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        Five Card Murder
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        An inheritance worth millions.

        A killer with a list…and Smiley’s on it.

      

      

      

      
        
        Blind PI Smiley's job as executor of a large Texas estate is complicated by the rancher’s suspicious death. While the sheriff hunts for the rancher’s killer, the ranch foreman is murdered.

      

        

      
        In his search for the killer, Smiley unearths a long-buried family secret that will either expose the murderer, or lead to his own funeral.
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      Heather's gaze lifted from the mound of documents on her desk. "I hope you brought us a nice juicy murder to solve."

      "How did you know?" asked Steve with a hint of mischief in his voice. "It just hasn't happened yet."

      She watched as Steve swept his white cane before him until he reached her. He extended a hand holding a registered letter.

      "I received a phone call Monday morning from a rancher I haven't spoken to in fifteen years. He bent my ear for half an hour. I didn’t know Charley could string that many words together in one conversation. He asked me to be the executor of his will and said he'd mail me the original. I assume that's what I signed for this morning."

      "Why didn't you tell me about this? It's Thursday afternoon."

      Steve settled in a chair in front of her desk, hooked an ankle over a knee and leaned back. "Monday you jetted off to Florida. Tuesday you were in Raleigh buying a pharmaceutical testing company, and last night you sounded preoccupied. From the volume coming through the cat door between our dining rooms, I surmised you and Jack needed to hash things out. Besides, I was busy."

      A snicker escaped before she could stop it. What he said wouldn’t make sense to someone not familiar with their unique living situation and the fact they share a Maine Coon cat named Max. Hence, the cat door between their separate condos. "Sorry you had to experience the domestic disturbance." Heather turned to look out the window. Nothing blocked early June's afternoon sun, but all she could see was a cloudy future. "We had a spat."

      "Is that what you call it? Maggie and I used to call those knock-down, drag-outs."

      Her gaze shot back to her business partner. "It was nothing more than two attorneys defending their positions." Even to her, the words had a hollow, tinny ring to them.

      Steve unhooked his foot. "I've heard worse, but not without someone going to the hospital."

      With chin cupped in her hands, she sighed. "Jack's a great guy, but he's smothering me. He said we need to spend more time together and I work too much."

      "He only spoke the truth. A week off is what you need."

      Heather stuck her tongue out at the man who couldn't see her.

      Steve blocked the tacky response she'd planned by getting back to his purpose in coming to the office. "Open the letter. I'm interested in knowing how big of a mess I got myself into."

      "We'll get to that later. You mentioned a murder that hasn't happened yet. What did you mean?"

      Steve flicked his hand as if shooing away a fly. "Only an old man's ramblings. He rattled on about what a poor job he'd done raising his children and how they couldn't wait until he died so they could sell the ranch. He didn't hold back on how they hated him."

      "Enough to kill him?"

      "Killing a parent is rare." Steve tilted his head as he reminisced. “Although I once worked a case where a daughter killed her father by adding minced oysters to his bowl of soup. Anaphylactic shock closed his airway."

      "And the motive? It must have been something awful."

      Steve answered with a straight face. "He refused to shell out for a destination wedding to Hawaii."

      He chuckled as she groaned. "That pun deserves the electric chair."

      "I'm shocked you said that."

      "Enough!" said Heather as she tried to choke back a giggle. "I'll read the will if it will keep you quiet."

      She reached in her desk drawer for a silver letter opener while Steve's phone, equipped with an app for the blind, announced in a mechanical voice, "Call from Marvin Goodnight."

      Steve told the phone to disconnect the call. "I don't know anyone by that name. He can leave a message if it's legit. Open the letter."

      Heather pulled out a single page of hand-printed scrawl, dated May 20.

      

      
        
        This is my last will and testament. I name Steve Smiley the executor of my estate.

      

        

      
        I want that lawyer you work with to read this to the children I list below.

      

        

      
        It's done rite and legal—dated, signed by two witnesses and notarized.

      

        

      
        I give Ester Mae, Leroy, Sue Ann and Rance five days to come up with a plan on how to divvy up everything. They have to be 100% in agreement on what to do with every head of cattle, every acre of land, the houses, barns, life insurance money and anything else I might have missed.

      

        

      
        If they can't agree, there's a second part of the will that you'll get five days after the reading of this one.

      

        

      
        One more thing. Steve Smiley is to run the meetings as he sees fit.

      

      

      Heather puffed out her cheeks and let a breath escape. "This is the strangest will I've ever seen."

      Steve's frozen expression reminded her of a bronze statue until he reanimated and asked, "Is it legal?"

      "Do you want the long answer or the short one?"

      "Short."

      "It satisfies all legal requirements."

      Steve shifted in his chair. "Well, unless he’s terminally ill, which he didn’t mention in our phone conversation, it may be a while before I have to worry about this. I don’t think he’s old enough to have one foot in the grave. On the other hand, maybe he has suspicions that one of his kids is tired of waiting on their inheritance.”

      “You just said a child murdering a parent was rare.”

      Steve shrugged. “Rare, yes, but not unheard of. All joking aside, I have seen cases where the child killed the parent. And almost anything is possible in Llano County. There’s still a little of the wild, wild west down there.”

      "Llano County?" With two-hundred and fifty-four counties in Texas, Heather hadn't committed their names to memory. "Where is it?"

      Steve curled his fingers inward but left his thumb sticking out. "Take a road map of Texas and put your fist square in the middle. Your thumbnail should be over Llano County."

      "Sounds desolate."

      Steve didn't have time to respond as his phone announced, "Call from Sheriff Stony Blake."

      Heather listened to the one-sided conversation.

      "This is Steve Smiley... Yes, Sheriff, I remember you... Oh, sorry. I didn't know Marvin Goodnight was your chief deputy... You don't say. Hold on, I'm putting you on speaker."

      "Like I was sayin', we found Charley Voss by his barn this morning. He's been dead for several days."

      The voice reminded Heather of a weathered barn, seasoned by sun and wind, and capable of standing up to harsh weather. She sat upright and turned her head, ensuring she wouldn't miss a word.

      "Charley called me Monday and asked me to be executor of his estate. I received his will by registered mail today. My partner and I were reading over it when you called. I'm guessing he left a message or told someone to call me if something happened to him. Was he terminally ill?"

      Steve paused. "Or was it murder?"

      The voice on the phone hesitated. "Why would you ask a question like that?"

      “Just a hunch. From what Charley said Monday, his relationships with his children were strained, to say the least.”

      "Let’s just say, I have some strong suspicions. He's on his way to Austin for an autopsy."

      The meaning of the sheriff's last statement told Heather homicide was not out of the question.

      "Who found the body?" asked Steve.

      "The ranch foreman, Hector DeLeon."

      "He's still working at the Rocking V? Is he a suspect?"

      "I've got him in an interview room and he's cooperating. If his alibi checks out, I'll cut him loose."

      "Any idea when the funeral might be?"

      "Not yet, but it’ll be a closed casket. Buzzards and coyotes had at least two days with him."

      Steve grimaced.

      Heather's mind turned to consider the killer. The trail was days old, plenty of time for the murderer to get away or establish an alibi.

      Steve continued, "I’ll need to give you a formal statement. If you call the Montgomery County Sheriff's office, I can take care of it before I come. They'll e-mail it to you."

      The sheriff issued a raspy cough and spoke in short bursts. "Thanks. I'll keep you informed concerning the funeral." He paused. "I remember you were a bright kid. Too bad you can't tell a goat from a deer."

      Laughter broke out on both ends of the phone. "Thanks for reminding me. I guess I'll never live that down," said Steve.

      He signed off and Heather didn't wait. "I want to hear about the goat."

      Steve pushed up from his chair. "What happens at a deer lease, stays there. Besides, I was thirteen and the statute of limitations ran out years ago." He made for his desk. "It will be at least five days before the funeral and another day or two before reading the will. Can you arrange your schedule to take a week off or do I need to find someone else?"

      Heather's gaze took in the stacks of documents and yellow legal pads ready to waterfall off her desk. Despite the mounds, Steve was right about her needing time off. "The other attorneys in the office can take up my slack. Are we driving?"

      "We don't have to. That jet you got for Christmas will do nicely, and there's an airport big enough to handle it." A smile that relayed secret knowledge crossed Steve's face. "Leave the arrangements to me."
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      Heather slid her Mercedes SUV into a parking spot at Conroe-North Houston Regional Airport and turned to Steve. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to say you looked funny."

      Steve didn't respond, which was worse than if he'd chewed her out.

      "It's not a big deal," she said. "You can change into a white shirt on the plane."

      He snapped back, "I can't believe you let me walk out wearing a pink shirt and olive pants."

      She rubbed eyes that felt as if someone had spooned sand into them. "I didn't go to sleep until three-thirty. It was still dark when Max woke me demanding breakfast."

      "By the time you got up, I'd fed him," countered Steve. "He wasn't asking for his breakfast; Max thought you were missing your Thursday morning workout." He let out a huff and lowered his voice. "Heather, you're working yourself to death. You can't keep up this pace."

      She closed her eyes. Steve was right. She'd heard the same words a hundred times from Jack. Well, not a hundred, but enough to where the repetition had worn thin. Life hadn't always been so hectic. When did she climb on the treadmill of mergers and acquisitions? And more important, how could she get off?

      A knock on the window startled her back to reality. A man dressed in black slacks, a white shirt and black tie smiled at her. She opened the door and addressed the co-pilot of her plane. "Good morning, Tim. Are we ready?"

      He cut a handsome, albeit young, figure with gelled black hair and aviator sunglasses. "Yes, Ms. McBlythe. Johnathan's doing his walk-around. Pop open the back and I'll get your luggage."

      Steve's door opened as she stepped to the rear of the vehicle. "I'll need everything. Sorry there’s so much."

      Steve expressed his displeasure about her bringing so much work by first issuing a loud moan. He followed it with, "I thought you were going to delegate to the other attorneys.”

      “I did delegate. There are just some things I have to do myself.”

      “Try not to get a hernia, Tim. I'm surprised she didn't bring her desk and chair."

      Heather pointed to a box. "Put this one in the cabin with us and I'll take my briefcase."

      "Hand me my garment bag," said Steve. "She didn't realize pink and olive don’t blend until she stopped for a double espresso."

      "Pink shirts are in these days, Mr. Smiley," said Tim.

      "They might be for you, but for an old codger, people will think I'm chasing the glory days of youth. Once you hit fifty, your fashion tastes simplify. It also saves money if I don't have so many choices."

      Steve dragged his hand down the front of his shirt. "Could I interest you in a gently worn, pink, button-down Oxford?"

      Tim's smile collided with Heather's scowl. He lowered his head, grabbed bags and said, "This will take several trips. The plane's ready to board whenever you are."

      Heather's phone chirped with an incoming call. She retrieved it and listened to the concerned voice of an attorney from her office regarding a merger Heather had been working on for several months. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Steve shake his head and speak to Tim. The attorney chattered on about being unable to get a current spreadsheet on the company McBlythe Enterprises was considering acquiring. Meanwhile, Tim picked up a box and placed Steve's hand on his shoulder and walked him to the plane.

      It took Tim three more trips to ferry the luggage and boxes of files to the twin–engine Cessna Citation M2, a Christmas present from her father. With the phone pressed to her ear, Heather looped the straps of her briefcase and purse over her shoulder, grabbed her extra-large coffee and locked the car. She acknowledged Johnathan, the pilot, with a nod as she boarded.

      Configured to seat five passengers in beige leather chairs, the corporate jet made Heather feel like she’d made it to the big leagues. One seat, facing the cabin door, was seldom used, but Steve sat there, a sign he was still stewing over his mismatched clothes. Or was it that she'd been working sixteen-hour days? Either way, Steve's display of passive-aggressive behavior didn't escape her. That left Heather to distribute her bags, purse and a box of files in the remaining three seats, with one for her to occupy. She dug through a box, produced the missing spreadsheet and continued her phone conversation while buckling her seat belt.

      Steve, seated nearest the cockpit, instructed the pilot to take off. The high-pitched cry of jet engines coming to life preceded a catapult-like ride down the runway and sucked Heather back in her seat. If it had been any other day, she would have loved the exhilaration of thrust, a steep ascent, and a hard bank to the right. Not today; she had problems to solve.

      Once airborne, she pulled a fold-down table top from the wall and settled in to make changes to a contract and field two more calls. Her gaze shifted in time to see Steve insert ear buds and relax with feet outstretched and eyes closed. Not until the sound of the landing gear being deployed did she glance out the window. A shimmering body of water snaked its way through hills covered with stunted trees. By the time she returned the papers to their proper boxes, the wheels kissed the runway. She looked at her watch. Fifty-five minutes had elapsed since the engines came to life.

      Tim unlatched the door and unfolded steps. He made sure Steve negotiated his way to the tarmac. Heather followed once she grabbed her purse and briefcase containing the papers that needed her immediate attention. Her breath caught as she stood in the cabin's door. They'd landed on a plateau overlooking a body of water and what appeared to be a miniature city, something like an elaborate model train set. She'd been around the world and seen awe-inspiring sights. This panoramic view had a quality all its own. Perhaps it was the contrast between the harshness of the terrain and the shimmering water of the lake that caused her mouth to hinge open.

      The pilot spoke from behind her and broke the spell. "Welcome to Horseshoe Bay Resort. This is their private jet airport. Quite a view, isn't it?"

      "I had no idea this existed in Texas. It's gorgeous. What lake is it?"

      "It used to be called Granite Shoals Lake, but they renamed it after President Johnson. Everyone calls it Lake LBJ."

      Further historical facts had to wait as a young woman wearing a uniform of sorts exited a black limousine and approached Steve. Heather joined them as the pilot and co-pilot retrieved luggage and Heather's boxes.

      Heather eased beside Steve and placed his hand on her shoulder. "I can't believe this place."

      He gave his head a single nod. "Wait till you see the resort and the golf courses."

      "You've been here before?"

      Steve swallowed hard. "I surprised Maggie with a weekend here to celebrate our fifteenth wedding anniversary."

      Heather reached and squeezed his hand. His only response was to say, "Let's get to our rooms. I didn't sleep well last night."

      She wanted to say something more, but Steve didn’t give her a chance. "I scheduled the reading for five o’clock this afternoon. You brought the will, didn't you?"

      A moan answered the question. She stopped and circled back to the captain as he exited the plane carrying her boxes. "I left an important document back at my office. I need you to return to Conroe ASAP and fly back with it. Someone from my office will meet you at the airport."

      "No problem. Do you want us to stay here after we return? Just in case you need us again."

      "That won't be necessary, but keep your phone on. I’ve got a lot going on right now."

      Heather looked at Steve standing on the tarmac. What memories of his deceased wife must haunt him? She searched for something pithy to say, but only managed to scrape up a lame apology. "Steve, I'm so sorry I forgot the—"

      He yelled, "Tim. Look in my garment bag and see if there's a white shirt. I need to change."

      Heather slapped her forehead. Words of apology weren't welcome, so she walked around the limo and opened her door while Steve changed shirts.

      A Ford Explorer with an emblem on the side came toward them.

      "Did you expect the sheriff to meet us?" asked Heather.

      Steve raised his chin as he buttoned his shirt and stuffed the tail in his pants. The thrusting out of his chin gave him the appearance of a hunting dog trying to catch a scent. "No, but it doesn’t surprise me."
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      The man exiting the patrol vehicle didn't meet Heather's expectations of a sheriff named Stoney Blake. She’d pictured the sheriff as a sixty-something year old, leather-faced part-time rancher with a tin of snuff in his back pocket. A simple explanation became apparent as she read the name tag of the man in his thirties wearing a khaki shirt. Goodnight. From the top down the deputy wore a straw cowboy hat whose brim looked a half-size too big, wrap-around sunglasses, a uniform shirt with a sheriff's department patch on one sleeve and an American flag on the other. A brown hand-tooled belt held two speed loading cylinders of extra shells. A Colt Python .357 magnum rested in a brown holster on his hip. Blue jeans and scuffed square-toed cowboy boots completed the ensemble.

      Heather's first assessment of Deputy Goodnight was that, despite his relatively young age, he'd gone back in time forty years. The six-shot double-action pistol, a much-loved standard of Texas lawmen in bygone days, made way for the fourteen-plus shot 9mm and .40 caliber semi-automatics that officers carry today. She had to admit, the retro-look fit the rugged terrain. The only thing missing was a horse.

      The deputy nodded a greeting to Heather and looked at Steve. "Are you Mr. Smiley?"

      "Sheriff Blake couldn't make it?"

      The man hooked his thumbs in the gun belt. "I'm Chief Deputy Marvin Goodnight. I'm in charge of the Voss murder investigation."

      Was it the emphasis on "I'm" that rubbed Heather the wrong way? Perhaps it was the lack of sleep that caused her first impression to be a bad one. Whatever it was, she dismissed it and took a step toward the deputy with her right hand extended. "Heather McBlythe. I'm Mr. Smiley's partner."

      He shook her hand. “Ma’am. Sheriff Blake asked that I get a copy of the will.”

      “Uh… it will be here this afternoon or I could have someone fax you a copy.”

      Steve interrupted. "Follow us to the hotel. I scanned it to my computer. We can get a copy made in the business center.”

      Heather grimaced. Steve hadn’t trusted her to come prepared, so he made sure he was. It was time to get her mind on the case enough to do a good job. She also needed to tell the pilots not to worry about returning with the will.

      “Goodnight?” asked Steve. “Are you a descendant of Charles Goodnight?"

      The man raised his chin and straightened his posture. "That's right. I see you know Texas history."

      "Some, but not as much as I'd like to. Tell me about your great-grandpa."

      “You’re close. My great-great-grandpa.”

      Steve had primed the pump. Deputy Goodnight’s chest swelled. "The Goodnight-Loving cattle drives gathered longhorns from all over south Texas." He waved an extended hand to the east, south and west. “My great-great-grandpa and Mr. Loving took two-thousand head of free-range longhorns to Fort Sumner, New Mexico in 1866. They traveled west until they hit the Pecos River and then followed it north by west."

      The lesson continued as Heather looked on. Steve encouraged him by asking questions and speaking in a Texas drawl thick as mud. Was Steve protecting her from additional embarassment, or was this his way of getting back at her for not focusing when they had a murder to investigate? It could have something to do with a pink shirt.

      The pilot motioned for Heather to join him. They met at a point beyond Steve's hearing.

      "Everything you brought is in ground transportation." He looked at his watch. "You better call your office and have someone meet us at the airport. Cruising at four-hundred and sixty miles an hour means we might be there before they can fight their way through traffic."

      "No need. Steve brought what we need, but keep your phone on all the same."

      "We're paid to fly whenever you need us." He gave her a slack salute and boarded the stairs, followed by Tim, who nodded. She wondered how many girlfriends Tim had around the country.

      She took Steve’s hand and placed it on her shoulder. With as much western twang as she could place over her Boston accent, she said, "We'd best mosey down the trail. That fancy plane needs to head east." Her attempt at humor fell flat.

      "Follow us to the hotel," said Steve to Deputy Goodnight. "We'll get a cup of coffee and you can tell me about the cattle drive to Denver."

      Heather placed Steve in the front seat so he could chat with the driver. They exited the airport property and descended a steep hill past homes and clusters of condos with swimming pools and professional landscaping. She noted how spread apart they were, with natural flora and fauna looking for a chance to retake smaller verdant lawns. The contrast between the areas graced with abundant water and care, and that of the dull, dangerous, natural landscape of varieties of cacti brought to mind one of her trips to Africa. What a difference water made.

      Names of streets caught her eye as the roads wound downward. Signs reading High Stirrup, Bull Whip, Out Yonder and Branding Iron passed by her window. A steep drop gave way to undulating land and a dramatic entrance announcing Horseshoe Bay Resort. The closer to Lake LBJ the road took them, the more impressive the real estate became. A resort hotel rose above hundreds of swanky condos, duplexes, and single-family homes. Scrub land inhabited by wild cattle making their way to drink from the Colorado River had been transformed into a playground for wealthy visitors, all within driving distance of Austin, the state capital.

      Hotel bell hops sprang into action as soon as the limo came to rest under the hotel's awning. Heather took care of checking in and getting a copy of the will from Steve’s computer while Deputy Goodnight continued to bend Steve’s ears. After handing Steve a key to his room, she announced, "I'll take care of putting Steve's things away and make some phone calls."

      Steve nodded. "Marvin and I will grab lunch at one of the restaurants. It's not every day I get to learn the history of a real Texas legend."

      "I've plenty to keep me busy, so I'll call for room service." Heather's words may have been those of agreement, but her thoughts traveled in a different direction. What was Steve after? Unless she missed her guess, he'd pump every drop of information about suspects out of Deputy Goodnight.

      Her thoughts shifted to the reading of the will. Just as fast, they drifted to the acquisition of a gold mine. A lot of work remained to bring in the deal.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Heather rose to answer the knock on her door with her phone pressed against an ear. After putting an attorney from her office on hold, she threw open the door and looked at Steve. "You're early."

      "I'm on time and we need to talk."

      Heather led him to a chair and moved a small mountain of files by placing them on the uncovered portion of her king-size bed. She answered a final question and ended the conversation by stating she wasn't taking calls for the next two hours.

      Heather laid her phone down and looked at Steve. He hadn’t contacted her all day. When he didn't like something, his first reaction was to keep quiet. She ran her fingers through her hair and cleared off the second chair that sat at an angle to his and opened with, "I know, I'm working too hard and I need to get up to speed on this case. What did you get from Deputy Goodbye?"

      "It's Goodnight. Marvin Goodnight."

      She wanted to slap her forehead again, but covered up her mistake with a white lie. "Don't be so snippy. I was testing to see if you still had a sense of humor."

      "Ah."

      That meant she didn't fool him for a minute. Time to raise her voice and sound cheerful. "Did you discover any juicy family secrets? What are you expecting? Are any of Charley's four children a suspect?"

      She noticed Steve's chest expand and then slowly return to normal. "Marvin and I talked about cattle drives most of the time."

      Heather tilted her head. "What about Charley's murder? I thought that's why we’re here."

      Steve shook his head. "I came here to read a will and coach four mourning children through a difficult week of deciding how to divide an estate of nine thousand acres, cattle, and substantial life insurance settlements."

      "What about the murder case?"

      "We're not invited."

      Heather stared at the man she thought she knew so well. He had a way of surprising her.

      "It's not wise for us to get involved. At least not yet. I offered our help, but Marvin made it clear he doesn’t want or need it." He allowed the words to sink in. "One more thing. No one has hired us to investigate the crime."

      Heather stood. "So that's it? You're just going to walk away?" She began to pace. "Then why am I here?"

      "Because I asked you to come and you need a break."

      The words came like a punch in the gut. He followed them with, "It's a little plan I cooked up to save you from yourself. You can work here on your merger and enjoy the amenities of the resort. There's a first-class fitness center, yoga, swimming, tennis courts and plenty of places to walk. You can even rent a boat at the marina. Maggie talked about the spa for the rest of her life, so I’m sure it will meet your expectations. Of course, you're more than welcome to sit in on the sessions I'll conduct with the heirs if you want to."

      He walked toward the door with his cane leading the way. "Grab the will. If you're coming with me, we need to get going. If not, give it to me and I'll handle the meeting."

      "Just a minute," said Heather with a lump in her throat. "I appreciate what you're trying to do, but this merger means so much to me."

      "Why?"

      "Huh?"

      "Why does this merger mean so much to you?"

      "Well... it just does. Father handed it off to me before Christmas and I promised I wouldn't let him down."

      "Ah."

      Heather sensed her Irish blood begin to warm. "What's that 'Ah' supposed to mean?"

      Steve stopped and turned around. "It means you've changed since Christmas, and not for the better.” He took a step toward her. "By the way, did you call Jack and let him know you were leaving town for a week?"

      She groaned.

      "Don't worry. I told him last night."

      She jerked her briefcase from the bed, sending stacks of papers cascading to the floor. "Let's go."
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      The Live Oak conference room boasted a long table with sixteen plush executive chairs set at precise intervals around the rectangle. Two of the heirs sat on Steve's immediate right while a younger one faced them. A sheepish looking couple came in and took their places. Marvin skipped three seats and viewed from a distance. Heather closed the door and returned to her seat beside Steve at the head of the table.

      "Who are you people?" asked the woman to Steve's immediate right.

      "Thank you for asking, and that's the first order of business. I'm Steve Smiley and beside me is Heather McBlythe, Attorney at Law and my business partner. You probably don't remember me, but my father and I used to hunt on the Rocking V. We're here because your father asked me to be executor of his estate and he specified that Ms. McBlythe could accompany me."

      "When did this happen? Why wasn't I told?" The accusatory voice came from the same woman.

      "Monday, a week ago," said Steve. "Before we continue, I need each of you to state your name so I can get a read on where you're sitting."

      A man's voice interrupted. "I remember you. You're the one that shot the goat." A laugh exploded from the man, but he laughed alone.

      "You must be LeRoy," said Steve. "If memory serves me right, we suspected you of tying antlers on that goat and staking it in front of my deer stand."

      LeRoy continued to grin. "I go by Roy and nobody proved it was me."

      "That didn't save you from your mother taking a limb from a peach tree to you."

      "Can we dispense with the trip down memory lane?" asked the sharp-tongued woman with streaked blond hair.

      "Let me guess," said Steve. "You're Ester Mae, the eldest."

      "It's Mae. Mae Richards. Like Roy, I dropped the country bumpkin first name as soon as I left that God-forsaken ranch."

      Steve turned to his left. "Sue Ann, do you still go by both names?"

      A tiny voice answered from the first seat on Heather's left. Her blouse and slacks were clean, but threadbare. "I do, and my husband Grant is here with me, Mr. Smiley."

      "Then that leaves Rance, the youngest."

      "Over here, beside Grant."

      Roy pointed toward the only person in the room that had not spoken. "Why's Dudley Do-Right here?"

      Marvin narrowed his eyes, but Steve spoke before the deputy could. "It's standard for law enforcement to be present at the reading of the will when the death of the testator is ruled a homicide."

      Heather noticed that Grant Blankenship's eyebrows knitted together when Steve used the word testator. She spoke for everyone's benefit so as not to embarrass Sue Ann's husband. "Testator is the person who made the will."

      Roy spoke again. "Sue Ann, we all know that big words give Grant trouble. Tell him that means our loving father."

      Grant’s right fist formed into a meaty club.

      Steve kept talking. "Now that I know where everyone's sitting, Ms. McBlythe will pass out copies of the will and read it."

      Heather stood and read at a slow, deliberate pace. It didn't take long for Mae to come uncorked. "Is this a joke? It can't be legal. I'm the oldest and I should be the executor, not some man who can't even see. By the way, how much are you being paid? What deal did you make with our father?"

      Steve didn't respond.

      Roy broke the silence. "My older, and, might I add, rude and bossy sister, alluded to one pertinent point in her rant. Is this legal?"

      Heather held up the document. "This is what's known as a holographic will. It's written in the testator's own hand, nothing typed, nothing in any other color ink, and nothing written by another person. The basic requirements for a will to be valid in Texas are that the testator must have achieved eighteen years of age and be of full mental capacity at the time of writing the will." She lowered the sheet. "It's legal."

      "How can it be?" asked Mae. “What man in his right mind would make such a stupid will? Everyone knows the first child in the bloodline should be the executor."

      Heather nodded, but only in partial agreement. "The testator has great latitude in assigning the executor. Sometimes it’s the oldest sibling, but not always. If the estate is left intestate, a judge will assign an executor." She looked around and found a couple of blank stares. "Intestate means without leaving a will. Here, there's a will that exceeds the legal requirements."

      "Explain," said Mae.

      "Two reputable men witnessed the document, and it's notarized."

      Steve spoke next. "I contacted both witnesses. The first is a local physician and the other's a rancher who knew your father for fifty years. They're both willing to testify that your father was in complete control of his faculties when he wrote this will."

      The room fell silent. As was fast becoming her custom, Mae broke the calm. "I don't believe you. I'm going to have an attorney I know and trust look at this before I accept what you're saying."

      Roy clapped his hands and laughed. "Bravo, Mae. You play the part of a fool better than anyone I know." He leaned forward with palms flat on the table and stared at his elder sister. "I'll bet you ten-to-one you'll be back tomorrow with your liposuctioned tail tucked between your legs."

      Mae rose as Steve held up a hand. "Mae, you need to remember that you only have five days to come to an agreement with your siblings. This is your chance to work out an equitable division of the property without taking a chance on what the second part of the will might say.”

      Heather added, "I advise you to—"

      Mae had already headed for the door as she overrode Heather's advice. "You're not my attorney and I wish to God they weren't my brothers and sister. I won’t be cheated out of what's rightfully mine."

      The door slammed.

      Up to now, Rance, a rangy young man who looked to be in his late twenties, had not said a word. He folded rough hands together on the table in front of him. "Mr. Smiley, how do you suggest we proceed?"

      "I'll let Heather take this one."

      Heather concentrated on Rance's gray eyes hooded by long black lashes. "The first thing we need is a full accounting of all assets. That means everything. You won't get a fair distribution without it."

      Rance nodded. "I'll get a count on the livestock."

      Roy spoke up. "I don't mind getting property valuations, but I don't have a clue how much land there is."

      Steve came to his rescue. "I have legal descriptions of the ranch properties on my computer and made copies for everyone. They're quite extensive and cover multiple tracts of land.”

      Roy laughed. "That's because great-grandpa kept winning at poker. He'd add eight hundred acres one week and take off six hundred the next, just to make it look like he wasn't cheating. He won a lot more than he lost. I guess that's where I got the gene that makes me a good gambler."

      The small voice of Sue Ann sounded next. "The kids and I can go to the ranch house and make a list of everything.”

      Roy piped up. "That won't take long. Dad squeezed a dollar until it screamed."

      Sue Ann dabbed her eyes as her husband glared at Roy.

      "It's a good start," said Steve. "We'll meet here tomorrow afternoon at five to see what progress you've made."

      Rance pushed away from the table and stood. "I might be late. There's a heifer springing heavy, and I'm not sure she can drop the calf without help." He held his straw cowboy hat in his hand and took sure strides to the door.

      Roy stood and looked Heather up and down. "Ms. McBlythe, what's the chance of you having a drink with me this evening?"

      Heather inspected the man wearing his shirt with one too many buttons undone. "I have plans, Mr. Voss."

      His hands went over his heart like he'd been shot. Then he shrugged. "I rolled the dice, and they came up snake eyes. Oh well, if one table's cold, there's always another game. See you two tomorrow."

      Sue Ann and her husband, Grant, left with heads down, not saying a word. That left Marvin. He approached as Heather stuffed the will in her satchel.

      Steve must have heard his footsteps on the carpet. "Did anything they say help you, Marvin?"

      He shook his head. Heather mimed that he needed to speak to answer Steve's question.

      "I know one of them did it, but which one? They all have keys to the gate and the ranch house. Any of them could have killed him. The coroner says the death occurred last Monday, a short time after he called you. That means all four were within driving distance of the ranch, even Roy."

      "He doesn't live nearby?" asked Heather.

      "Las Vegas. He's a professional gambler. He came to Austin for a private poker tournament, or at least that's what the people at the table said."

      "Not much of an alibi," said Heather.

      Steve yawned. "I don't know about you two, but I'm bushed. I think I'll lie down before supper."

      "Do you need me to help you to your room?" asked Heather.

      "I counted the steps on my way here. I can manage."

      Steve unfurled his cane, followed it out the door and turned left.

      Marvin shook his head. "He's quite a man. How did he lose his sight?"

      "Street thugs attacked him and his wife in Houston. Maggie died and Steve... well... you're right. He's quite a man."

      "Was he as good a cop as Sheriff Blake says?"

      Heather looked toward the open door. "Better." Her phone vibrated in the pocket of her blazer. "Hello, Father. No, I've been busy for the last hour. What do you mean they're getting cold feet?"

      Fifteen minutes later, Heather finished the call. She sat alone in the room.
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      The hotel's fitness center lived up to its advertising and Heather's expectations. After forty-five minutes on state-of-the-art exercise equipment, she mopped sweat from her face and arms. An attendant brought her a complementary bottle of spring water and made sure she knew about the yoga classes and the spa. Heather thanked the eager young woman and gave a non-committal response to the low-pressure sales pitch.

      She stopped at Steve's room and knocked. No response. It wasn't unusual they went their separate ways while at home, but this was different. When traveling, they kept each other informed of their location. But then, she hadn't told him of her plans to have an early morning workout.

      A pang of guilt competed with a hint of resentment toward her father. Yesterday's phone call had not gone well. He said the acquisition had to take place. Rumors were circulating that another company was interested in the same mining company, and a bidding war loomed on the horizon. She'd lose the opportunity of the decade if she didn't ink the deal.

      Instead of grabbing a shower, Heather made for the elevator. Once downstairs, she approached the desk clerk. "What would you recommend if I wanted to get an American-style breakfast?"

      The desk clerk looked over the top of her half-framed glasses. "I have two recommendations. The first is J's Restaurant, here in the hotel. The second is the Slick Rock Bar and Grill, which overlooks the twelfth fairway at the Slick Rock Golf Course."

      "Is that nearby?"

      "It's off High Stirrup, about a mile from here." The clerk handed her a map and pointed with a pen.

      "Let me make a call before I drive that far," said Heather.

      Steve answered on the second ring. "Good morning. You're missing a great breakfast."

      "Where are you?"

      "At the Slick Rock Bar and Grill."

      "How did you get there?"

      "I hitchhiked."

      Heather heard a muffled female laugh in the background.

      "Stay where you are. I'll come for you."

      "Take your time. Remember, this trip is part business, part vacation." Her phone went dead.

      She returned to the desk. "I understand there’s a shuttle that services the golf courses. Do I catch it out front?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” She pointed to a black SUV.

      Something told Heather she needed to have more immediate transportation. “Is the concierge handy?”

      The woman took off her glasses. “She’s assisting another guest at the moment. How can I be of service?”

      “I’ll need a rental while I’m here. Something in an SUV would be preferable. The name's Heather McBlythe."

      “I’ll have one delivered this morning.”

      It didn't take long before a black shuttle bus ferried her to the Slick Rock golf course and its restaurant. The drive gave her time to wonder if the laughing female voice might have been someone at another table.

      Like everything at the resort, the clubhouse, gift shop, and restaurant held a charm that enticed guests to relax and unwind from hectic schedules. The view out the windows of the sports bar and grill made her slow her pace and enjoy the scenery of rolling hills and a foursome of golfers enjoying the relative cool of an early morning round. After asking the hostess if she'd seen a blind man, she motioned her to follow and deposited her in front of Steve and a brassy blond about the same age as Steve. She took another look at the surgeon-augmented visage and added eight years to her original estimate.

      "Have a seat, Heather. This is Bridget Callahan. We met last night, and she's been showing me around."

      Heather didn't need to ask how Steve knew it was her. One of his heightened senses was that of smell, especially when a woman's sweat mingled with her perfume. "Excuse my appearance. As you can see, I've just come from the gym."

      The woman brushed off the apology with a flip of the wrist that set two inches of bracelets jangling. "Honey, wear that tight yoga outfit as long as you can. Believe me, gravity will someday be your worst enemy.”

      Bridget made a point of fingering a necklace with a gold nugget suspended well down the deep cut of a loud floral blouse. "Heather. You don't mind if I call you Heather, do you? Steve's told me so much about you, I feel like I've known you forever."

      A tight-lipped smile gave enough of a positive reply that Bridget careened on. "Isn't Steve a dear?"

      Bridgett's face lined with worry as she dropped the smile to something more natural. With concern accentuating the wrinkles on her sun-damaged face, she leaned toward Heather. "I know men, and this one's worried about you. He says you've lost your ability to relax."

      Heather's gaze never left Bridget's face. With teeth clenched, she forced a smile. Under the table, she located Steve's leg and gave it a kick.

      He responded with a chuckle, which caused Heather's anger to rise even more.

      Without warning, Bridget rose. "Now that you're here, I can go to the spa. I have a hot date tonight and I want to do all I can to please him. Tootles until tonight, Steve."

      Heather waited until Bridget strutted out of sight before she looked at Steve. "Tootles? Who says tootles anymore?"

      "I can only name one person. What does she look like?"

      It was time to have fun at Steve's expense. "Picture a geriatric Barbie trying to look like she and Ken are on their first date in fifty years."

      "I was afraid of that. The clanging bracelets were giving me a headache. She must have taken a bath in perfume this morning."

      Heather found it hard not to giggle.

      Steve continued on. "And speaking of bathing, how was the gym and why didn't you take time to shower?"

      "I was looking for a partner that went AWOL."

      Steve took a sip of coffee. "I must admit, I was glad to get your call and even more glad when you showed up. She was trying to rope me into a massage. I'm not sure she meant for it to take place at the spa."

      Heather kept covering her grin but couldn't contain a snicker.

      Head down, Steve said, "She ambushed me last night. Before I knew it, she'd arranged breakfast and planned a secret outing for us tonight." He scratched his chin. "What's a good excuse? The flu? A stomach bug? Leprosy?"

      "Face it, you're the main course for a cougar tonight if you don't come up with something more convincing than that."

      The server arrived to take Heather's order.

      "What did you have, Steve?"

      "The hungry golfer. Eggs, bacon, pancakes and tasty fried potatoes."

      Heather thought about the calories and threw caution to the wind. "Same for me, and coffee."

      The two sat in silence as they nursed their coffee. A full minute of silence passed before Steve made an observation. "You're too quiet. What's wrong?"

      She scrunched the cloth napkin on her lap. "My father called yesterday afternoon. He's convinced someone is after the mining company we're trying to buy. He told me to wrap up the deal by Monday or he'd do it himself."

      Steve folded his hands. "What's your gut telling you?"

      Heather filled her cheeks with air and let it out. "My gut is making more acid than a battery manufacturer. Something's not right, but I can't find it in any of the spreadsheets or financial statements. I've gone over the numbers dozens of times. The mine’s produced solid results and the latest test holes show potential for ten times the production."

      "Where is this mine?"

      "Montana."

      "Have you seen it?"

      "I have photos and a promotional video."

      "Ah."

      Heather crossed her arms. "There you go again with another 'Ah.' What does this one mean?"

      "Did you rely on photos when you were a detective in Boston, or did you visit the crime scene?"

      Heather’s eyes opened wide. "A good detective always goes to where the crime took place."

      She pulled her phone out of a small pocket in her workout top and punched a name. "It's Heather. Call Tim and get to Horseshoe Bay as quick as you can. Pack for several days. We're going to Montana."

      Heather's breakfast arrived and she all but inhaled it. With her mouth half-full she asked, "Sure you don't need my help this afternoon with the Voss clan?"

      Steve settled his cup. "Nothing important is going to happen today. If the natives get rowdy, Marvin will be there to make sure they don't get out of hand. You have a lot to do if you’re going to Montana. Let’s get back to our rooms.”

      The shuttle eased to a stop at the hotel. Steve waited until they were on the elevator before he said, "I've got it!"

      “Got what?"

      "We'll trade rooms. I didn't give Bridget my phone number, but she called me this morning on the phone in the room. That means she knows what room I'm in."

      "Coward."

      "I'll have enough trouble playing referee to the Voss children. I don't need Senior Citizen Barbie picking out a new dream home for me."
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      Steve waited until the last minute to arrive at the Live Oak conference room. Angry voices spilled into the hallway and grew louder as he approached. Marvin Goodnight's voice rose above the others. "Sit down. He's coming down the hall now."

      Assuming his position at the head of the table, Steve pulled out his cell phone and placed it on the table. "I'll be recording this session and any subsequent sessions. You're welcome to do the same. I only ask that you speak loud enough for the phone to pick up what you say." He folded his cane and pulled his chair under him. "Is everyone here?"

      Deputy Goodnight, sitting next to Steve, responded for the group. "Everyone that was here yesterday is here again today, plus one."

      "Oh? And who might that be?"

      The sound of chair wheels rolling preceded a baritone voice that came from Steve's right. "I'm Patrick Shaw of the law firm of Walsh and Walsh. I'm here to represent Ms. Richards in these proceedings."

      Steve nodded. "Is it your intention to challenge the validity of the will?"

      "At this point, we believe the will to be valid. Mae wants it clarified that she's only interested in a fair division of the property. It's our intention to present the siblings with a thorough accounting of the estate and recommend a prudent course of action."

      "Ha! That's a laugh," said Roy. "How much of a cut are you planning on taking from each of us for coming up with a plan that will leave Mae sitting pretty?"

      "Shut up, Roy," said Mae. "It will be worth every penny, and it's only fair that we share the expense of professional representation."

      Roy looked to his other siblings. "Did you hear that? She wants us to pay for Pat cheating us." He shifted his gaze to Mae. "This latest paramour won’t get a penny out of me."

      "Let's move on," said Steve. He folded his hands together and placed them on the table. "Roy, how are you coming with the land valuations?"

      Mae shouted, "What land valuations?"

      The attorney interrupted. "Mr. Smiley, I must protest. Mr. Voss is neither trained nor qualified to give accurate valuations to such a large estate. To allow him to do so would be a severe dereliction of your duties as executor."

      Steve ignored the protest. "Roy, you didn't answer my question. Did you make progress?"

      "I hired a local attorney to go over all the documents you gave me. He spent the day double checking mineral rights, but he's nowhere near finished.”

      Mae's voice remained at a high decibel level. "What documents? Why didn't I receive them?" She stood. "I see what's going on. You three have formed some sort of pact, just like when we were kids. I won't stand for it this time around. Tell them, Pat."

      Roy's voice cut across the table. "Ah-ha. So, it's Pat, not Patrick. Be careful, Pat, you might be the fifth notch on Mae's marital bedpost. She's always been partial to attorneys and real estate brokers. They improve her commissions on condo sales."

      Steve stood to keep the scene from deteriorating. "Mae, you didn't receive the documents because you walked out of yesterday's meeting. I brought you a list of all the properties." He turned to Marvin Goodnight. "Would you look in my briefcase and give the folder on top to Mae?"

      The sound of Marvin delivering the file and returning to his seat on Steve's left gave him his cue to proceed. "Sue Ann, how is your inventory of the ranch house progressing?"

      For once, Mae didn't object.

      "I made it through the bedrooms," said Sue Ann. “I started going through old pictures that Mama took before she died and lost track of time. I'll go back tomorrow, and Sunday if I need to."

      Mae made a noise that sounded like a mule snorting. "There's nothing of value there. That house needs to be torn down and the land by the lake developed by professionals."

      "Let me guess," said Roy. "You expect to get the lakefront property."

      "It's only right since I'm the oldest and the only one with a real estate background."

      Patrick Shaw followed with, "To get the most potential out of lakefront, we should leave it as one tract. Mae will get the property by the lake. The bulk of the land will be divided between the other siblings. She'll make no claim on that land, other than for ingress and egress easements on the roads we'll build leading to the lake."

      Roy slapped the table. "Mae, this guy may be the slimiest one yet. Rance, you and Sue Ann count your fingers if you shake hands with him. You might not get them all back."

      "Now, wait a minute," said the attorney.

      That's all he got out before Roy let out a cackle of a laugh. "What's wrong, Pat? Can't take a joke?” His voice lowered and he gave a piercing stare. “Neither can I."

      Roy's voice once again shifted in tone and direction. "Sue Ann and Rance, listen to me. This shyster and Mae will try to bluff us. They’ll say anything to get us to agree to their plans. So far, I haven't heard one word out of Pat or Mae that I'm willing to consider. Remember, we all have to agree."

      Steve nodded. "Roy’s correct. All four must agree, and at this pace, you're not getting any closer. Rance, did you make progress on counting the livestock?"

      Rance's voice came from well down the table. He must have decided to avoid the fray by putting distance between himself and his siblings. "As my brother and sisters know, Dad wasn't much to keep records. I spoke with Hector this morning. He has the most accurate count we're likely to get, but to be truthful, it will only be an estimate. There're places on the properties that are so rough and thick I won't take a horse through them."

      Mae spoke up. "That ignorant old Mexican can't count past ten in English."

      Rance stood and thrust his hands in his pockets. "I don't have time for this. I've been in the saddle since dawn after staying up most of the night pulling a dead calf out a heifer that didn’t make it either. Hector just sent me a text saying some of our cattle are grazing in the bar ditch on Highway 71. While you're eating supper, I’ll be fixing fences."

      Attorney Patrick Shaw spoke next. "Mr. Voss, I hope you realize how important it is that we have an accurate count of the cattle and not an estimate."

      Rance settled his hat on his head and glared at the attorney. "Mr. Shaw, if you want to come with me and count cattle, I'll saddle a horse for you and I'll even loan you a flashlight. It shouldn't take us more than two weeks to round them up if we don't eat or sleep."

      The attorney didn't accept the invitation.

      Roy's roar of a laugh ushered his little brother toward the door. "Little Rance don’t say much, but when he does, it’s priceless. What do you say, Pat? Are you ready to plow through thousands of acres of mesquite, cactus, rattle snakes, tarantulas, coyotes and the occasional bobcat?"

      "Your humor escapes me, Mr. Voss."

      It was easy for Steve to pick up on Rance's footsteps heading to the door. The cowboy had failed to remove his spurs. Steve pushed his chair away from the table. "Hold up, Rance. When you come tomorrow, could you bring us a rough estimate of the livestock?"

      "Hector's been on the ranch longer than any of us, including Mae. I'd wager his numbers against mine any day."

      Roy affirmed Rance's opinion. "That's a bet I wouldn't take. Hector might not know how to read or speak much English, but he knows cattle. His numbers will be good enough for me."

      Hope for agreement, at least on a minor issue, rose when Steve asked Sue Ann if she had any objection to Rance's suggestion that they use Hector's estimate of livestock. After a muffled conversation with her husband, Sue Ann said, "Grant says we're okay with Rance's idea."

      Another conversation of muted voices occurred between Mae and her attorney. Mae followed Sue Ann's agreement with a terse, "We'll consider the proposal and let you know tomorrow. It sounds slip-shod, but what can one expect from this family?"

      "If you don't like his plan," said Roy, “I'm sure Rance would be glad to put both you and Mr. Fancy-Pants on horseback." He followed the goad with another laugh that no one responded to.

      "If there's nothing else," said Steve.

      Patrick Shaw interrupted. "Tomorrow afternoon I'll come with a map showing the proposed division of the land, and I'll answer questions. I'm sure after you hear how this plan will benefit everyone we'll come to an agreement."

      Roy chuckled. "Will it be equitable?"

      "Of course. The numbers will tell the story for me."

      This brought a laugh from Roy. "I'm reminded of an old saying: 'Figures don't lie, but liars figure.' There's as much chance of an ice storm tomorrow as you bringing us a fair proposal."

      Roy's next question came to Steve. "Mr. Smiley. Why is Pat the pick-pocket allowed in the meetings? I thought the will called for the heirs to decide how to split the sheets. It said nothing about lawyers."

      Steve leaned back in his chair and tapped his lips with an index finger. "You're half right, Roy. The will mentions the children, but leaves it to me to decide who else may attend."

      "I object," said the attorney.

      "Object all you want," said Steve. "This isn't a court of law."

      "That's where it's headed if you bar me from these discussions."

      Steve remained quiet as he considered what course of action he would take. It would be easier to eliminate Mae's attorney. On the other hand, he'd allowed Pat to sit in on this session and the objection to his presence wasn't raised beforehand. Besides, the heirs weren't any closer to agreement than when they started. Roy could hold his own, and even Rance stood up to Pat when it counted. Sue Ann, however, didn't seem to possess a backbone. Her husband was a wild card. He didn’t have a read on Grant yet.

      "Mr. Shaw," said Steve. "I'll give you thirty minutes to present your proposal tomorrow afternoon at five. You'll be the first to speak. After that, I'll invite you to leave."

      The sound of Mae's chair flying backward and hitting a wall preceded her shout of, "You can't tell me who I can and can't have in this room."

      "I can." The voice belonged to Marvin Goodnight. "Mr. Smiley rented this room. It's his to use as he sees fit. If he tells me no one but family can be here, then that's the way it's going to be."

      The sound of papers being gathered drifted Steve's way.

      Roy spoke next. "There she goes again, with another future ex-husband trailing behind." He raised his voice. "This is two days in a row you've walked out, Mae. I'm betting you'll make it three tomorrow."

      More sounds of chairs and people rising. The soft voice of Sue Ann came near. "I'm sorry, Mr. Smiley. Things weren't ever good between us kids, but after Momma died, it was extra hard."

      "Quit yakking, Sue Ann," said Grant. "This is two days in a row I've had to take off work early and pay someone to watch the kids."

      Quiet filled the room after Roy chuckled his way into the hall. Steve sat back down and took in a deep breath. He allowed the quiet to wash over him and then said, "Marvin. Describe Grant Blankenship to me."

      "He's a tough man who grew up poor. Works at the granite quarry. He and Sue Ann have four stair-step kids. Grant's been arrested a half dozen times for domestic violence after he got drunk. Loves to fish."

      "Any recent domestic violence?"

      "Not in a while. Why?"

      Steve rose from his seat. "I could hear his teeth grinding several times today. He's going to be tested in the next few days. Be sure to keep an eye on him."

      "What’s going to happen tomorrow?"

      "Mae's attorney will look for an advantage. He'll try to drive a wedge between Sue Ann and her husband by seeking to have him excluded from the meeting. Spouses weren't named in the will and Roy doesn't think much of Grant, either."

      Marvin released a slow whistle. "What will you do?"

      After grabbing his brief case, Steve took a step. "I'm calling Heather for legal advice."

      The two walked side by side into the hall. Steve caught the scent of a familiar perfume. He stopped and whispered. "I need help. There's a woman after me and I'd rather run through stinging nettle barefoot than have to spend the evening with her. Can we go to town? There has to be a good chicken-fried steak in Marble Falls."
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      Steve tried to clear his throat before he answered his phone, but his words squeaked with the telltale sound of an interrupted nap. “What time is it?"

      "It's two o'clock on a sunny day in Montana," said Heather. Her words came fast, laced with purpose and excitement. "Why are you sleeping in the middle of the day?"

      He grabbed pillows, stuffed them behind his shoulders and raised himself to a sitting position. "I slept lousy last night." He didn't need to tell her that memories of Maggie came calling, as they sometimes did.

      "Oh. Sorry. Did you take the Melatonin I packed for you?"

      "I forgot, but before you chew me out, I promise to take it tonight." Steve yawned and stretched life into his legs.

      "Tell me about yesterday's meeting.”

      "No blood but I need some advice. Mae brought her attorney, a fellow named Patrick Shaw. There’s more to them being together than legal briefs."

      Heather chuckled at the inuendo. "Did anyone else show up with a mouthpiece?"

      "Only Mae. I think Pat’s intentions toward her aren't honorable." Steve reconsidered his last statement. "He and Mae seem to be cut from the same bolt of cloth. To hear Roy talk, there's not much chance that either could sully the other's reputation. Pat’s presenting their idea of a fair division of property to the rest of the siblings today. Roy’s taking odds that the plan will be less than equitable."

      "Don't take the bet. Roy may be obnoxious, but he's a shrewd gambler. I checked his finances on the flight yesterday. He's doing well for himself."

      "And the others?"

      "Mae spends more than she makes. Sue Ann and Grant have credit card debt beyond their ability to pay. Rance is at the tail end of paying off student loans. Two years at A & M set him back a pretty penny, but that's all he owes."

      Steve took in the information and placed it in mental files. One sibling needs money to keep her children fed, one wants wealth to obtain a lifestyle, one works hard to earn his way in life, and the other makes big money by counting cards and distracting opponents until they make mistakes.

      "Back to the attorney," said Heather. "Did others object to him being there?"

      "Roy expressed his opinion."

      "I bet he did."

      "Even quiet Rance found his voice when Pat tried to bulldoze him. There's more to that young man than meets the eye."

      "If you could see him through the eyes of a woman, you'd double that opinion. He's a tall, dark-skinned cowboy with lonely-looking eyes. The type some sweet girl would love to walk into church with and walk out as Mrs. Rance Voss."

      "Have you been reading western romance novels again?"

      Heather's laugh was a good sign. She must be on the right track for finding information on the mine. But first, he needed to finish telling her the rest of the story of yesterday's meeting and get her advice. "I'm giving Patrick thirty minutes to make his pitch. After that, I told him he’d have to leave. Marvin made it clear he'd enforce my decision to limit attendance to those mentioned in the will."

      "Perfect," said Heather. "Is that all?"

      "It hasn't come up yet, but I'm expecting Mae and Roy to challenge Grant’s right to be in the meeting. What do you think?"

      Several seconds passed. "You can decide either way. The will gives you sole discretion on how to interpret Charley Voss's intentions. It gets complicated because of the state's community property laws. It's the old, 'and the two shall become one' argument."

      "What would you do?"

      Heather exhaled a full breath. "I'd let him stay. He's already sat through two sessions and didn't cause any problems."

      "That's what I thought, too. Now tell me what you've found out about the mine."

      "Not much, but enough to make me suspicious. I checked with the power company that services the mine and discovered their use of electricity started dropping a little every month last year. I spoke with property managers and real estate agents who serve the areas that house mine workers. They report a slow, steady rise in vacancies."

      Steve knew that both might be signs of a work slowdown, but they could have other logical explanations. He didn't want to interrupt Heather when she was hot on a trail.

      "I should know soon if this is a huge con-job or if
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