman.


  He ordered a glass of pinot noir and waited. Before long, a woman plopped onto the seat in front of the drink. Her perfume carried the sweet smell of lilacs. She set her purse on the bar, took a sip of the drink, then looked at her cell phone as if it would speak to her.


  Someone stood her up. Perfect! And she was exactly Forrest’s type—perfectly tanned, with a smooth complexion and short, dark hair. And most important of all—she was young.


  She punched a text out into her phone then held it in her left hand. After a few minutes—and numerous glances at the screen—she set the phone down, put her gorgeous lips around the straw, and sucked the last of the daiquiri from her glass. A nod of her head signaled the bartender for a refill.


  Better and better. Lipscomb cast a sideways glance at her legs. When she shifted in her seat, the skirt rode up toward her ass. He quickly shifted his gaze, not wanting to be caught staring. The last thing a woman wanted was to be ogled, or so they said. They should think of that before undoing the top three buttons of their blouses. He risked another glance at her tits and smiled.


  Lipscomb eyed her for more than half an hour, nursing his own drinks while she put down two more. She checked her phone one more time, then stuffed it into her purse with a finality that said she’d given up. Lipscomb hadn’t made a move, and she looked ready to leave.


  The bartender was in front of her. Lipscomb saw his chance. “Give me one more glass before I go. Looks like she’s not showing.”


  “You got it,” the bartender said.


  Lipscomb focused on not looking directly at the woman, not wanting her to see his desperation. She placed a few bills on the counter and turned in his direction.


  “Me, too,” she said.


  Lipscomb hid his smile, twisted in his seat and stared at her, as if seeing her for the first time. “Pardon me?”


  “I said, ‘Me, too.’ I heard you say someone didn’t show. I was waiting for someone who didn’t show.”


  Lipscomb shook his head. “Guess it’s a bad night all the way around.”


  “Guess so,” she said, and started to leave. She stopped a few feet away. “Shit!”


  “What’s the matter?” Lipscomb asked.


  She turned to the bartender. “Can you call me a cab? I just realized I don’t have a car here.”


  Lipscomb couldn’t believe his luck. “I’m leaving in a minute. If you need a ride, I can drop you off.”


  She looked at him, perhaps sizing him up. “I don’t know…” Just then her phone rang. She looked at the caller ID and answered.


  “Andy, where the hell are you? I’ve been waiting forever.” She turned away from Lipscomb and whispered into the phone, “I almost had to catch a ride from a stranger. No, a guy I met.” She laughed, then, “Yes, Andy, he’s cute.” More laughter. “No way.” Then she turned to Lipscomb. “My friend wants to know…” She broke into embarrassed laughter and put the phone to her ear again. “No way am I asking that.”


  Lipscomb shook his head and started to leave, but she grabbed his arm. “Wait.” She giggled again, then, “My friend wants to know if you like threesomes.”


  Lipscomb kept his smile, but inside he was seething. Just his damn luck. “No thanks. Maybe another time.”


  She smiled at him and struck a sexy pose. “Two of us too much to handle?”


  “Not that,” Forrest said. “I’m not into guys.”


  She grabbed Forrest’s hand. “Andy is short for Andrea. And trust me, she’s definitely not a guy.”


  Lipscomb’s genuine smile returned. “In that case…”


  She held out her hand. “I’m Sahrina.”


  He shook her hand. “Forrest Lipscomb.”


  “Forrest? I like that name.” She looked at him for a moment then said, “Do you dance? There’s a club not far from here.”


  The question took him by surprise. “I…uh…”


  “Oh, the hell with it.” Sahrina leaned close and whispered, “Do you want to just cut straight to the night of wild sex?”


  Lipscomb almost fell down. “Yes,” he said. “A lot more than dancing.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of bills to pay the tab.


  “There’s a hotel a few blocks from here,” she said. “I’ll have Andy meet us there.”


  Lipscomb went back and laid a fifty on the bar, then walked with her to the door. “Hotel it is,” he said, and handed his parking stub to an attendant.


  Ten minutes later, they arrived at the Four Seasons Hotel. “There she is,” Sahrina said to Forrest.


  She approached a blonde waiting outside the entrance. “Andy, I can’t believe you’re here already.”


  Andy hugged her. “I was only a couple of minutes away when I called.”


  Sahrina took her hand and turned toward Forrest. “This is my friend, Andy. Andy, this is Forrest Lipscomb.”


  Lipscomb couldn’t keep his eyes off her. She wasn’t his type, but she was sexy. “Nice to meet you, Andy.”


  “Same here,” she said, then she held up a small brown bag with a recognizable red label.


  “Is that what I think it is?” Sahrina asked.


  “Bacardi 151,” Andy said. “We may be staying the night.”


  Sahrina laughed and said, “Why don’t you two check in? I have got to run to the bathroom.”


  ***


  Sahrina made sure to steer clear of the surveillance as she made her way to the ladies’ room. She pushed the bathroom door open with her foot, glanced around to make sure no one was inside, then set her purse on the counter and unzipped a side compartment. Inside lay two vials. Each one contained 200 milligrams of sildenafil, enough to keep Mr. Lipscomb stiff for a long time. In the second compartment were enough poppers to get him started.


  For backup, a syringe lay tucked into the back, wrapped in a small leather pouch. She pulled it out and checked it, holding it up to the light, then withdrew 20 milliliters of potassium chloride. She didn’t want to use it, but if necessary she, would. After replacing the cap on the syringe, she put it back inside the leather pouch and set it inside the compartment of her purse. Then she waited.


  Within a few minutes, the door cracked open and Andy popped her head in. “We’re ready.”


  Andy grabbed hold of one of Forrest’s arms and led him to the elevator. Sahrina made certain to position herself behind them, staying clear of the cameras.


  Thirty minutes later, Lipscomb and Andrea had showered and were lying on the bed, naked.


  Sahrina reached into her purse and tossed a few poppers to Andy. “Let the fun begin,” she said. “I’m taking a shower, so start without me.”


  “What are those?” Lipscomb asked.


  “Just a few poppers,” Andy said. “You’ve never used them?”


  “Is it a drug? What does it do?”


  Andy laughed. “No way. I don’t do drugs. This is more like Viagra, but for both of us.” She reached between his legs and rubbed. “Don’t worry. In a few minutes, you’ll be a super stud.”


  They inhaled the poppers, and then Lipscomb started kissing her back. “I don’t know what I did to deserve this night, but if I find out, I’ll make sure to do it again.”


  “When you’re done, I’ll let you know if I feel the same way.”


  “I guarantee satisfaction,” Lipscomb said.


  Andy turned her head and looked at him. “Then you’d better stop kissing my back, and start kissing my ass.”


  ***


  After Lipscomb satisfied her, Andy worked him hard. Three times, she brought him close to climaxing then eased off. The fourth time she let him explode.


  Panting, Lipscomb rolled to the side. “Good God, you almost killed me.”


  “Almost?” Andrea let her hand slide down his stomach. She fondled him. “I must be losing my touch.”


  “Room for one more?” Sahrina asked.


  “Plenty of room,” Lipscomb said, “but I’ll need some time.”


  Sahrina handed a glass to Andy and another to Lipscomb. “I poured us all a refresher,” she said and downed her own drink. Andy and Lipscomb followed suit.


  “Damn! That’s strong,” Lipscomb said, shaking his head.


  “Who wants another?” Sahrina asked.


  “Not yet,” Andy said. “Maybe after Forrest finishes what he promised to do.” She reached over to rub him. “I hope you’re not worn out.”


  “Not by a long shot,” he said.


  After a few minutes, Forrest slowed down, and then he did stop.


  “What’s wrong?” Andy asked.


  “I feel dizzy,” he said. “Very dizzy.”


  “Maybe you should stop,” Andy said.


  Forrest sat on the edge of the bed, breathing quickly.


  Andy sat beside him. “Are you okay?”


  He put his hand to his chest. “I’m not sure. I feel kind of strange.”


  “It might have been the popper,” Sahrina said, and she handed him a glass of rum. “Take a drink. It will help.”


  “You sure?” Lipscomb asked.


  She nodded. “I’ve seen it before. Take a few sips and see if it helps.”


  He seemed reluctant, but then he took one sip, and then another. And then he dropped the glass. “Goddamn!” he said, and fell to the floor, holding his chest and gasping for breath.


  Andy knelt beside him. “Are you okay?” she asked, and then looked up at Sahrina. “Call 9-1-1. Hurry!”


  Sahrina got on the floor next to him and felt for a pulse. Lipscomb appeared to have stopped breathing. “He’s gone,” she said. Her tone carried a ring of finality.


  Andy listened for a heartbeat. “We don’t know that. Hurry up and call.”


  “I think he had a heart attack,” Sahrina said.


  “Oh my God. What did you give him?”


  “Just a little Viagra.”


  Andy started for the phone, but Sahrina stopped her. “Don’t. We could be in trouble.”


  “We didn’t do anything. We—”


  Sahrina grabbed and shook her friend. “Didn’t do anything? We’re prostitutes, and we gave him Viagra. And now he’s dead.”


  Andy grabbed her clothes and started dressing. “We’ve got to get out of here.”


  “Not before cleaning up,” Sahrina said. She handed Andy a washcloth. “Wipe everything down out here. I’ll get the glasses and the bathroom. Empty his pockets and take his wallet.”


  Andy rifled through his pants. He had a few hundred in cash and a half a dozen credit cards in his wallet.


  “On second thought, leave the wallet,” Sahrina said. “We need to get out of here.”


  “I can’t believe this is happening,” Andy said.


  “Get hold of yourself. You go down first. I’ll follow. Wait for me in the car.”


  Sahrina waited for her to leave, then wiped down the bathroom. She left a few spots where she knew Andy’s prints would be—the light switch and the counter in the bathroom. Afterward, she put on a blonde wig and sunglasses. Sahrina wiped the doorknob, took a final look at the room, making sure she didn’t forget anything, then turned the “Do Not Disturb” sign facing out. No sense in having him discovered too early. She rode the elevator down and waited until she saw a man in a suit leaving the hotel. She stepped behind him and walked out the door, careful to avoid cameras.


  Andy was already sitting in the car, shaking. “What are we going to do?”


  “You’ll have to clean out your apartment. Get everything you need for at least a week, because you’ll be staying with me for a while. At least until this blows over. Get your clothes, money, anything you would take on a trip. And don’t tell anyone. Just pack up and leave.”
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  A Friendly Visit


  Houston, Texas


  Tip finished his cereal, strained the teabags, and added a spoonful of sugar to his cup of tea. Some mornings he had coffee, but on days like today, when he had serious thinking to do, he preferred tea. Flash nudged his leg and gave Tip a few of her mandatory good-morning barks, and then Sacco, the new dog, joined in. His bark was deeper, but he only barked once.


  “Hey, Flash. Morning, Sacco. How are my best dogs today?”


  Flash barked a few more times, and then her lips curled up in a snarl.


  “I hear you, girl,” Tip said, and then he let them outside before sitting down with his tea.


  It had been six months since he’d helped Gino with the kidnapping case, but no matter what Tip tried, he couldn’t clear his mind of Ed Harbough, the scum-sucking son of a bitch who more than likely had a lead on who had killed Tip’s mother. Gino had Harbough dead to rights, too, and he hadn’t even given Tip a shot at breaking the guy. In hindsight, it was probably a good thing. Tip might have killed Harbough if he hadn’t given up the information. Now Harbough was safe—at least from Tip—tucked away in a cell at Huntsville.


  Tip grabbed his phone and dialed the first six numbers of Gino’s cell, like he’d done a hundred times since that last case. Tip’s finger hovered over the last digit for what seemed like a minute. “Fuck it,” Tip said, and punched the number.


  “Cataldi.”


  “I need to know what the fuck Harbough told you, and I need it now.”


  “Good morning, Tip.”


  “It’s not a good morning.”


  “You know I wouldn’t mess with you on something like this. Harbough didn’t tell me anything. Niente. Nada. Nothing. Did that sink through your thick head in any language?”


  “You had him for twenty minutes, and you didn’t get anything? I’d have—”


  “Tip! Are you listening? I told you before, I wasn’t grilling Harbough about your mother’s case. I had a kidnapping to solve. We had a missing girl. She was my focus.” There was silence, and then Gino said, “What’s going on? What got you thinking about it again?”


  “I haven’t stopped thinking about it. I’m going up to Huntsville, and I plan on getting something out of that son of a bitch.”


  “Let me know if I can do anything. I’m tied up on a strange case now, but when I finish here, I’ll have time to help you.”


  “All right. Thanks.”


  Tip hung up and headed to his car. Huntsville was about 50 miles from his house. He’d be there in an hour.


  Once Tip got on the freeway, he dialed Connie’s number. She answered right away.


  “What’s going on, girl? It’s been a while.”


  “A while? You pester me every week.”


  “Are you ready to come home?”


  “In case you forgot, Texan, I am home.”


  “Nah, you’re a Texan now. You don’t know it yet, but you are.”


  Connie laughed. “Whatever you say.”


  “By the way, Gianelli, you still got that crooked nose?”


  “It’s not crooked. It’s just got a little bump.”


  “Same thing,” Tip said.


  “If you ever wonder the reason you’re not married yet, it may be your idea of sweet talk and flattery.”


  “I’ve heard it all before,” Tip said.


  “How’s your new partner working out?” Connie asked.


  “Gino? I got rid of him. He was a damn troublemaker.”


  “He was a troublemaker? Somehow I don’t believe that.”


  “He got me a lead on my mama’s case. In fact, I’m on my way to check on it.”


  “Tell me about it,” Connie said.


  “Gino found a guy who may know something. It ties in with a few other leads I had. Reliable leads.”


  Connie was silent for a moment. Then, “Now I wish I were there with you.”


  “Plane flight’s only a few hours. I’ll wait.”


  “Fill me in on what you find out. You never know; I could decide to come down.”


  “All right. See ya’.”


  Half an hour later, Tip exited the freeway and pulled into the prison. He’d called ahead to let the warden, an old friend, know he was coming. Tip checked in both of his guns, his cell phone, and a wad of cash big enough to bribe a guard or two, if it came to that.


  The guard recording the items looked at him. “Still the Tipster, huh?”


  “Guess so,” Tip said.


  


  By the time Tip got to the holding cell, Ed Harbough was waiting, sitting at the table like a real human being, as if he belonged in this world or had a right to be alive. He kept his eyes focused on the table in front of him. A bottle of water sat to his right.


  “Mind giving us a few minutes?” Tip asked the guard.


  The guard cleared the room, locking the door behind him. Tip pulled up a chair and sat across from Harbough. “You remember me?”


  Harbough looked up. His eyes opened wide, and then his head darted from side to side. “Where’re the guards?”


  “Where I told them to go,” Tip said.


  The man stood and smacked his hand on the table. “Guard!”


  “Sit down,” Tip said. “I’m not keeping you here, but if you leave, you better watch your back. Or should I say, your ass from now on.”


  Harbough took another look at Tip before sitting. “What do you want?”


  “Information. If you tell me what I need, I can do you some good.”


  “What kind of good?”


  “It can’t be easy for you being an ex-cop in prison. Gotta be a lot of guys waiting to shiv you just to start their day off.”


  Harbough scoffed. “What’re you gonna do about it? Get me out?”


  Tip shook his head. “I can’t do that, but I may be able to make it easier for you.” He looked around, leaned close and whispered, “Me and the warden go way back. We shared six nasty months together on the East Side, patrolling Mexican gangs in the Navigation area. So the way I figure it is this: I can either whisper suggestions to some of the Mexican Mafia, or I can talk to the warden about putting you in protective custody.”


  “I’m already scheduled for that,” Harbough said.


  Tip laughed. “Yeah, I hear you. But there are different levels of protective. I think you know what I mean.”


  He didn’t take long to decide. “How’s this going to work? I tell you something, and you get me moved?”


  Tip shook his head. “You tell me everything. If it checks out, then I get you moved. I only have one favor to call in. I won’t be able to move you again, so whatever you tell me better be good.”


  “It’ll be good.”


  “Remember, if it doesn’t check out, I practice my Spanish.”


  Harbough looked around the cell again, his eyes shifty and filled with fear. He started to talk. He checked the cell again, then leaned close and whispered, “You’re looking for a guy named ‘The Ranger.’”


  Tip scoffed. “Shit, I already knew that. I need something new. Who paid him and why?”


  Harbough slapped his hand on the table again. “Listen, I’m telling you what I know. Don’t fuck with me on this.”


  A guard poked his head in. “Everything all right?”


  “We’re good,” Tip said, then he turned to Harbough. “Go on. I’m listening.”


  “I don’t know who wanted her dead, and I don’t know why, but whoever it was had money. From what I heard, the Ranger was paid fifty thousand to do her.”


  “Bullshit!”


  “I’m telling you, Denton. Fifty grand.”


  “Who would pay that kind of money to kill a waitress?”


  “I have no idea who’d pay that kind of money, or even who wanted her dead. Are you gonna listen to the rest or not?”


  Tip set his elbows on the table and leaned in close. “Go on.”


  “I got called to the scene. I thought it was odd, because it wasn’t my rotation, but I did what I was told. When I showed up, I found the fake ranger badge.”


  Tip knew the stories. Any cop who’d been in Houston more than ten years had heard them. The brass tried to hide the stories now, but you can’t hide a legend. And if one thing was true, the Ranger was a legend. His case file took up a whole drawer—a case that every cop dreamed of solving, even though deep inside, they were probably scared shitless of it. Tip didn’t blame them. If the tales were to be believed, the Ranger had killed anywhere from twenty to fifty people, but nobody had a clue who he was.


  Tip looked Harbough square in the eyes. “Where was the badge?”


  Harbough took a sip of water, then wiped his mouth. “Underneath her. Right by the waist.”


  Tip nodded. The Ranger always left the badge under the bodies. “What else?”


  Harbough looked around the room again, eyes darting toward the door and then the corners.


  “Nobody’s here,” Tip said. “And nobody’s listening. It’s just you and me.”


  “I was told to keep it quiet,” Harbough whispered.


  “Keep what quiet? Who told you?”


  “They told me not to put the Ranger in the report.”


  Tip’s heart beat faster. This was more than he’d ever gotten in all his years of searching. “Who told you?” he asked again.


  Harbough looked at Tip and cocked his head. “You’re getting me transferred, right?”


  “I said I would.”


  “It was my captain, Henry Richardson.”


  Tip closed his eyes for a second and squeezed his fists together. “What’d he tell you? Exactly.”


  “He said, ‘Write up the report exactly as it is,’ and then he grabbed me by the collar and pulled me close, and he said, ‘but leave out any mention of the Ranger.’”


  “Why?”


  Harbough shook his head. “No idea.”


  “You didn’t ask?” Tip said.


  “Denton, you don’t know what it was like back then. Things were different. If your captain said to forget something, you forgot it.”


  “What else?”


  “That’s it,” Harbough said. “That’s all I know.”


  “What about the money?” Tip asked. When Harbough didn’t answer, Tip asked again. “Let’s get back to the money, Harbough. Who would pay fifty thousand to kill a waitress? It doesn’t make sense.”


  “I agree. It doesn’t,” he said. “Maybe she was more than a waitress.” The way Harbough said it implied more than the words said. Tip hit him—hard. Knocked him off the chair onto the floor.


  “Guard. Guard!” Harbough curled up, his arms protecting his face.


  The door burst open and two guards rushed in. “This maniac is trying to kill me,” Harbough said.


  Tip straddled Harbough and hit him again.


  One of the guards grabbed Tip by the arm. “You need to go, Officer.”


  “We have a deal, Denton,” Harbough said. Tip didn’t answer, so Harbough yelled louder. “Denton, you hear me? We got a deal, right?”


  Tip turned when he got to the door. “You’ll get your deal. I gave my word on that.”


  Tip went to see the warden before he left.


  “Did you get what you came for, Tip?”


  Tip shook his head. “Not what I wanted, but something. And now I need a favor.”


  “What?” the warden asked.


  “Can you give Harbough the best protective custody?”


  “Not without a reason,” the warden said.


  “Somebody’s gonna kill him,” Tip said. “But if that’s not reason enough, he might be a witness in another murder.”


  “I’ll see what I can do, Tip.”


  “Help me out with this. Transfer him someplace where we can keep him safe.” Tip looked at the warden. “Do this and we’re even.”


  


  Twenty minutes later, Tip was heading south on I-45, thinking through all he’d learned. It wasn’t much, but it confirmed the lead he’d gotten from Cybil. Every little bit helped. He made a few voice memos on his phone and thought about how he could move forward.


  As he drove through Conroe, the phone rang. Caller ID showed it was Captain Gladys “Coop” Cooper, scourge of the Houston Police Department.


  “Denton, where the hell are you? I’ve been trying to reach you for an hour.”


  “Sorry, Coop. I’m up near Huntsville. Must have had bad reception.”


  “Huntsville? What are you doing up there?”


  “Felt like going for a drive.”


  Cooper was silent for a few seconds. “A drive? To Huntsville?”


  “Scenery’s great up here. They even have hills.”


  “I don’t have time to figure out what line of shit you’re giving me, or why, so just get back to civilization and find out why a poor middle-aged male is dead in a room at the Four Seasons.”


  “Four Seasons? Dead or not, at least he went out in style.”


  “Just get there,” Coop said.


  “On my way, Cap. And don’t think I’m ungrateful, but the least you could’ve done was given me a female body. I hate looking at dead guys.”


  “You’re a pervert,” Coop said.


  “I know, but it’s fun. Besides, I was beginning to feel like I wasn’t needed anymore.”


  “Get down there quick,” Coop said. “I’ll pair you up with Branch.”


  “Like hell. I have a partner.” When Coop didn’t say anything to that, Tip added, “We know who the body is yet?”


  “A lawyer, so we’ll be getting press. And I hate to tell you this, Tip, but we haven’t enabled our long-distance homicide investigation, so Connie Gianelli is out of the question as your partner.”


  “How about Gino?”


  “Busy.”


  “Give me Delgado then.”


  Long pause. “He’s on a case—”


  “It can’t be that important if you put Delgado on it, and it’s only until Gianelli gets back.”


  “When are you going to realize that she’s not coming back?”


  Tip was silent. Coop sighed. “I’ll see how busy Delgado is.”


  Tip hung up and dialed another number.


  “Gianelli.”


  “How cold is it up there?”


  “What are you doing calling again, and why are you asking about the weather?”


  “Just wanted to let you know that on this fine November day, it’ll hit 70 degrees down here in Houston. Sun’s shining. No clouds in the sky.”
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