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CHAPTER ONE

Monday, June 2, 8 a.m.

Fatigue fueled impatience burrowing under Ranger Tec Bragg’s skin as he pressed his booted foot against the accelerator of his black SUV barreling along the rocky rural route cutting into the Texas Hill Country. Scrubby trees and low-lying shrubs bordered the road brushed with bone-dry dirt. A handful of plump clouds floated in a blue sky and teased a good soaking rain to ease the yearlong drought.

Bragg could hope and wish the rains didn’t destroy his crime scene, but he didn’t bother. Life had taught him his wants and needs didn’t mean shit to the universe. Whether the rains came or not, he’d deal.

Flashing blue lights of half a dozen police cars and media vans told him he’d found his crime scene. He drove past them all until he reached the Texas Department of Public Safety officer manning the entrance to the crime scene.

He slowed, unrolled his window as the uniformed officer approached, and touched the brim of his white hat.

“Morning. Ranger Tec Bragg. Heard I’m needed.”

The officer touched the brim of his trooper’s hat. “Yes, sir, Sergeant Bragg. Follow this dirt road a half a mile, and you’ll see the crime scene. No missing it. Sheriff is waiting for you.”

“Appreciate it.”

“Glad to have you back, Sergeant Bragg,” the grinning officer said. “Heard about what you did on the border.”

Bragg’s mood soured. Fame didn’t fit him well. “Right.”

The road led him toward a new cluster of cars from the local sheriff’s department. He’d received a call just after dawn from the local sheriff requesting a visit on an apparent suicide. The dead man, the sheriff drawled, had an older brother richer than Midas who claimed the governor as a friend. Sheriff wanted a Ranger on site for possible damage control.

Shit. His recent promotion, touted as a reward for his work on the border, required deeds he hated more than the cartels or the coyotes. Hand-holding. Meetings. Press briefings. He’d landed smack in the middle of a politicking world he’d carefully avoided for years.

Since he was sixteen, Bragg had gone his own way and learned it was best kept to himself. He didn’t rely on anyone and was careful to make sure no one relied on him.

His leather boots crunched against the dry earth as he took long impatient strides toward the scene. He wore a starched white shirt that itched, string tie, and creased khakis. His sig Sauer gun hung on his right hip and on his left side rested his cell and cuffs. He sported a newly polished, albeit well-worn, Texas Ranger star on his chest.

Despite the heat, he resisted the urge to roll up his shirtsleeves as he nodded to more deputies, all curious about the suicide garnering a Texas Ranger the likes of Tec Bragg. He made his way toward the yellow crime-scene tape. Ahead he spotted county sheriff Jake Wheeler.

Tall and broad-shouldered, Wheeler wore his brown uniform, cowboy boots, and a wide-brimmed hat that covered a thick shock of white hair. The sun had etched deep lines in his tanned face. A belly rounded over the edge of a nonregulation thick silver belt buckle engraved with his initials. In his late fifties, Wheeler had been sheriff for twenty years but now faced a tough re-election next year. Though he didn’t fit the image of a politician, Wheeler was well practiced at avoiding controversy. Wheeler wanted to pawn off an explosive case.

The morning heat had already darkened Wheeler’s shirt with sweat. “Ranger Bragg.”

Bragg extended his hand to Sheriff Wheeler. “Morning, Sheriff.”

“Thanks for coming, Bragg. I think we might have an issue.”

Bragg glanced beyond Wheeler and the ring of officers surrounding the yellow tape to the crime scene. It wasn’t hard to miss the body. It hung from a tree.

A couple of hours, let alone a couple of days, in the Texas sun played havoc with the dead. The intense temperature triggered bloating and skin slippage within hours and the decomposition process drew black flies, which already buzzed. “By the looks he’s not been out here long.”

“I’m guessing not more than six hours. This time tomorrow he’ll be one hell of a mess.”

“I hear you found his wallet.”

“We surely did. It was at the base of the tree. If there’d been no wallet, I’m not sure how easy it would have been to identify him.”

Bragg glanced toward the tree and saw the forensic technician’s yellow numbered marker by the wallet. “Left it out so there’d be no missing it.”

Wheeler hooked his thumbs in his belt buckle. “Someone wanted it found.”

Bragg rested his hands on his hips. “I didn’t catch the victim’s name.”

“Didn’t want to say it over the radio until we were absolutely sure. Never know. Wallet might not belong to the dead guy.”

“Whose name on the wallet?”

“Rory Edwards.”

“Edwards? The oil family.” David Edwards was indeed a heavy hitter in Texas politics and explained Bragg’s summons.

“One and the same. Rory listed his brother’s fancy West Austin address on his driver’s license.”

“Old man was a wildcatter who struck it rich. Family has more money than God. Father died years back as I recall.”

“He did. Mother died last year but older brother still owns the family home. Controls the family business and has his eye on the governor’s office.”

As Bragg moved closer the buzz of black flies mingled with the growing stench of death and decay. “You think this is Rory?”

“Not one hundred percent sure. This guy doesn’t look like his picture so much.”

“Hell of a way to start the week.”

A faint smile lifted the edge of Wheeler’s mouth. “Yeah.”

“You wouldn’t just call me in for a suicide, Jake. I know you’ve an election coming next spring but a suicide is fairly straightforward.”

Wheeler’s brow knitted. “Look at the crime scene.”

Bragg let his gaze roam the site. First off he noticed there was no discarded chair, stepstool, or ladder near the body. Shifting his focus to the tree, he noted the rope snaked up from the dead man’s body, up and over a branch and to the base of the tree where it was securely tied. It wouldn’t have been an easy climb up the tree and out onto the branch dragging a rope but a motivated man could do it. Still, if Edwards had jumped from that height, he’d not only have broken his neck but the velocity of the fall combined with the body’s weight would have left a deep gash in the neck or, worse, decapitated it.

This wasn’t a suicide.

“Who found the body?”

“Surveyors. A vineyard owner recently purchased the land and plans to clear it and plant more vines. The surveyors were out here early just after dawn to beat the heat. They smelled him before they saw him. The buzzing of the flies drew their gazes up. They called it in.”

“Surveyors check out?”

“They did. Work for a local firm. I know both of them. They were pretty rattled so I let them go on. If you need them later I’ll get you their numbers.”

“What vineyard hired them?”

Wheeler cleared his throat. “Didn’t catch the name.”

“Find out.” Bragg rested his hands on his hips, studying the dead man’s boots, which were custom-made and would have set him back several thousand dollars. Fancy boots jived with the fancy address on the license.

“Want a closer look?” Wheeler said, offering plastic gloves.

“Sure do.” Bragg accepted the gloves and ducked under the crime-scene tape and waited for the tech to log him into the site. He nodded to the forensics technicians as he glanced around the area surrounding the body. Didn’t take more than a second to see the tire tracks. He knelt and studied the imprint. Judging by the depth of the tracks, the truck had backed up to the site under the body and then driven straight back out.

Bragg’s gaze trailed the tracks down the dirt road cutting through the brush and leading back to the rural route. “Rory might have driven a truck in here, but he didn’t drive it out.”

“I’m thinking he had a little help.”

Bragg rose, stretching his limbs. Too little sleep in the last months had left him stiff. “I’d bet Mr. Edwards stood on the flatbed of the truck when it pulled out.”

“And then he dropped and strangled to death.” Wheeler nodded. “Forensics also bagged two cigarette butts. DNA will tell us if it belonged to the victim.”

They might find Edwards’s DNA on one or both butts but Bragg’s gut said no. “I’m guessing it was the second person at the scene. Someone else was here and lingered to watch Mr. Edwards die.”

Wheeler rubbed the back of his neck with his hand. “Edwards had a history of trouble. Drugs. Drinking. Had a car accident in my county years back, and the family paid off the guy he hit. Problem went away. Heard similar tales of other such problems. He could have pushed the wrong person too far.”

“Maybe.” The dead man’s hands dangled at his side. Blood, no longer pumped by the heart, had settled in his fingers leaving them dark as if bruised. The nighttime heat, which had reached the low nineties, had also accelerated decomposition, causing the skin on his hands to loosen.

“I’ve seen murders like this before along the border. Cartels leave their victims out for all to see. Don’t see hangings as much as beheadings or shootings. And you sure don’t see folks from a family like the Edwardses getting strung up much.” Bragg noted the red rope bracelet on Rory’s right wrist. It appeared homemade. “Have you called the family?”

“Not yet. Figured I’d run it by you first. Didn’t want to stir a hornet’s nest if I didn’t have to.”

And being up for re-election, Wheeler wanted Bragg to do the stirring. “When will they be ready to cut him loose?”

“He’s good to go now. We were waiting for you.”

Bragg nodded, knowing his day had changed from meetings to fieldwork. He couldn’t say he was sorry. “Go ahead and cut him down.”

Wheeler nodded to the officer by the tree and both watched as the uniformed officer raised a saw blade to the rope. While two other deputies grabbed hold of the rope, the first officer cut. In a matter of minutes the hemp frayed and then finally gave way. The officers dug their booted feet into the ground, supporting the body’s dead weight. While a forensic tech snapped pictures, the officers slowly lowered the body to the ground. Stiff with rigor mortis it stood unbending. As the rope slackened, another gloved tech took the body by the shoulders and eased it to the ground. More pictures were snapped as flies buzzed and swarmed.

Bragg walked over to the body and studied the man’s half-open eyes and bloated face. He had grown accustomed to the foul smells of death. The gangs and cartels that moved in and out of the border traded in death as easily as dollars. Whereas the younger cops around him now had paled and taken a step back, he knelt and studied the victim. He’d built a reputation tackling dirty jobs.

Rope burns ringed the victim’s wrists. “Why bind his hands and then cut him loose?” he said, more to himself.

“Maybe the killer thought we’d be fooled by the suicide scenario,” Wheeler offered. “If the rains had come as the weather guys had said, those tire tracks would have been washed away. And a few more days out here and those wrist marks would have been gone.”

“Maybe.” Bragg glanced beyond the scene to the rugged brush and scrub trees around him. “What’s around this immediate area?”

“Immediate area? Not much. Brush and scrub. But like I said, on the adjacent land there is a vineyard. It’s small and family owned. Been around for twenty-plus years.”

Bragg studied the dead man’s brown and rotted teeth. He lifted the victim’s jean jacket and searched for any signs of trauma, bits of paper, stains—anything to offer clues about the man. He found a receipt in the front shirt pocket for Tate’s Bar. In his pants pocket he found two rumpled dollar bills, a room key, a couple of wrapped peppermints, and a half dozen sobriety chips. “Guy has nothing on him worth taking.”

“He sure pissed off someone.”

“That he did.”

Bragg rose and glanced back at the tree. Immediately he spotted the photo flapping in the slight breeze. He moved toward the picture featuring a young teenage couple. Both kids had the look of money. She wore pearl earrings and a gold chain around her neck. And he wore a white-collared shirt flipped up. His hair was thick and blond as if he spent a lot of time in the sun. Bragg leaned in and studied the boy’s smooth, hairless face. If he wasn’t mistaken, the boy was his victim. “Did you see this?”

Wheeler frowned and moved toward the tree. “Yeah, looks like the victim in the picture. But the image is old.”

“Who is the girl?”

“Don’t recognize her. A teen crush, maybe?”

Bragg pulled out his cell phone, snapped a picture of the image, and then leaned in to study the young girl’s face. She smiled but it wasn’t joyful. Wherever she’d been when the picture was taken, she didn’t want to be there. Rory, on the other hand, appeared happy. His posture was relaxed and his smile full and genuine.

“The picture’s here for a reason.” He lingered on the girl’s image a beat longer, and then slid the phone back in its belt cradle. “We need to identify that girl.”

“It’s about a decade old judging by the victim’s appearance.”

“We need to find out what he was doing ten years ago. We know he didn’t kill himself, so whoever strung him up put this picture here for a reason.”

Wheeler nodded. “You think she killed him?”

He studied the girl’s strained smile. “She’d not be the first woman to track someone from her past and kill ’em.” Bragg glanced toward the ground at the wallet lying beside the evidence marker. He knelt, pulled a pen from his pocket, and opened the wallet to find a couple of dollars, no credit cards, and an expired Texas driver’s license.

“Ranger Bragg.” The summons came from the forensic technician. Melinda Ashburn, if he remembered correctly, was in her late twenties and wore her red hair back in a tight ponytail. Freckles sprinkled her nose.

He moved toward her. “Yes, ma’am?”

“The medical examiner can move the body anytime now. I’ve shot all the pictures I need, and I’ve made detailed sketches of the scene. Given the heat it’s better if we get the victim out of the sun.”

Behind her the medical examiner’s technicians stood ready with a stretcher and black body bag. “Go on ahead and take him. I’ve seen what I need. Though I’d like a set of those photos you took sent to me.”

“Sure. Will do.”

Often after the confusion of the day he’d sit in his home study and go over crime-scene prints. The camera lens frequently captured what the eye missed during the chaos.

 

* * *

Bragg arrived at the medical examiner’s office an hour after the body. He’d been delayed at the scene by the media who’d wanted a statement. While Wheeler spoke, he’d stood quietly off to the side.

Now, the building’s cool air greeted him and offered welcome relief from the heat radiating from the asphalt parking lot. The temperature gauge in his car had hit 105 degrees, and he bet it would rise higher by midafternoon.

Waiting for him at the end of the hallway was a tall, long-legged Ranger who now leaned casually against the wall as he checked his phone for texts. On the way in, Bragg had called in Ranger Brody Winchester. The two had worked together years ago in Houston. Bragg had transferred from El Paso two months ago and seeing as he’d dealt with enough changes in his life recently, he liked the idea of working with someone familiar.

Winchester had recently married Dr. Jo Granger, a psychologist who worked from time to time with the Rangers. Rumor had it the two had been married in college, but it wasn’t Bragg’s style to poke into another man’s personal business. Lord knows he had his share of personal crap he didn’t discuss.

Winchester pushed away from the wall and tucked his phone in its hip cradle. “Once I heard from you, I called ahead and let the medical examiner know we were coming.” He extended his hand. “Told them to clear the decks.”

Bragg’s iron grip matched Winchester’s. “Good. I want answers before I visit with the family.”

Bragg and Winchester showed their badges to the officer at the front desk and then headed to the bank of elevators.

“I pulled the victim’s rap sheet, like you requested. Sheriff Wheeler was right. Rory Edwards has been in trouble since he could drive. Family’s been cleaning up his messes for years.”

Bragg hit the down button, thinking his own old man had never eased his trouble, but had been the source of his burdens. The old bastard had been a worthless drunk who’d used Bragg and his older sister Sue as punching bags. Sue had left home at seventeen. He’d been fourteen and figured she’d send for him when she settled. But she’d found herself a man within months and married. 
Sorry, Tec, I just can’t take you with me. I got a chance to be happy and need to take it. You’ll find your chance one day.

Sue had sent him a Christmas card the next year and told him she’d had a son, Mitch, but that had been the last he’d received word from her until three years ago when an officer in Houston had notified him she’d died of an overdose. The husband, who’d never legally married Sue, had been long gone and the boy, Mitch, pissed as hell, had enlisted in the Marines.

Mitch had returned to Austin two months ago, recovering from wounds both visible and invisible from his tour in Iraq. Bragg would later learn the Humvee Mitch had been driving had been hit by a roadside bomb, which had all but obliterated the vehicle. There’d been four soldiers inside. Everyone but Mitch had died.

When the boy’s commanding officer had contacted Bragg, he’d informed him the boy was in a bad way. Seeing as Bragg was all the family Mitch had, he’d accepted the promotion and transfer back to Austin. His family might be a fractured mess, but it was 
his family.

Bragg didn’t hold illusions of a Hallmark family reunion, but he had figured he’d get the boy on his feet before he returned to fieldwork on the border. However, he’d quickly learned nurturing a troubled kid fit him as well as politicking.

Mitch’s wounds from shell fragments had been easy enough to fix but it was the post-traumatic stress disorder that had left invisible scars. The kid had nightmares constantly and most were loud and violent. Mitch wasn’t eating, and his drinking was becoming a real problem. Last night Mitch hadn’t come in the door until four a.m., and he’d been drunk. Bragg and Mitch had one hell of a fight, and Mitch would have left if Bragg hadn’t taken his keys. You’re not my father! The situation had to change soon for both their sakes.

Bragg could track a killer to hell and back, but he couldn’t find the words to soothe his nephew’s grief.

He shoved aside the unease and focused on the job. “They won’t be able to help him out of this mess.”

“No amount of money is gonna fix this.”

Bragg checked his phone half hoping he’d gotten a message or call from Mitch. He’d received several calls from the office, but none from his nephew.

After the predawn blowup, the boy had staggered to his room and fallen into bed. Bragg had left him but now questioned that decision. Bragg feared the boy wouldn’t make it to September at the rate he was withdrawing.

“How’s Mitch doing?” Winchester, a former marine, punched the elevator button.

Bragg never talked about his personal life. Ever. But this problem, like the weather, didn’t give a shit about what Bragg wanted. “He’s quiet. Doesn’t talk much.”

Winchester didn’t speak for a moment. “You know my wife is a psychologist.”

“Yeah.”

“Jo would be glad to talk to him. She’s good with people.”

A muscle twitched in his jaw. “Getting Mitch to talk is like pulling teeth.”

“He needs to talk and get engaged. Being alone is the worst. Is he drinking excessively?”

He flexed his fingers. “Yeah.”

Mitch was Bragg’s only family. His problem. His to fix. But he didn’t have any ideas. “The VA hooked him up with a support group at the local crisis center. It’s run by volunteers and a guy named Stewart.”

Winchester kept his stance casual, his gaze ahead. “Is it helping?”

They stepped onto the elevator. “I don’t know. It’s hard to get the boy to string more than two words together.”

Winchester grunted disapproval. “I can ask Jo about the group. If she doesn’t know about it, she’ll find out.”

Bragg rubbed the back of his neck and punched ll for lower level. Getting outside help went against Bragg’s nature. “I’d appreciate that.”

Winchester texted the details to his wife. He hit send. Another text came back in seconds. He read it and nodded. “She says they’re a good group. Dr. Stewart’s well respected and good, she says. She’s off to a meeting but will dig up more information.”

“Great.”

The elevator doors opened. They stepped off and moved down the hallway toward a set of double doors and into the exam room. A foul odor greeted them and drew their attention to a stainless-steel gurney holding a sheet-clad body. Another smaller table held a collection of instruments. A medical assistant, dressed in scrubs, pulled the sheet back.

Next to the gurney stood Dr. Hank Watterson. In his mid-thirties, Watterson stood tall, thin like a young poplar, in his green scrubs. A thick dark mustache added interest to an average face.

“Dr. Watterson,” Bragg said.

The doctor glanced up from a sink where he lathered his hands with soap. Intelligent, sharp green eyes stared at them through horn-rimmed glasses. “So, you two are the reason I was called in on my day off?”

Winchester grinned. “Sorry, doc. No rest for the wicked.”

Dr. Watterson grunted. “Body arrived about a half hour ago, and I was just about to start the autopsy.”

Bragg didn’t care much for the medical examiner’s office. Cold and sterile, the buzz of fluorescent lights, it reminded him of the hospital where his mother died when he was six. “Appreciate you getting right on this.”

“Sooner it’s done, the sooner I can get out of here.” Dr. Watterson nodded toward the surgical gowns. “This one is not going to be easy. Might as well suit up.”

Bragg and Winchester donned hospital gowns, and stood back. The victim’s clothes had been stripped and tagged, and his hands remained wrapped in paper bags, as they had been at the crime scene. Dr. Watterson studied the body’s bloated belly.

Rory Edwards’s hands and feet were black with settled blood and his head tilted to the left as it had when he dangled from the rope. His arms and chest were covered with tattoos. A skull on fire. Barbed wire through a heart on his arm. Crosses. The letter E. Stripped he looked leaner and malnourished. Fading track marks peppered the veins of his left and right arms.

The doctor started with an external examination, noted the rope burns around the neck, and confirmed the victim also had ligature marks on his wrists. He went on to catalogue rope marks, tattoos, and the absence of any other trauma.

As he pressed a scalpel to make a Y incision in the victim’s chest, Dr. Watterson said, “I hear the victim’s brother’s pretty rich and has a lot of connections.”

“He is.” Bragg nodded. “Which is why we wanted to be absolutely sure we’ve identified the right man before we made the death notification.”

Dr. Watterson kept his gaze on the body as he spoke. “No sense churning up a hornet’s nest unless you have to.”

“About right.”

The technician removed the bags from the victim’s hands, and Dr. Watterson, after a thorough inspection, scraped under the fingernails. If Rory had fought with his killer, the possibility existed that DNA remained under his fingernails.

“I’ll run a toxicology screen but won’t have results back for a day or two. But judging by his teeth, he was malnourished and had one hell of a tooth infection. Left untreated the tooth infection alone would have done him serious damage soon. My guess is he turned to meth in recent years.”

Dr. Watterson turned to a light box illuminating dental X-rays. “The bridge work and fillings belonging to Rory Edwards’s dental records matches your victim.”

“This guy is Rory Edwards.”

“Yes. And I can confirm he did die of strangulation.”

“He was dangling from a tree,” Winchester said.

“You never can tell for sure until the exam.” The doctor moved to the head of the table and pulled lighted magnifying lenses toward the dead man’s neck. He studied the rope burns. “There is old scarring on his neck.”

Bragg frowned. “What kind?”

The doctor was quiet for a moment. “Looks like an old rope burn. The current burn covers most of it up. Could have been easily missed. But it’s there.” He pointed to a small faint white area ringing the victim’s throat. “He hanged by his neck before.”

“Suicide attempt?” Winchester said.

“Maybe. Asphyxiation games aren’t uncommon in high-risk individuals. And this fellow is definitely high-risk.”

Bragg leaned in and studied the faint white scar. “The crime scene didn’t have the look of an erotic game. But who knows. How old are the scars?”

Dr. Watterson shrugged. “Can’t say, Bragg. But it’s been years.”

Bragg thought about the image of the teenage couple nailed to the tree. It appeared Rory had been a happy kid. In fact, conjuring the picture, Bragg would have figured the girl with the moody, edgy glint in her eye was the troublemaker.
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CHAPTER TWO

Monday, June 2, 3 p.m.

Temperatures had slid into the triple digits when Bragg and Winchester arrived at the sleek glass tower located in the heart of Austin. A centerpiece in the city, the glass building glistened, but despite the heat, had a chilling effect.

They moved through the revolving door and to the main reception desk. Bragg showed his Texas Ranger star to the heavyset, gray-haired rent-a-cop behind the desk. “Texas Rangers for David Edwards.”

The request prompted confusion, but the guard picked up the sleek black phone and pressed a button from the dozens on his console. He passed on Bragg’s request, listened, and then replaced the phone in the receiver.

The guard stood and tucked in his shirt. “His office is on the twentieth floor. The receptionist said you could come up, but she didn’t promise access to Mr. Edwards.”

“Then I guess we’ll have to take that up with her when we arrive.”

“Yes, sir.”

The Rangers made their way to the bank of elevators and punched the up arrow. The doors opened immediately and the ride to the twentieth floor was quick and as smooth as the building’s glass exterior.

When the door opened, there were more sets of glass doors and beyond that another receptionist. Etched in the doors was a large letter E.

“Rory had an E tattooed on his body,” Winchester said.

“Odd a guy who spent his life avoiding the family would tattoo a memento of it on his chest.” Bragg shook his head. “But then dealing with family doesn’t go hand in hand with logic.”

Winchester pulled open the glass door and let Bragg walk in ahead of him. Bragg pushed back his coat so the thin blonde saw his star. “We need to see Mr. David Edwards.”

A cool thin smile added brittleness to her otherwise flawless face. “He’s in meetings.”

“This is about his brother.”

“Rory?” She arched a brow. “What has he done this time?”

“That’s between Mr. Edwards and me, ma’am.” He smiled but a razor’s edge sharpened the words. “I suggest you go ahead and let him know we’re here because he’s gonna be mighty mad later if he finds out through the media.”

Lips pursed, she rose and walked down the carpeted hallway and spoke to another administrative assistant positioned outside another office.

“You’ve made a friend,” Winchester said.

“I’ve a talent.”

Winchester studied the modern reception area filled with lots of chrome and reflective surfaces. “Guy’s a thing for the ice.”

“So I noticed.”

The receptionist returned. “He will see you.”

A smile quirked the edge of Bragg’s mouth. “Good.”

The receptionist passed them off to the administrative assistant, another cool blonde, who opened Edwards’s door. The office, like the building, was all glass. The view of Austin was impressive, showcasing Congress Avenue all the way to the white dome of the state capitol.

Edwards, a midsize lean man, had short dark hair, an olive complexion, and square jaw. He was dressed in a hand-tailored suit, white shirt, and a red tie. Gold cuff links winked from his wrists. The family resemblance to the victim was evident. They shared the eye color and skin tone, but this man had a lean sharp stare contrasting the heavy-lidded gaze of Rory Edwards in his Texas Department of Motor Vehicles photo.

Edwards came around his desk, moving with the confidence of a man in his domain. He didn’t extend his hand. “I’m David Edwards.”

“Ranger Tec Bragg and Sergeant Brody Winchester. Texas Rangers,” Bragg said. “We’ve got some bad news regarding your brother.”

“Rory’s gotten himself into enough trouble but never enough to attract the Texas Rangers.” His tone lacked worry or excitement as if he’d spoken to law enforcement about his brother many times before.

“He has our attention now.”

A muscle pulsed in Edwards’s jaw. “What’s he done this time? And what do I need to do to make the problem go away?”

Rory’s rap sheet detailed dozens of petty crimes. Clearly a guy like David wouldn’t appreciate a brother like Rory. Bragg had gotten calls in the last months on Mitch. He’d smoothed out the minor messes, growing more frustrated with each new debacle.

“He was murdered,” Bragg said.

David raised a brow. Again no surprise registered but perhaps a bit of resignation. Relief even. “How?”

Bragg had never figured Mitch would get himself into enough of a scrape to get himself murdered. But he’d feared car accidents and a half dozen other tragedies when he’d been up late waiting on the boy.

“He was hanged.”

Interest sparked brighter than shock. “Hanged? You’re sure?”

“We are,” Bragg said. “I watched them cut him down this morning.”

Edwards rubbed the back of his neck with his hand. “It was a suicide?”

“That’s what the responding officer thought at first. But it appears he wasn’t alone when he died.”

Edwards shook his head. “Rory ran with a bad crowd. Bunch of degenerates interested in their next score. I can imagine one of those clowns watching Rory hang himself and be too messed up or too apathetic to help.”

“His hands had been bound behind his back.”

Edwards frowned. “He probably didn’t have the stones to go through with it so he got help.”

“Why would you think Rory would try to kill himself?” Bragg said.

“Rory liked attention. He’s pulled more than a couple of stupid stunts to get my attention.”

“Hell of a way to get it.”

“He was angry I cut him off.” He sighed. “He called here about a week ago. Said he was clean and sober and said he wanted to make amends. Nothing I hadn’t heard before. I’d tolerated him when our mother was alive, but after she died, I told him to clean up or go to hell.”

Winchester rested his hands on his hips. “And you think he staged this hanging to get your attention?”

Anger deepened the lines on his brow. “Yes. He knows I want to run for public office. He wanted to embarrass me. But like every other scheme he hatched, he fucked it up. Like I said, he hooked up with a few clowns and they didn’t have the sense to free him.”

“He was found in a fairly remote area,” Bragg said. “A real bid for attention would be more public.”

“I stopped trying to understand Rory a long, long time ago. Like I said, he didn’t think through events and consequences too well.”

“Do you know some of the guys he hung out with?” Winchester said.

Edwards squared his shoulders and turned from the Rangers to stare out the large glass windows. For a moment he didn’t speak but then turned and faced them. “Dan and Spike are two names that come to mind because Rory was arrested with those two idiots about a year ago. I’d start with them.”

“When is the last time you saw your brother?” Bragg said.

“A year. The night the Austin cops arrested him with Spike. When he called me from jail begging for help, he threatened to call the media and tell the world what kind of family we came from. I went to see him. Told him our mother was dying. He was more worried about getting out of jail and getting his hands on a few bucks than he was her. So I called his bluff. Told him to contact the media. He never did. And he didn’t come to our mother’s funeral.”

“What was your family like?” Bragg asked.

“Not perfect. I will admit that. My father was driven and my mother, well she had trouble standing up to him. Not perfect, but also not the worst by far. But Rory would have found a way to make us sound like a terrible mess if he could make a buck.” David flexed the fingers of his left hand. “I haven’t seen Rory since that night in jail. After his first phone call last week, I told my secretary not to put any more calls through.”

“Anybody have a strong enough grudge against Rory to kill him?”

“The person who hated Rory the most was Rory. He was never comfortable in his own skin. Believe me, he thought he could stage a stunt, and he managed to screw it up.”

Bragg pulled his cell from his belt and located the picture he’d snapped of the image nailed to the tree. “This picture was found near your brother’s body. Do you have an idea who the girl might be? The picture appears to have been taken at least a decade ago.”

David glanced at the picture and immediately his gaze narrowed. “You said that picture was found near my brother’s body?”

“That’s right. You know her?”

“Yeah.” He straightened as if he wanted to put distance between himself and the image. “Her name was Elizabeth Templeton.”

“Was?”

“Might still be. That picture was taken twelve years ago. She dropped off the radar about that time and I have no idea where she is nor do I want to know.”

“So why would the picture be nailed to your brother’s hanging tree?”

David sighed. “Rory and Elizabeth met when he was nineteen and she was sixteen. He fancied himself in love with her and she in love with him. He wanted to marry her, and when my father laughed, he threatened to run away. But that didn’t happen, of course. My father put an end to their plans.”

The E on Rory’s chest didn’t signify Edwards but Elizabeth. “How did Rory meet Elizabeth Templeton?”

David frowned. “Is this really necessary? Rory hasn’t seen Elizabeth in twelve years. No doubt he put the picture up to create drama.”

“How do you know?”

“Because several years ago I heard he’d been asking about her. He was trying to find her. I kept my cool for Mom’s sake, but I wasn’t happy. Rory stood to inherit a lot of money when he turned thirty-two.”

“Really?”

“Dad would never have left him a dime, but Mom had a soft spot for her baby. I was able to convince her to put a time limit on the inheritance, hoping he’d grow up.”

“Or die?” Winchester said.

Edwards’s frown deepened. He didn’t answer. And though Bragg could have pushed he didn’t want Edwards getting an attorney and throwing them out before his questions were answered.

“Why kill himself knowing he had money waiting for him in a year?” Bragg said.

“A year was a lifetime to Rory. He could barely wait week to week.”

“And you don’t know where Elizabeth Templeton is today?”. Templeton. The name teased at a deep memory.

“No. And I don’t care. As far as I was concerned she was real trouble for Rory. It was her idea to run away. Rory wouldn’t have had the spine to stand up to my father if it hadn’t been for her.”

Bragg glanced at the image of the young girl’s strained smile. He’d read her as troubled, but a manipulator? No. Hesitant, afraid, wounded, yes. But if he’d learned any lesson in his ten years as a Ranger, it was people had secrets.

“Where did the two meet?” Bragg had doubled back to the question. This time he’d get an answer.

“This is ancient history for my family. It’s painful history, and I’d really rather not get into it.”

“I’m not making polite conversation, Mr. Edwards.” Steel now edged the words. “How did the two meet?”

Edwards rested his hands on his hips and straightened his shoulders. He clearly chafed at orders. “I’d like you to keep this confidential. I’ve done my best to keep Rory’s issues out of the press. It’s not good for business.”

The guy was used to power plays and winning. So was Bragg. “I’m not making any promises.”

A moment’s silence followed and then David said, “They met at Shady Grove Estates. It’s a facility for troubled teens who need to recover from personal problems. Away from prying eyes.”

Winchester nodded. “I’ve heard of the place. It’s for high-risk kids who’ve attempted suicide. Very expensive. Not for your average kid.”

“Cost an arm and a leg to send him there for the summer, but my parents did because they thought he really would get better.”

“Better from what?” Bragg’s patience grew paper-thin. He was tired of playing games.

“Rory fell into drugs when he was about sixteen. We tried a lot of different therapies to get him on the right path, but no treatment worked. His habit grew worse and worse. And then he took a combination of drugs that really messed him up, and he tried to kill himself. That’s when my parents put him in Shady Grove.”

“Where is it?”

“Northwest of Austin.”

Bragg rested his hands on his hips. “How did he try to kill himself?”

Edwards shook his head. “He hanged himself from the rafters in our horse barn. He apparently dangled for several seconds, but the rope broke and he fell to the ground. Our farm manager found him unconscious.”

That explained the scar the medical examiner had found.

“As Ranger Winchester just said, many of the kids at Shady Grove attempted suicide,” Edwards said.

“Did Elizabeth Templeton make an attempt?” Bragg asked.

“She did. She took sleeping pills and then cut her wrists.”

Bragg studied the image on his phone, wondering what drove this girl, his sister, anyone to give up instead of fighting. Given a choice he’d always come out swinging. He shut off the phone and replaced it on the cradle on his belt. “What can you tell me about Elizabeth Templeton?” Again the name tugged at him.

“She was a mess,” David said. “Terrible girl.”

Tumblers fell into place and then a memory clicked. “Wasn’t Elizabeth Templeton involved in a car accident?”

Edwards nodded. “Yes. Horrific accident. She was driving late at night. She swerved off the road and hit a tree. Her older brother and the brother’s girlfriend were killed instantly.”

“Elizabeth Templeton tried to kill herself after the accident?” Bragg asked.

“The day she was released from the hospital she took an overdose and cut her wrists. The family kept it quiet. They had enough grief, and she managed to heap on more.” He drummed his fingers on his desk, his impatience and anger telegraphed with the strike of each finger. “Highway patrol figured she dozed at the wheel, swerved, and hit the tree. Brother and girlfriend were piss drunk, but they didn’t test Elizabeth’s blood alcohol until later at the hospital.”

“She was cleared of charges?”

“Cops cleared her, but she didn’t clear herself. Couldn’t shake the guilt. That’s why my parents didn’t like her. A lot of baggage.”

“You know a lot about her.”

A smile tweaked the edge of his lips. “Good to know the threats to your family.”

“You considered her a threat?”

“I did then.”

“And now?”

“I haven’t thought about her in over a dozen years.”

Winchester studied Edwards. “But you said Rory was asking about her a while back.”

“He was asking. I couldn’t have cared less about her s long as she kept her hooks out of Rory.”

“Elizabeth and Rory dated at Shady Grove.”

“Yes. We weren’t allowed any contact with him for the first thirty days he was in treatment. And then after that we could only exchange letters. His first letter to us was dedicated to Elizabeth. He went on and on about how beautiful she was and how the accident wasn’t her fault.”

“Is that what she told him?”

“She insisted another car ran her off the road. The cops didn’t agree.” He tugged at his cuff. “I don’t know. The girl killed her brother and another girl, so it stood to reason she was messed up. We didn’t have a grievance against her, just didn’t want her kind around.”

“Her kind?”

“Damaged goods.”

A muscle ticked in Bragg’s jaw. Edwards could have been talking about Mitch. He didn’t trust himself to speak.

Winchester moved toward a wall of awards and photos. He studied them closely when he said, “Sounds like you did a good bit of digging after that letter.”

“Like I said, it pays to know your enemies. Dad and I wanted Rory to get well, not get entangled with a very injured girl like Elizabeth.”

“Rory had his share of troubles.”

“I don’t deny it. But he’d never have gotten better hanging around other damaged kids.” He shook his head. “If it had been one letter, we’d not have worried. But Rory kept talking about her, and then he sent the letter saying he and Elizabeth wanted to run away together.”

“That’s when you pulled him out,” Bragg said.

“Yes. Dad and Mom told him it was time to leave Shady Grove. Rory was furious and refused to go. He said he was close to his friends and had promised never to leave them. But in the end he had no choice.”

“Any more contact with Elizabeth?”

“She kept writing him letters. I intercepted them and told Rory she hadn’t written. A couple of weeks after Rory came home Elizabeth showed up on our doorstep. She asked him to run away with her. Rory wanted to go. Dad ordered him back to his room, and though Rory hesitated, he obeyed. Elizabeth fell off the
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Nashville, Tennessee

Thursday, October 13, 3 a.m.

Dixie Simmons’s pink cowboy boots, tipped in silver and embossed with glittering stars, clicked against the rain-soaked pavement. A rainstorm had flashed through Music City hours ago and left the air crisp, colder than normal and heavy with moisture. Burrowing deeper into her fringed leather jacket, she shoved chilled hands into her pockets, fingering the roll of wrinkled one-dollar bills from the night’s tip jar. The brisk air snapped at her bare thighs but didn’t slow her on-top-of-the-world gait or spark a bit of remorse for her choice of attire. The black miniskirt wasn’t warm but it showcased her long legs, always a crowd-pleaser at Rudy’s honky-tonk.

Tonight she’d been the last to sing at Rudy’s bar, the centerpiece of Lower Broadway’s four-block stretch of honky-tonks and restaurants. The one a.m. time slot was not the best spot on a Thursday but considering Rudy hadn’t been expecting her, she’d appreciated the spot, the chance. Some singers might not give one hundred percent to the late-night crowd, but not Dixie. She’d sung as if her life hung in the balance, or better, that a talent-hungry music producer sat in a darkened corner. She’d been spot on tonight, quickly forgetting about the gig’s mix-up while singing Patsy Cline’s “Crazy.”
When she’d switched to a Taylor Swift song she’d energized the crowd, who soon were whooping and hollering. Applause followed her when she’d left the stage, her black mini swishing around her thighs. The rush of excitement had rivaled great sex.

The club’s owner, Rudy Creed, had watched her from behind the bar, clearly pleased by the way she’d roped the crowd’s attention. He’d stopped her on the way out and had said there’d been folks asking after her. “They 
think you’re good. Worth following,” he’d said.

Worth following.

Lordy, but she wanted to be worth following more than the breath she took. She’d been on the music circuit for three years—a long time to be waiting tables, knocking on closed music executive’s doors, and sinking every extra dime into publicity stills and demo CDs. One record producer had shown interest months ago; they’d slept together but lately he’d been dodging her. However his noes, as far as she was concerned, were warm-ups to a yes, so she’d kept after him. She’d finally gotten him on the phone days ago and he’d been pissed by her persistence. “Yeah, you got talent but stay the fuck away from me”.

All she’d heard was you got talent.

The metro buses didn’t run this late so she’d been forced to walk west on Broadway and past the hotels before turning on the tree-lined side street where she’d parked her car. Her cute pink boots cramped her toes and dug a blister on her heel.

Momma would have complained about the walk, the cold, and her feet. Momma understood hard work but she didn’t understand dreams or the cost of fame. Just last night, Momma had begged Dixie to take the secretary job in Knoxville, but Dixie had refused.

Dixie wanted to be a star. Wanted everyone to know her name. Just needed the right break.

Worth following.

Maybe, she’d finally paid enough dues. Maybe soon she’d look back on tonight and recognize the exact moment her life changed.

Her chest puffed with pride as she imagined people wanting her. She liked being wanted.

As she rounded a corner and headed north, a group of men on the opposite side of the street passed going south. They wore jeans, blue jackets, and collared shirts popped up in a collegiate kind of way. She guessed they were students at Vanderbilt University. The men slowed their pace and a couple stared at her with wolfish gazes.

The flicker of pride grew brighter. She liked male attention almost as much as the stage. She savored the feminine power she brandished, knowing it could derail any man’s train of thought right off the tracks.

Dixie paused and bent forward to adjust a tassel on her boot. One of the boys whistled.

She grinned and waved, her excitement building. She’d have crossed that street, maybe suggested a party, but tonight another man waited.

She tossed the boys a wave, and when they called her over, she pouted and shook her head no before hurrying toward her car parked a half-block away. The boots bit into her little toe.

Dixie fished her phone out of her purse, dialed a familiar number, and waited. The phone rang once. Twice. Dollar-store bracelets rattled on her wrist as she untangled a blond hair extension from a silver feather earring.

The phone kept ringing.

Sugar used to pick up on the first ring. He’d be breathless and excited as if he’d been waiting anxiously for her call. But lately, if he answered, he let the phone ring five or six times and his hello carried less anticipation.

Four. Five. Six. He picked up on the seventh ring. “Dixie.” He’d wrapped her name in a honey-flavored bourbon, his drink of choice.

“Hey. Want some company tonight?”

Hesitation and then, “Not tonight, Dixie. I’ve an early morning.”

Jealousy scratched as she imagined another blonde lying beside him in his bed singing sweet songs in his ear. He liked blondes who could sing. The sound of a woman’s voice crooning in his ear made him hot. The first song she’d sung to him had been “You’re Still the One.”

“I thought you wanted me to come by tonight.” No missing the pout underscoring the words.

He yawned. “I know, but I’m tired. It was a long day.”

In the early days, he’d never been tired when she called. She’d been his tonic. His muse.

His rejection amplified her craving for attention. She nestled closer to the phone, imagining she could touch him. “Sugar, I can wake you up. That is a promise and a guarantee.”

“Not tonight, Dixie. In a day or two.” The soft edges hardened.

Rebuff coupled with cold and sore feet stripped her of patience. “Why are you doing this to me? I thought I was special.”

He sighed into the phone. “You’re special. But enough is enough. We need to take a break. People are watching.”

As she ducked her head, her long hair curtained off her face. “Who?”

“People. And that’s all you need to know.”

“You have names. I want them.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

They’d been careful, never to be seen in public, opting for hotels on the outskirts of town. She recalled there had been a hotel clerk who had eyed her as if he were trying to read her thoughts. Did he put the pieces together? “It does to me.”

“Let it go, Dixie.”

Let it go.

What an ass. He’d promised her the moon and now he was kicking her to the curb.

Dixie peeked back toward the group of boys, now half tempted to double back. A party with them would teach him a lesson. “You’ll be sorry.”

“I’m not now but I could be real sorry. I’ve a lot riding on the next thirty days. I don’t want trouble.”

He’d given her the boot and still she clung. “Are you going to call me soon?”

“Sure. Sure.” He hung up.

Dixie stood for a moment, the phone still pressed to 
her ear, not really believing he’d ended the call. When the dial tone buzzed in her ear, she pocketed her phone.

As much as she wanted to imagine his begging for forgiveness, she’d traveled this road enough times with other men to know the score. When men like him lost interest, it was over. And if any lessons had stuck in her twenty years on this earth, it was to cut her losses and move on to the next opportunity.

After a successful gig, she was juiced and full of energy and the idea of going home and staring at her four walls didn’t top the option list. She wanted a man. Her skin tingled and she conjured up the man at the bar who’d glared at her hours ago with burning desire as he’d pressed the napkin with his phone number into her hand. He’d not say no to her.

At her car, a twelve-year-old black Buick with silver chrome wheels, she unlocked the front door and tossed her purse inside. Those boys were almost out of sight but she figured if she drove she could catch up to them. If they went to Vanderbilt, they might have a bit of money. And money always made the time pass faster. Thunder rumbled, promising rain.

Moistening her lips, she smiled at the sound of footsteps behind her. The boys had returned. Running her tongue over her lips so they glistened, she drew in a breath and turned. “Hey.”

For an instant, she registered a dark hoodie and a face hidden behind a hockey mask, but before she could scream a metal rod whooshed through the air and struck her on the side of her head.

Intense pain stole her breath. She staggered and fell to cold concrete, which tore the naked flesh of her palms and knees. Her cell jostled out of her pocket and hit the ground hard enough to pop off the back.

She blinked once and then twice, trying to regain focus. She’d been hit before, but never like this. She raised a trembling hand to her cheek, now slick and swelling with blood. Oh, God. Not her face.

A cold metal rod pressed against her shoulder and she collapsed against the ground. “Scream and I’ll cave in your skull.”

Jesus, was she being mugged? She’d been mugged before. It sucked to hand over hard-earned tip money, but sixty bucks seemed a fair trade for her life. “My pocket. I’ve money. Take whatever you want.”

Black-booted feet moved within inches of her face. “I don’t want your money.”

Dixie groaned. Not a mugging? Then it was rape. Another indignity she’d survived. Her shattered cheek throbbed, reverberating lightning bolts of pain through her entire body.

She moistened her lips, bracing. She’d not beg or plead. She was tough. She would survive.

But the attacker stood there, staring, watching, gloating.

Dixie drew in a deep breath, curling the fingers of her hands. Tears pooled in her eyes as she waited to be flipped on her back and have her skirt tossed up. She grit her teeth. “What do you want?”

“Nothing. You’re a whore and a harlot.”

“I don’t want to die.”

In answer, the attacker quickly raised the rod and brought it down hard and direct against her shoulder. She gasped in a breath, the pain so blinding she couldn’t make a sound as she rolled on her back. Her vision blurred into black splotches. She wanted to fight, but couldn’t string two thoughts together. Whatever was gonna happen, it wasn’t going to be good.

“Why?” she gasped.

“Whore. Harlot. I’ve had it with watching you parade your pert little ass around. I’ve had it. You’ve hurt too many people.”

Dixie blinked her vision into focus and glimpsed dark eyes staring at her through the mask. The tire iron rose. She braced, hoping against hope she could mitigate the blow’s damage by tensing.

“No mercy,” the stranger said.

The next blow struck her temple and in a flash her vision went dark.

 

* * *

Baby exhaled, breathless and excited.

An hour ago Dixie had flickered bright on the stage, swishing her skirt and flirting with the crowd. Now Dixie’s crumpled body lay on the cold, damp ground in a pool of blood.

Four well-placed blows had obliterated the sweet, seductive siren’s high swipe of cheekbones, full red lips, creamy skin, and thick eyelashes into a pulp. No whore deserved to go into the next world with her looks. That smacked of injustice in Baby’s book. A beautiful whore could well strike a deal with the Devil and then return to the earth to haunt.

The idea of Dixie’s returning had Baby gripping the cold iron, clammy with sweat, high and slamming it on Dixie’s face in another crushing blow. Blood splattered. Bone crushed. Again and again the tire iron struck until finally, Baby, breathless and blood-soaked, stopped.

Stepping back, a satisfied smile curled at the utter ruin and destruction of one once beautiful.

Dixie Simmons wouldn’t be parading her tart ass around town anymore or singing those songs designed to ruin men’s lives.

Dead and gone.
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