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To the dedicated men and women of the FBI


* * *






Little Miss Muffet


Sat on a tuffet,


Eating her curds and whey.


Along came a spider,


Who sat down beside her


And frightened Miss Muffet away!


* * *


“For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”


Matthew 6:21, NIV


* * *
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Chapter 1


The moment Bella accepted the reassignment to the FBI’s field office in Houston, she realized the past had stalked her to the present. And she was ready, or at least she told herself so. Her training and experience had sharpened her skills and provided tools to solve crimes the average American deemed unspeakable.


Fear and memories had climbed into her luggage for the relocation to Houston, but she resisted their hold. Bella had made the decision to work hard to build her credentials and help curtail the endless barrage of crime, especially in the country’s fourth-largest city.


Her BlackBerry interrupted her thoughts and her drive to work with its rendition of “That’ll Be the Day.” A quick glance showed the caller was Frank.


No way, superagent. I don’t have a thing to tell you. She answered on the third ring. “Morning, Frank. What can I do for you?”


“Lunch?”


She laughed. “You heard I have an appointment with Swartzer, and curiosity is killing you.”


“Me? I wanted to talk about spending the weekend in Galveston.”


“Right. Frank, we broke up nine months ago.”


“Nine months, huh? As in giving birth to a new relationship?”


She envisioned a slight smile spreading over his face—a good-looking one, but not for her. “No thanks. Remember, we tried and it didn’t work. I don’t want to put my heart in that place again. See you later.”


“But—”


“Bye, Frank.”


Bella tossed the phone into her purse. Regret over the failed relationship with Frank settled like a day harboring poor air quality. She’d known from the start a relationship with him wouldn’t work. He wanted a wife who’d stay home and raise kids. She refused to give up the bureau, no matter how much she cared for him. The only thing she’d ever formed a lasting attachment to was the FBI, and mistakes in the name of love were not in her playbook.


A promotion had been in her path for the past few months, and she desperately wanted it. Ambition always ruled over her logic, but she didn’t view her objectives as selfish. The meeting this morning with her supervisor might be a jump in her career. A coveted opportunity to prove her mettle sounded almost too good to be true, and like a kid at Christmas on this early June morning, she drove toward the field office to see if she had a gift marked promotion.


Bella moved into the right lane of 290 to take the feeder road off the highway. For certain, battling traffic at 7 a.m. had hardened her for criminal activity—or destroyed any trace of patience. Her mind raced with anticipation over her meeting with Swartzer. This meeting could be about a number of ongoing investigations or possibly a new one. No matter; she’d take the assignment and keep climbing the ladder.


She swung into the parking lot of the eight-story, glass and steel building and stopped in front of the guard shack. After displaying her creds, she eased into the covered parking area and hurried inside. Her heart pounded against her chest, and she sensed the familiar excitement of something new to challenge her. She scanned her badge and keyed in her security code at every door and made her way to the second floor, housing the violent crimes task force team and the office of Larry Swartzer, her supervisor. While his secretary informed him of her arrival, Bella took several deep breaths in an effort to settle her nerves and will away the anxiousness making her feel like a kid sent to the principal’s office.


Swartzer opened the door. “Mornin’, Bella. Come on in.”


Her heavy shoulder bag shifted and slipped from her arm to the floor. Thank goodness it was zipped. She cringed at the idea of her Glock, handcuffs, and all of her other equipment—not to mention her makeup bag and wallet—dropping at her feet.


“Little nervous, are we?” He chuckled, and her confidence fell to somewhere between diffused and lack-of.


She laughed and hoisted her bag. “Add curiosity to the mix.”


He ushered her into his office, and she took a seat across from his desk. The wall behind him intimidated her with its framed certificates and honors earned over his twenty-year career. Most likely his wife refused to have them all displayed at home. Bella attempted to read his face, but Swartzer prided himself in being unreadable, and this morning was no exception. Although short and stocky, her supervisor had the neck and shoulders of a man who must bench nearly 275 pounds. He removed his signature black-framed glasses and turned to retrieve a couple of files from atop his credenza. She hadn’t seen him without his glasses. Swartzer’s military haircut and polyester pants still made him look nerdish, but then superintelligent people usually were.


Where did that leave her? Shoving aside the bazillion thoughts darting in and out of her mind like mosquitoes over a stagnant pond, she realigned her focus and gave the impression of professional calmness.


“I have an assignment for you.” He tapped the file and eased back in the chair that was made for a much taller man, at least physically.


“What kind?”


“Murder. Three bodies were found Monday afternoon on a ranch in West Texas.” His calculated gaze met hers. “Sixty miles south of Abilene.”


He had her attention, and he knew it. “Runnels County?”


“Ballinger area.”


She nodded and forced aside the implications of what the location meant to her. “Why the FBI?”


“It’s linked to a man on our fugitive list.”


Suspicion flared, and she opened the file, complete with photos of the victims. She pressed her fingertips into her palms. “Who?” But she already knew the answer.


“Brandt Richardson.”


“Murder for hire.” She stated the fact while memories in apocalyptic proportions slammed against her mind. “Also obsessed with finding the so-called Spider Rock treasure.”


“The victims were hunting for this treasure and believed their clues led them to the High Butte Ranch, owned by Carr Sullivan. They sought permission to dig, and he refused. Ran them off. One of the victims wrote Spider Rock in the dirt before he died.”


“Runnels County doesn’t fall within the triangle of where the gold was supposedly hidden.”


“You know more about it than I do.”


“What were the victims’ names?”


“Forrest Miller, a history professor at the University of Texas; Daniel Kegley, a geologist from Austin; and Walt Higgins, a retired oilman from Waco.”


She didn’t recognize any of them. “Family?”


“Miller has a wife and three teenage girls, Kegley was engaged, and Higgins has been divorced for over thirty years—no ties there. The families have all been interviewed. Professor Miller’s wife said a fourth man was in the mix, but that’s all she knew. Nothing else at this point.” Swartzer slipped on his glasses and steepled his fingers. “You know why I want you on the assignment. Or would you rather I brief Frank Nielson?”


Not on her life. Both of them were up for the same promotion. “I’ll take it.”


“I thought you’d accept. The updated report has been sent to your e-mail. I’ve also arranged for you to have access to classified files this morning and anything else you need. Here’s the bite: The ranch owner and a man who works for him found the victims. Sullivan phoned the local deputy sheriff and reported the bodies. When Sullivan learned their names, he told the sheriff about his conversation with one of the men. Said the three wanted to dig for treasure and he refused. When the Spider Rock legend came into the discussion, the FBI became involved. Richardson is out there somewhere with his own treasure-hunting expedition, and murder is one of his specialties.”


“Any idea who’s working with him?” Bella turned the pages in the file, ignored Brandt’s latest photo, and read his vital information. “He’s been quite successful at staying undercover.”


“The classified information will help you there. Twelve years ago he left the area for Peru with a woman. She’s never resurfaced. He probably got tired of her.” Swartzer leaned over his desk. “You know how these people in West Texas think, and I imagine you know the superstitions surrounding the legend.”


“Richardson won’t stop searching and killing for the treasure until someone clamps handcuffs on him.” Dread filled her while memories from the past threatened to paralyze her, but she refused to show it. She took a deep breath, one meant to clear her thoughts and help her think like a special agent, not a woman who swore she’d never set foot in Runnels County again.


“I have a difficult time believing anyone would spend their lives looking for lost treasure.”


“If the three victims believed the gold was on Sullivan’s ranch, his refusal wouldn’t have stopped them,” she said. “By him denying the men access, they’d believe he was searching for the treasure too. And it would have spurred on their efforts. Even caused them to dig at night.”


“And your knowledge of the area makes you the best agent for the investigation.”


“I appreciate your giving me this opportunity, sir.”


“Since this is in Dallas’s territory, they will furnish you with what you need. There’s also a satellite office in Abilene. But keep me informed.”


“I’d rather use one of our analysts, since I have a rapport with them.”


“No problem.”


Finding the killer would end the nightmares for those families whose loved ones he’d killed and terrorized. If the killer happened to be Brandt Richardson, then that was an added bonus for all concerned.


“Sullivan is also under suspicion for the murders. Richardson may not even be involved with these killings in light of Sullivan’s ordering the three to stay off his property. Additional investigation shows the bullets found in the bodies came from a Ruger Mini-14 rifle. One is registered to Sullivan, and it’s missing. He claims it was stolen, but he hadn’t reported it. And he has an alibi for the estimated time of death.”


She turned to another section in the file. Carr Sullivan, former real estate developer, Dallas, Texas. He had blond hair and deep blue eyes. A pleasant-looking man, but not a lady-killer. “Tell me more about the rancher.”


“The man has a history of violent behavior. Used to be a high roller in Dallas. Made his money in commercial real estate. Drugs, alcohol, and being known for his wild parties along with a propensity to fight. Quite a colorful reputation. He spent a fortune in rehabs, but it never lasted. Then when his girlfriend OD’d about five years ago, he sold his business and bought a ranch in West Texas. Since then he’s settled down.”


“So the girlfriend’s death scared him into going straight?”


“The word is he got religion.”


“Which one?”


“Found Jesus. Claims he’s born again.”


She stashed that info away for later reflection. “How does he spend his time?”


“He’s turned himself into a rancher and a respected member of the community—done all the right things to alter his former reputation. His latest project is turning his ranch into a home for at-risk teen boys. He’s already applied for the licenses.”


“A real Boy Scout, huh?” She peered into Swartzer’s face. Couldn’t tell if he thought the change in Sullivan was legit or not.


“Sullivan’s past wheeling and dealing in Dallas fits the MO of a man obsessed with finding a lost treasure and potentially hooking up with Richardson.”


“I see.” She closed the file. “Sullivan could be working with Richardson.” Manipulated sounded more like Richardson’s method.


“You’re a good agent, Bella. You’ve demonstrated your commitment to the bureau with an impeccable record. All of your investigations have been conducted professionally and with excellent results. You lived there for fifteen years. Need I say more?”


“I appreciate your confidence in my skills and experience.”


“Then I’m assigning you as lead agent in this investigation to help solve these murders and possibly the opportunity to arrest Brandt Richardson.”


Her pulse raced. At last an opportunity to prove her training and determination. “I don’t know what to say, except thank you. I’ll not disappoint you.” Bella couldn’t stop the smile. “When do I leave?”


“I’d like to see you on the road by lunchtime. Reservations have been made at the Courtesy Inn in Abilene near Highway 83—the same hotel where the victims stayed. Special Agent Vic Anderson from Dallas will meet you at your hotel at nine in the morning.”


“Thank you again.” Bella couldn’t get to her computer fast enough to review all the reports on the murders and Brandt Richardson.


“If you find yourself in over your head, don’t hesitate to contact me.” He gave her a tight-lipped smile. “Go for it.”






Chapter 2


Carr tossed his pillow across the room. He gave up on sleeping. He’d tried everything but counting sheep, and nothing had slowed down his mind—not even prayer. Anger, the old demon that too often wrapped its chains around him, threatened to seize control of him. Over five years had come and gone since he’d imprisoned the dragon, and he refused to release the animal again.


Throwing back the sweat-drenched sheet, he made his way across the wooden floor, down the hall, and into the kitchen for a bottle of cold water. Green numbers flashed 2:47 on the microwave above the oven. Hours before daylight. Hours before the county sheriff’s department planted themselves at his front door again. Hours before anyone might possibly have answers about the three murdered men found on his property and shot with his rifle. The past two days and the investigation had added years to his life and wrinkles to his face. A little sleep would have been nice.


He’d never seen dead men before, except at funerals, and Carr didn’t dwell on a body in a casket. The horror of finding those three victims continued to replay in his mind. He recalled the soaring vultures, the awkward positions of the bodies, the dried blood, the vacant eyes, and the realization that the act was deliberate. He’d have preferred a nightmare that could have been shaken off with a dose of reality.


Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Only an idiot failed to report a missing rifle. If he hadn’t been negligent, all of this could have been avoided, and maybe those three men would be walking around and enjoying life now instead of waiting for a proper burial.


Carr could have been arrested for those murders. Still might be. Evidence stacked against him to the point he wondered why he hadn’t been charged. He thanked God he hadn’t been. As he reached into the refrigerator for the water, the pungent scent of jalapeños and cilantro met his nostrils. Normally Lydia’s cooking left his mouth watering long after the food disappeared, but tonight had been merely an extension of the miserable day. And just like the sleep that escaped him, so did his appetite. He uncapped the bottle and drank deeply, the cold rush springing life into his weary body.


Sweat beaded on his brow and dripped into his eyes. If he didn’t know better, he’d swear high blood pressure and a fever had invaded him. A drug would solve a medical problem, certainly not the kind he used to ingest to eliminate stress and help him appear charming. Thank goodness the past and all of its imprints didn’t contain murder. But he’d come close, as the police records about his fiery temper indicated.


With his new life, one dedicated to Christ, he’d hoped he would be immune to tragedy. Shouldn’t following God provide some kind of special protection? Why would God do this to him?


Whoa. Carr reined in his thoughts. God had not stolen his rifle. Neither had He pulled the trigger, killing those men. Someone made a conscious choice to steal and murder. None of those choices were a part of God’s plan.


Yet nothing looked likely to clear him of this atrocity. He clenched his fist and forced down the gut-punching fury, the unfairness of the whole mess. The authorities probably had their hands on his background and were searching for ways to nail him. If he were investigating the murders, he’d be doing the same thing. He looked guilty to anyone who viewed the colorful habits he had supposedly left behind.


The timing of all this. Rotten, lousy timing. But did a man schedule three murders on his land like a businessman recorded dates and appointments on his BlackBerry? What season of the year best fit that kind of disaster? Carr moaned in the darkness, once more feeling the impact of what had happened on his ranch, his haven from the cruelty of the world. Acid burned in his stomach.


Where was his compassion for others? What about those men’s families? Did they have anyone to comfort them? Should he step forward to offer sympathy, or would that make him look guilty?


Recapping his bottle of water, he dragged his hand over his damp face. Focus, Carr. God had gotten him through bad times before, and He would again. All he had to do was crawl into the little red wagon labeled Radio Flyer and let God pull him along.


“Carr, you don’t have to face this alone,” a sweet, older voice said with a slight Hispanic accent.


He nodded in the dark, more an acknowledgment of Lydia’s presence than an agreement with her words. “You and Jasper had my back.”


“But we weren’t the ones falsely accused.”


“Tell that to the county sheriff’s department, since they need someone to arrest. The media has me judged and convicted. My own fault, Lydia. I discovered my rifle was missing about a week ago, but I didn’t take the time to report it.” He blew out his frustration in a sigh that sounded more like a hiss. “Darren and I have been friends since I moved here, and there’s no excuse. He’s the sheriff and deserved to know about the theft. Actually I thought maybe Jasper had borrowed it, but he’d never open my gun case without asking.”


“Obviously you’re innocent, and Sheriff Adams thinks so too.”


“I keep telling myself if they had found credible evidence, I’d be sitting in jail. Then again, it doesn’t matter, since they’re coming back this morning.”


“To search for more evidence?”


“Yes, and to question all of us again, as if we’re involved in some conspiracy to cover up the killings. I’d never heard of the Spider Rock treasure—a stupid legend that seemed important enough for one of the men to write it in the dirt before he died. I shouldn’t have . . .”


“What?” Lydia’s soft voice had a calming effect on him, even when the woman raised it a notch with an air of wisdom and superiority.


“I threatened one of them—the geologist,” Carr said. “He called me from a bar or a restaurant in Abilene. I could hear the music and people in the background. When he asked again for permission to dig, I told him if I found any of them on my land, they’d be run off with buckshot in their rears.”


Lydia snapped on a light over the sink. Like him, she still wore the clothes from the night before. The dim fluorescent bulb made him blink. “Did you tell Sheriff Adams about the second call?”


“No. And Sunday night, Miller made a third one. Now I’m wondering if my withholding information is grounds to arrest me. I’m an idiot, so wrapped up in my own little world that I failed to take responsible action. I never met any of those poor men, and they turn up dead on my ranch.”


“Men have died since the 1700s in search of the Spider Rock gold.”


“And I can’t believe these murders are about a treasure hunt.”


“It’s buried out here in this part of the country—somewhere. But no one has ever been able to find anything but more clues and Spanish artifacts.” She smiled, and he saw the beauty of lost youth still in her eyes. Dark hair and dark eyes with smooth, latte-colored skin. But it was her faith that endeared her to him the most. As the light above the sink slowly grew brighter, it intensified the gold cross around her neck. “It’s real, Carr. That’s why those men were murdered.”


“I have no reason to think otherwise.” Carr bit back his opinion of how ludicrous it sounded for a cache of lost Spanish gold to be buried in this part of the country, like someone believing Nicolas Cage’s claims in National Treasure.


“I understand.” Her motherly instincts reached out to him, and for those qualities, he couldn’t fault her for believing in a legend.


Once more he uncapped the bottle and took another long swallow of the water. “If the victims had been illegals, maybe I could make some sense of all this. Blame gang warfare or a drug cartel. Doesn’t matter that I don’t believe in the treasure theory; they did. The only thing I can figure out is greed led them here, and greed killed them.” He stared into Lydia’s tanned face. “And whoever wanted them dead used my weapon.”


“I don’t understand who could have broken in and taken your rifle. Someone is here most of the time. The doors are kept locked. And—” she took in a deep breath—“I refuse to think the thief, the killer, is someone we know.”


“Me either, unless the rifle was stolen while we were at church. In the meantime, I’m trying to figure out if I need a lawyer or a shrink because this is driving me nuts. We were all ready to turn the High Butte into a home for at-risk teen boys. Wish I could calm down, relax. But I’m angry. My future is in the gutter, which means the home for at-risk boys is at best on hold.”


“We must trust God. You were sure He wanted this to be a haven for them just as it was for you. You have all the credentials and licenses and everything.”


Guilt pelted him for not being able to stop the anger eating at his soul. “I’m feeling sorry for myself. Actually, I’m worried. Not only did someone want those three guys killed, they wanted me blamed. Smart person. Too smart for my liking.” He leaned on the kitchen counter. “I made enemies in my day, men and women who despised me. But I don’t recall anyone who’d frame me for murder.”


“Are you praying?”


“Like breathing. God’s probably tired of me pounding on His door.”


“I don’t think so. I’ll brew a pot of decaf, and we’ll pray together.”


Since he was fresh out of options, he reached for his worn Bible on the counter. “I heard Darren say the FBI has been called in on the investigation.”


She pulled the coffee beans from the cupboard and dumped a generous amount into the grinder. “I don’t know what justifies an FBI investigation. What did Sheriff Adams say?”


“There’s a man on their fugitive list who’s wanted for murder-for-hire and has been searching for the Spider Rock treasure.” Darren had told him more, even given Carr the fugitive’s name, but Carr had been too overwhelmed with what was happening to ask questions. First he had to get past the repulsion of what he and Jasper had discovered. At least his temper was beginning to subside.


“When will the FBI be here?” Lydia poured water into the coffeemaker.


“Tomorrow.” He glanced down at his Bible and then into her sweet face. “I’m scared. Real scared.”


* * * 


While driving to Abilene, Bella considered the investigative reports about the murders. Most of the information concerning Brandt Richardson’s involvement with the Spider Rock treasure, subsequent murders, and embezzled money had been declassified, and the names of potential suspects were now stored on her laptop and BlackBerry. One of the men was listed in Forbes. Another man held the office of U.S. senator, and another was a professor at the University of Texas, a friend of the professor who had lost his life. Two others were prominent businessmen affiliated with both government and private-sector enterprises. All of the men must have been convinced of the authenticity of the Spider Rock treasure, which wasn’t illegal. Murder, on the other hand, had all of them on the FBI’s radar.


Since her briefing this morning, she’d attempted to put together the pieces about Brandt’s possible involvement. She’d seen him in action, and he was more than capable. His Apollo-looking features had thrilled her until she saw the evil lurking below the surface. His weaknesses were money and women, with an unyielding desire to find the Spider Rock treasure. His strengths were his charisma and the mind that never shut down. It simply spun new webs.


Carr Sullivan’s background fit easily into the treasure hunter’s picture. The rancher had all the characteristics of someone in cahoots with Brandt Richardson, someone who’d do whatever it took to find the hidden cache of gold. But she also understood Brandt’s tactics. Although the rancher had a history with Dallas police due to his partying days and temper problems, and his rifle had fired the bullets that killed the three men, she couldn’t discount Brandt’s ability to orchestrate the shootings and place the blame on an innocent man. Bella had learned a long time ago that murder brought in an interesting cast of players, and not all were guilty.


Pulling her BlackBerry from her shoulder bag, she phoned FIG—the Field Intelligence Group—at the Houston field office to request complete reports on the high-profile businessmen. Sullivan’s former days in Dallas could have put him in contact with any of them, even Brandt Richardson.


She fixed her attention on the trail of lawlessness Brandt had left behind him. Her conscience niggled at her. Protocol required she state her past association with Brandt, even if she was only fifteen years old at the time. But she hadn’t because she couldn’t.


Yesteryear floated like a vapory figure too real to be cast aside. Fourteen years later and the mention of the man’s name still sent a coil of fear up her spine. Too many times today, she’d second-guessed the wisdom in taking on this assignment. She could have recommended Frank and eliminated the heartburn and queasiness this investigation would generate. For that matter, she and Frank could have worked this together with Special Agent Vic Anderson from the Dallas field office. Except Frank would want to reignite their love affair, and she had no intentions of putting herself under that pressure. Not that he wasn’t a capable agent. He had the qualifications and intellect to figure out how a twisted man’s mind worked. The two worked well together. His confidence would have compensated for her personal fears of Brandt. But she’d chosen a different path, and she would plod ahead to find a way to deal with years that were best forgotten.


The thrill of arresting an FBI fugitive was worth keeping her eyes glued to her back. She’d work with the Violent Crime Task Force to complete this investigation and learn who murdered those men. Arresting Brandt came as an added bonus.


As Bella drove to her hotel at twilight, she glanced around Abilene. She’d dreaded seeing the city again, but it had changed so much. For a moment she wondered if she’d driven to the wrong place. The colors of sunset in vibrant yellows and oranges looked inviting, masking the violence that had summoned her to the isolated ranch miles from the outskirts of the growing city.


Pulling into a Chili’s restaurant near her hotel, she ordered takeout. A good meal and hours poring over the information stored on her BlackBerry and laptop awaited her. What she needed was an open mind to the truth and the ability to sort out facts from presumption. And a handle on how she’d manage an interview with Brandt.






Chapter 3


The following morning, Bella woke refreshed, and she needed every second of rest until this assignment was completed. At 5:45 a.m., she slipped a baby Glock into an ankle holster and pulled on a pair of sweats and a T-shirt. Once her tennis shoes were tightly laced, she stretched out, anticipating a good run.


After copying the case’s file onto a memory stick and tucking it into her pocket, she secured her computer with a cable lock and grabbed her room key and BlackBerry. Anyone attempting to see what her computer contained would be hit with more than one security blockade.


She made her way from the hotel room and down the stairway to the lobby. The property had a fitness center, but this morning she needed to clear her head outside. This part of her life, the relished run, might take a vacation while she carried out her assignment. But at least for today, she’d start the day with her normal routine.


She positioned her earbuds as though she were listening to music on her BlackBerry instead of observing the people and vehicles around her and proceeded onto the street that swung right toward Abilene’s mall. All the while, she focused her mental acuity toward anything out of the ordinary. A Hispanic man and woman sat in a late-model car in the hotel parking lot arguing. A landscaping truck slowed, then turned in to the hotel, its bed filled with shovels and a mound of mulch. As she ran past a Popeyes and the Sherwood Hills apartments adjacent to the fast-food restaurant, she spotted a dark green SUV parked along the curb with no visible driver.


After an hour of running around the outskirts of the mall, she retraced her steps to the hotel. A few vehicles lingered, and she took note of colors, makes, and license plates. But nothing had impressed her as out of the ordinary.


Back in her room, she showered and readied herself for the day in jeans and tennis shoes. Already at eight o’clock the sun beat down hard and ensured a scorcher. As soon as breakfast and her token two cups of coffee had powered her up, she grabbed her tools for the investigation and piled them into her car, often referred to as the office on the go. Vic Anderson would meet her at nine, but she didn’t know if he’d ride with her or drive his own vehicle.


She’d grown fond of her midsize Ford and how it weaved easily in and out of traffic, as well as its performance on the road. In the past, company-issued vehicles with their mile-high antennae stuck out like lighthouses on a foggy night, but with new technology, the issued vehicles now slipped by the public—and most criminals—undetected.


Promptly at nine, a prematurely gray-haired man dressed in jeans and a light blue button-down shirt walked into the hotel lobby and caught her attention. Vic Anderson. He looked just like his photo.


“Special Agent Jordan?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Mornin’. Agent Anderson.” He stuck out his hand, and she grasped it. “I understand the High Butte Ranch is calling our names.”


“So I hear. My car’s outside if you don’t mind me driving.”


He nodded. “I’ll get my equipment.”


In the parking lot, Anderson transferred his raid jacket, Kevlar vest, and tactical belt to her trunk. He pointed to her vest folded in the corner.


“That looks like it would fit a kid.”


“It’s all I could get.”


He eyed her with a grin. “You look about the size of my daughter—five-two?”


“Right.”


He picked up her vest. “What do you use for pockets?”


“My creds, handcuffs, and gun slip nicely in the back waistband of my pants. I also use an ankle holster.”


He shook his head. “Size has its advantages.”


“So does being a woman.”


He shut the trunk. “I’ve worked with women agents, and they were able to get into places and secure information where a man didn’t have a chance.”


“And I’ve been in a few places where I wished I were a man.”


He laughed. “Okay, we’re even. Let’s get this investigation on the road. We’ve got three murders too many. Did you happen to talk to the manager of the hotel again?”


“He’s off today, so I’ll catch him tonight.”


“Just wondered. His report seemed vague to me.”


Bella liked Vic’s Southern gentleman drawl. His success rate of running down criminals was impressive, and she could learn much from him.


First thing on this morning’s agenda was a sixty-five-mile drive to the southern part of Runnels County and an interview with Carr Sullivan and his workers. Tomorrow morning, she’d talk to the manager of the Courtesy Inn and his staff about the murder victims who’d stayed on the property prior to their demise.


As soon as they left the city limits, Bella punched in the number for the Runnels County Sheriff’s Department. A woman with the voice of one who’d smoked for thirty years answered the phone.


“Sheriff Darren Adams, please.”


“Who’s calling?”


“Special Agent Bella Jordan from the FBI.”


“Yes, ma’am. I’ll put you through.”


While she waited for Sheriff Adams to answer, she pressed in the address for Carr Sullivan’s ranch on her BlackBerry’s GPS and proceeded south on Highway 83. Finally the sheriff answered the phone.


“Special Agent Jordan, this is Sheriff Adams. I’ve been expecting your call.”


“I’m driving to the High Butte Ranch with Special Agent Vic Anderson. What time will you be there?”


“I’m here now with some of my deputies.”


“Good. I have your findings with me, and I’m looking forward to working with you on this task force. From what I’ve seen, you’ve done a top-notch job with the investigation. You’ve already seen to dusting Professor Miller’s SUV and requesting phone records. The field offices in Houston and Dallas speak highly of you.”


“Thanks. We believe in our job. I haven’t contacted the Texas Rangers since I knew you were on board. We haven’t found a single thing to link a shooter to the crime scene, but we’re scouring the area.”


“Did you place a rush on the car sweep?”


He chuckled. “Nothing out here is done fast, but I’m doing my best.”


With the limited resources available to them, the sheriff’s department had done quite well. Perhaps she could speed along the car sweep.


“Sounds like Sullivan is our prime suspect since it was his rifle that turned up missing.” She waited for the sheriff to fill in more of his thoughts.


He cleared his throat. “I . . . I don’t think he’s our man. Carr Sullivan is a fine man. In church every Sunday. Volunteers there and in the community. Likable. I read his past record, and this is not the same man. He has too many good things on his side to pin three murders on him. I’d say there was more to these killings than a rancher gunning down three men for trespassing.”


Bella inwardly moaned. With the sheriff on the side of one of the suspects, the FBI’s job would be harder. “I understand he has an alibi.”


“His employees vouched for him.”


That’s worthless. “What can you tell me about them?” Bella had read the background checks on the two people, but the findings hadn’t come from someone who knew them.


“Jasper and Lydia Flores are over sixty years old and devout Christians. Jasper knows more about ranching than anyone I know, and Lydia is the best cook in the county. Both of them have been with Carr since he bought the High Butte.”


“Let me guess. They’ve lived in this community all of their lives.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Oh, how she remembered the loyalty of these people. “How did they come to work for him?”


“Carr indicated to the pastor of our church that he needed help, and our pastor knew Jasper and Lydia were in a bit of a bind financially. It worked out well for the three of them. They’re like family.”


So Adams and Carr attended the same church. She filed that away for future reference. “Can you assist Special Agent Anderson and me with this case objectively, knowing your friends may be involved with three murders?” Bella wished she could see his face and better read how her question affected him.


“Special Agent Jordan, those people may be my friends, but that doesn’t mean one of them isn’t capable of concealing a crime. On the other hand, I trust my instincts.” Irritation ripped through his voice.


She needed to make friends with Sheriff Darren Adams, not alienate him. “I apologize if I sounded like you were not a professional.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Were you briefed as to why the FBI has been called into this investigation?”


“Brandt Richardson’s involvement in the Spider Rock treasure. He’s on your wanted list for murder and may be involved.” He recited the explanation as though she were testing him. Not good. She needed to befriend him.


“Do you believe in the treasure?”


“Lots of folks around here swear by the old stories.”


Those old stories had nearly been her demise.


“The clues are everywhere, strung out in several counties, but the likelihood of the treasure being buried in Runnels County is slim. In response to your question, I’ve more important things to do than waste my time and money on searching for a supposed treasure.”


“Thanks, Sheriff. I’m hopeful this assignment will be completed in days and not weeks or months. I’ll be at the High Butte within the hour.” Bella disconnected the call and turned to Vic. “Do you know much about the sheriff? I heard a wild tale about him, but I don’t know if it’s true.”


Vic ran his hand through his hair. “Probably is. We call him Daredevil Adams. He’s been known to climb out of the passenger side of a moving patrol car and jump onto the bed of a pickup loaded with bundles of marijuana.” He laughed. “I’ve been known to pull a stunt or two, but I’m not sure I’d risk my neck for a little grass.”


“The story I heard had him standing up to half a dozen gang members who attempted to crash a high school dance. Adams and his wife were chaperoning in plain clothes. When one of the knife-wielding boys threatened a teacher, Adams used martial arts to settle all of them down.”


“That’s Daredevil Adams.”


“I look forward to meeting this West Texas hero.” And she hoped he had the integrity her report claimed.


Bella set her BlackBerry on record and fed it the information she’d gathered from her conversation with Sheriff Adams. This also gave Vic the opportunity to hear the other side of the conversation.


The farther she drove south on Highway 83, the more remote the area and the drier the air. An eerie feeling swept through her, as if she were driving from one world into another. In essence, she was. In some of the outlying areas, the nearest large town could be an hour’s drive or more. There the folks lived by their own rules and ethics. She should know; she’d witnessed the evil that could dwell in a man’s heart in this part of Texas.


“Sheriff Adams’s friendship with Sullivan bothers me,” she said. “I’ve read the sheriff’s career stats, and they’re admirable. Yet the church loyalties could mean a cover-up, a way for those involved to look like good Christian citizens while breaking the law.”


“I agree. The sheriff could be purposely ignoring clues. I’ll take a look at his reports and see if anything’s missing. When it comes to a violent crime, I don’t care whose toes get stepped on.”


“Good. While you’re at it, could you check on the vehicle belonging to Professor Miller? It was at the crime scene and hauled in for a complete sweep. The sooner we have the results, the better.”


Vic drummed his fingers on the dashboard. “I have a few questions about why you’re the lead agent.”


Here it comes. Vic’s talk about respecting women agents was about to get flushed down the toilet. “I’m surprised you weren’t informed. I spent the first fifteen years of my life in Runnels County. I know the locale.”


“I see. Is your family still here?”


“My aunt raised me, and she lives in Pennsylvania.”


“You’re a long way from home. Or close to it.”


“Depends on what a person calls home.”


Vic didn’t seem pleased with her response, and she couldn’t blame him. With his tenure at the bureau, he expected to be the lead. She considered explaining a little more, but why be defensive? She took a deep breath to rid herself of the animosity inching across the car seat. Nothing in her life had ever been easy, and nothing had led her to expect the road would be smooth now.


The countryside sprawled out on both sides of them: rolling land with little vegetation, harsh and unforgiving. Like most of her memories. Mesquite trees with their featherlike leaves and live oaks dotted the land. Cacti bloomed in yellow, adding color to the bland countryside. Everything here was a postcard of a place she vowed never to revisit.


She entered Runnels County on the north side, a little more rolling and flat. To the right of 83, fields had been plowed and irrigated. Memories, like haunting nightmares, swept over her. She needed this assignment for more reasons than she cared to list.


Once through the small town of Ballinger, the county seat, she took 67 toward Coleman and Valera, according to the GPS recommendations on her phone. These were towns she remembered from school days. She had about another six miles to the High Butte Ranch, passing over Long Branch Creek, then Bearfoot, Butternut, Mustang, and Middle Mustang creeks. More time to think and plan, and Vic wasn’t a big talker. She couldn’t tell if he was sulking about not having the lead or simply quiet.


Bella drove past a Dodge pickup caked with red dirt. The driver lifted a finger from the steering wheel. It reminded her of old neighbors—neighbors who smiled and went on with their lives, neighbors who thought Christianity meant minding their own business. Neighbors who thought they knew each other.


As much as she didn’t want to relive her younger days, if something embedded in her mind led to finding Richardson or solving the case, she’d bring it to the surface.


Opposite a cemetery, she turned right onto a narrow dirt road that was supposed to lead to the High Butte. She moaned. Railroad tracks, then a locked gate strung across the narrow road—not an unusual sight for this area, but she’d hoped for clear passage to the ranch. A sign read, 6187 Acres. No Hunting, No Fishing, No Firearms. Someone should have told the shooter. A solar panel to operate the gate was mounted high on a pole, and a call box was affixed about five feet from the ground.


“I’ve got the number for the ranch and the sheriff,” Vic said, opening the car door. “I’ll get one of them to open the gate.”


A few moments later, he shook his head and walked back to the car. “The call box doesn’t work. Imagine that.”


Bella pulled her phone from her purse to call Sheriff Adams. Rats. No connectivity. She turned to Vic. “Can you call out?”


He glanced at his BlackBerry. “Nope.”


“We could walk, but I don’t want my rear filled with buckshot.” What a way to begin the investigation.


“Neither do I want to carry our equipment or leave it behind.”


Groaning, she backed onto the paved road and headed back the six miles to Ballinger. Once inside the city limits, she parked at a feed store and saw she had the ability to call out. Again she pressed in the sheriff’s number.


“The gate’s locked on the 67 entrance,” she said after he answered.


“I entered on the west side, where there isn’t a gate. Same entrance where the victims entered. I’ll get Carr to open the gate on 67.”


“Thanks. We’re on our way.” Bella exchanged an exasperated look with Vic and drove back toward the High Butte’s gate. She drove slower this time, taking in what she could see of the ranch to the right of her. In the distance a butte rose up to meet a cloudless sky. Many of the ranches had wind power farms to generate electricity, and Sullivan’s property had them too. Frankly, she thought they were ugly.


A sharp bang startled her. A blowout. Bella lifted her foot from the gas pedal and gripped the steering wheel while maneuvering the car to the right side of the road. The left rear wheel bumped metal to the pavement as the car slowed to a stop, and she turned off the engine.


“Someone just shot out your tire.” Vic pulled his weapon from his pocket.


Another bang leveled the front left tire. “A rifle.” She leaned toward the right side of the car and retrieved the Glock 26 from her ankle holster. She lowered the windows and strained her ears, listening for more rifle fire. Only the quiet sounds of birds and insects met her.


Vic slowly lifted the handle on the passenger side, then kicked it open. He peered in all directions. All seemed quiet. “I don’t see a thing,” he whispered.


Seconds passed with her pounding heart keeping her company. So they’d been followed. A crow soared above them and called out to another. Cat and mouse was not her favorite game.


She gathered up her phone in her palm and hoped for a signal this close to town. Redialing Sheriff Adams, she realized a little good luck would fit the bill. He answered on the second ring.


“Special Agent Jordan here. We’ve got a little problem.” Bella peered up slightly through the driver’s side window. A faint dry breeze met her. “Someone’s shot out my tires.”


“Are you two okay?”


Until I run into Brandt Richardson. “Yeah. Fine. Wondering where the shooter is hiding. The shots came from the property to the north of the road.”


“Any more shots?”


“No. He’s had time, unless he only meant to scare us.” Which did scare her a little. No way would she confess that to a twenty-year seasoned agent.


“Where are you?”


She slid her finger across the GPS portion of her phone. “About three miles out of Ballinger.”


“Sit tight. We’ll be right there.”


The longer Bella waited for Sheriff Adams, the more restless she became. This is ridiculous. “Know what, Vic? I’m not sitting here waiting for the county sheriff’s department to save my hide.”


“And I don’t plan to read in the local newspaper about how the sheriff’s department saved two FBI agents.”


She caught his attention. “Our egos are bad.”


“But we’re honest. Are you calling your supervisor about the shooting?”


Bella didn’t want to inform Swartzer about the shots, but she was supposed to report the damage done to a government vehicle.


“I will later. I want to check out the tires first.”


Vic eased out the passenger side, using the door and the car as a shield. Bella crawled over the console and followed suit. A few head of Black Angus cattle grazed on the High Butte, unaffected by the rifle fire. Across the road, a clump of trees stood about six hundred feet from the car. Thick enough to hide the shooter, especially if he had a high-powered rifle. If he’d wanted to pick them off, he’d have done so before now.


“I sure would like to know if those bullets are still in my tires,” she said. “The rear is metal to the road, but the front tire should have the bullet.”


“I can take a look.”


“No thanks. I’ll do it.” She pulled a pocketknife from her purse and proceeded to the front driver’s side of her car with the knife in one hand and her Glock in the other. Vic covered her. Kneeling, she studied the terrain again to the left. Nothing, not even a breeze. She saw where the bullet had lodged in the tire, but it was too deep for her pocketknife.


Hearing a siren, she and Vic stood to view the approaching flashing lights of the county sheriff’s car. The vehicle kicked up dirt and dust behind it like a posse on the move. Behind that one was another county sheriff’s car and then a red Ford F-250 King Ranch Crew Cab. One of the other agents had just purchased one, and he’d given every agent in the field office a tour.


The deputies emerged from their cars with their guns drawn. For Bella, a heavy dose of frustration and embarrassment lingered in the dry air. What a way to begin an assignment.


Bella and Vic stepped out from behind the open door and walked toward the sheriff. The man who emerged from the driver’s side was anything but the stereotypical country law enforcer. Sheriff Darren Adams stood nearly six feet three, was tanned, and was definitely in shape. No spare tire there. Definitely the daredevil type.


She stuck out her hand. “Sheriff Adams, good to meet you. Special Agent Bella Jordan. This is Special Agent Vic Anderson.”


She reached for her creds from the back of her waist, and Vic pulled his from his jeans pocket.


The sheriff gripped her hand lightly and made good eye contact. He gave a cursory glance at their creds. “Looks like the FBI needs to do a little field training in West Texas.”


Ouch. That hurt. “You’re probably right. Thanks for coming when you did.”


The sheriff scanned the area around them. “Any more activity?”


“No.”


“And you are okay?” He peered at one, then the other.


“Oh yes.” Bella turned to view her FBI-issued car. It looked sad, reminding her of one of the vehicles in the animated Cars movie. “I could have flipped it.”


“Could be the shooter wanted you to lose control.”


“Then he lost round one.” But she figured the shooter wanted them to understand they were being watched, and he probably got a good chuckle out of the episode.


The sheriff motioned to two officers beside him and pointed in the direction where the shots had been fired. “Take a look behind those trees in the pasture.” He shook his head at the crippled condition of her car. Deflated had taken on a whole new meaning. The driver from the pickup strode toward them.


“The bullet should be embedded in the front tire,” she said. “I’m anxious to trace the rifle to see if it’s the same as the murder weapon.”


“Let’s hope not,” the jean-clad man said. He held out his hand, and she got a glimpse of his face under a cowboy hat: clear blue eyes, lashes too long for a man, thick blond hair. Shock rode on the wind as recognition swept over her.


“You’re Carr Sullivan.”


“That’s right.” He smiled and shook her hand. He wore a pale yellow shirt with silver snaps, faded jeans, and dusty boots. A portable radio and a cell phone were clipped on his belt. In the five years he’d lived here, he’d definitely learned to fit in. He stuck out his hand to Vic and introduced himself. “In better circumstances, I’d have welcomed you to Runnels County with a barbecue.”


Some things never changed. He still liked to party. “In better circumstances, I’d not be here.”


He nodded at Bella. “That’s a good one.”


She didn’t particularly care for his confidence, more akin to cockiness. “You have a pretty good attitude for a man suspected of murder.”


“I’m innocent, and I’m out to prove it.”


She caught Sheriff Adams’s attention. “I assume Mr. Sullivan has been with you the whole time?”


“Yes, ma’am.” The sheriff turned to Sullivan. “Special Agent Jordan is the lead on this investigation.”


Sullivan looked none too happy. So he had a problem with women too. They were going to get along just fine.


“What can you tell us about what happened?” Sheriff Adams stuck his thumbs inside his belt. Now he looked like a cowboy law enforcer.


“Nothing to tell. We left Ballinger and drove back toward the gate. Didn’t see a single vehicle.”


“But someone saw you.”


“Someone had to have an idea about what we were doing.” Could the sheriff be behind this? After all, he was the only one who knew when she and Vic would be on the road toward the High Butte.


“Possibly having someone watch your hotel and phone ahead when you left,” the sheriff said.


She and Vic were supposed to conduct surveillance work, not the shooter. “I hadn’t noted anyone following us, so your explanation is probably right. What do you suggest about my car?”


“I can tow it to the county sheriff’s department in Ballinger. We need that bullet.”


“Sounds like a plan.”


The lack of wheels and being at the mercy of a county sheriff plummeted her spirits. Nothing like being humbled, and I deserve it. Too many times she took on a brisk attitude simply because of her gender and her stature. “Should have brought my bicycle.”


Sheriff Adams chuckled. “I’ll get your car back as quickly as I can.”


“Are you returning to Sullivan’s ranch?” Bella said.


“I am.”


“Good. We can spend some time going over the investigation.” She turned to Carr. “Mr. Sullivan, I have a lot of questions to ask you.” She wasn’t about to ask him if he had an attorney.


“Call me Carr. In fact, why don’t you ride back to the ranch with me? We can start the questioning en route.”


Did he think she’d lost her mind along with her ride? “No thank you. I really need some one-on-one time with Sheriff Adams.”


“And the idea of riding with a suspect doesn’t appeal to you?” Carr’s words twisted toward sarcasm. “Would you prefer that Agent Anderson ride with us?”


“Easy, Carr.” Sheriff Adams’s voice rumbled low. “Special Agent Jordan has a job to do. We all want this over with and the real killer found.”


Bella’s opinion of the sheriff raised a notch. No, two notches. The caverns beneath Carr’s eyes indicated he hadn’t slept for a few nights. She wouldn’t want a friend of hers suspected of murder. Friends on the edge. A twinge of compassion swept through her for these two men. How far would the sheriff go to protect Carr? A good question, and she didn’t have an answer.


“Mr. Sullivan—I mean, Carr—I understand the past few days have been a nightmare for you. Three murder victims killed with a rifle belonging to you—”


“Stolen.”


“Yes, sir. No doubt if the bullet in the tire of my car is from your rifle, then the suspicions about you are greatly diminished.”


“Will I be exonerated?”


“That will happen when substantial evidence points elsewhere.”


Carr rubbed his forehead. “I understand. Never thought I’d be involved in a murder case. Neither did I ever think I’d find dead bodies on my ranch.”


Was his regret staging? “We’ve got to talk about all of it.” Bella looked at Sheriff Adams. “I changed my mind; I’ll ride with him. Do you have reports for me to see?”


“In my car.”


She could examine them later, and Vic had already indicated a need to follow up on the work done the previous day. Right now her prime suspect was tired and upset. And under those physical and mental stresses, he might let something slip.


“I need to get my equipment first.”


“Would you like some help?” Carr said.


She was definitely in West Texas.






Chapter 4


Carr slowly drove Highway 67 toward the High Butte, sparse trees and grazing livestock dotting the landscape on either side of the road. He hadn’t expected a woman, especially a petite one, but her feisty attitude made up for her tiny frame. If he chose to cast an admiring glance, he did like auburn hair and deep, sea green eyes.


What am I doing admiring a woman who’s investigating me for murder?


The last two nights without sleep had affected him worse than he thought. Carr’s temples began to throb at the thought of the evidence stacked against him. With Agent Jordan sitting in his truck, she could watch his every move and analyze him. He imagined she was weighing his body language, every word he said, and mulling over his past record as a high roller who had a nasty temper. If he were in her shoes, he’d clamp on the handcuffs.


He swallowed what seemed like a boulder and forged ahead. “Look, I think we got off on the wrong foot. I’m sorry.” He gripped the steering wheel. “I know this situation looks bleak. But I didn’t kill those men. I want you to know I’ll do whatever it takes to prove my innocence.”


He assumed she’d heard a lot of innocent pleas from criminals who were guilty as sin—and murder was a sin. And here he was trying to persuade her that the evidence against him was a setup. What could he say or do to convince her that the authorities suspected the wrong man?


“Did the men come to see you prior to the shootings?” Her voice rang soft, sweet, as if she cared about his stress. Obviously she’d learned how to use compassion to wile a suspect’s confession.


“No. One of them called me, Daniel Kegley. That was a shocker, since only a handful of people have my cell phone number. Don’t know how he got the number, but if someone wants something bad enough, I know the information can be found.” Carr moistened his lips. “Kegley said he represented a team of three men who had proof the Spider Rock treasure was buried on my ranch. They wanted to dig for it and would give me 15 percent of the findings.” He reached for his can of Mountain Dew, not knowing what he needed more—the caffeine rush or the sugar to fill the empty pit in the bottom of his stomach. “I turned them down. Told them to stay away from my ranch, or I’d report them to the sheriff.”


“How did Kegley respond?”


“Told me I was throwing away the opportunity of a lifetime. I could be rich beyond my wildest imagination. Buy anything I wanted. He went on and on, so I hung up.”


“When did Kegley make the call?”


Carr mentally calculated the days. Today was Wednesday, and the call came last week. “Last Thursday.”


“Did you hear from them again?”


Carr had kept the other calls to himself, most assuredly a mistake. His head pounded harder. The idea of being arrested for withholding information stomped across his mind. But he had to be transparent and tell her the truth. “Yes. Two more times after the first one.” He shot her a quick look. “And I didn’t tell Sheriff Adams about the other two calls. I don’t have an excuse except that I was trying to make the whole thing disappear.”


“Understandable, Carr. This is a tragic occurrence. So what happened?”


“Friday night, Kegley phoned me with the same request. He claimed to be with his two partners in Abilene. I heard music and talking in the background, which led me to believe they were in a bar or restaurant. I told him to stay off my land, or I’d run them off with buckshot in their rears.”


“So Kegley made contact twice.”


“Right.” Carr paused, thinking through the last call to see if he’d missed something. “The professor phoned me on Sunday night. He had a different tack. I termed it a threat. Said my past would catch up with me if I didn’t cooperate. He had the means to destroy me financially. I figured they were all nuts, and I’d report them to Sheriff Adams after Jasper and I rode fence on Monday.” He shrugged. “You know the rest.”


He could feel her gaze branding him. “I don’t understand why you didn’t reveal this earlier.”


“I told you. I wanted it all to go away. Stupid, but true.”


“That doesn’t make sense for a man who was a prominent business professional.”


His blood pressure zipped from borderline high to nearly uncontrollable. “Managing a business and making an error that costs money is not the same as finding three bodies on your property that costs someone their life.”


“Same man. Same mental faculties.”


“Believe what you want. I told you the truth to assist in the investigation.”


“Are you hiding anything else?”


“No, ma’am.” Anger rippled across his chest. Oh, great. A heart attack would solve the FBI’s dilemma. His coffin would seal his guilt.


“If you do remember something, please call me.” She reached inside her purse and pulled out a business card. From the corner of his eye, he saw her write something on the back of it before placing it on the console. “I wrote my cell number on the back. I don’t make a habit of handing mine out either.”


“I’ll keep it to myself.” He took a deep breath to steady his nerves.


“Thanks. And you’re not to take any trips from the immediate area until the investigation is over.”


“I understand what prime suspect means.” Which also meant his dream of establishing a home for at-risk teen boys would remain a dream, at least for the present. “I also understand from Sheriff Adams that I’m not the only suspect. I believe there’s a man on your wanted list who could be behind this.”


“Right. Tell me about your missing rifle.”


Why did she have to be so abrupt? “As I told the sheriff, I have no idea how long it’s been missing.”


“And why didn’t you report it?”


Hadn’t she already read his report? “My mind was on other things.”


They rode in silence with only the rumbling of the truck engine keeping them company. Ten years ago, he would have been contriving ways to seduce her, complimenting her, asking her to dinner, looking for an angle to impress her. How pathetically selfish he’d been then by not valuing women as human beings with sharp minds and tender feelings. He’d never been afraid of a woman until today. Special Agent Bella Jordan had the power to charge him with three counts of murder.


Carr considered flipping on the radio or playing a CD, but the music might offend her. Who cares? He punched the Play button for a CD. Ah, Michael W. Smith. Carr needed some reassurance that he wasn’t alone in this nightmare.


* * * 


Bella stared at the road while the male singer eased the silence between her and Carr. She’d been right; he was hiding something. But he’d spilled his guts without coercion from her. In fact, he offered the information. In one breath she saw and heard sincerity, and in the next she viewed a polished businessman disguised as a good old boy from West Texas. And she didn’t care for the man’s confidence masked as “poor me who’s been set up for murder” syndrome.


Murderers were desperate people who thought through their actions in hopes of stopping the authorities who sought to bring them to justice. Three men were dead on his ranch, shot with his missing rifle. How much more evidence did she need?


She noted the mobile radio that acted as a repeater for his portable radio and probably for others who worked for him. Mr. Sullivan had all of the toys. Was he accustomed to always getting what he wanted?


A heavy dose of reality halted her accusations. A man was innocent until proven guilty, not the other way around. Carr Sullivan deserved respect until evidence proved otherwise. She knew better. Bella glanced his way. He was visibly upset. Aunt Debbie used to say Bella had a mental block when it came to males, and she needed to forgive those men who had disappointed her instead of blaming every male on the planet. Aunt Debbie was usually right.


“Good song,” she finally said, though she hadn’t been paying much attention.


“Do you listen to his music?”


“No. A little classical now and then. By the time I’m alone in my car or at home, I want quiet.”


“Michael W. Smith is an icon in the Christian music arena. Performed for a lot of audiences, even Billy Graham Crusades.”


“That’s impressive.” Billy Graham she knew. Aunt Debbie believed he was as good a preacher as the apostle Paul, only better, because Billy Graham had that singer with a deep voice and a three-part name—George . . . George . . . She couldn’t remember. Oh, it didn’t matter. A three-part name who sang with a deep voice. Bella had more questions for Carr before they reached his ranch. “Tell me what happened in Dallas.”


He stiffened. “What are you referring to?”


“Let’s start with the last arrest.” She forced herself to sound more like a counselor than an agent seeking to pull out a confession.


“I imagine you have it all in your records. Wouldn’t surprise me if you had the information downloaded to your BlackBerry.”


Smart man. “I prefer to hear it from you.”


“All right. I partied a lot in those days. One night at a club, after having too much to drink, I slugged a guy who made a pass at my girlfriend. When he got up, I hit him again. Didn’t know he was a popular country-western singer. Went to jail for a few hours. Paid a fine. That’s it.”


“Do you still have problems with your temper?”


He tried to cover his obvious annoyance, but she saw it—his brows arched and his jaw set. “God has shown me how to rely on Him instead of using my fists. Do I still struggle with my temper? Sure. But it’s a whole lot easier to control when He’s walking beside me.” He turned down the dirt road where the locked gate had previously kept her from entering the High Butte. She couldn’t even see a house or a barn.


Carr put the truck in park and stepped out to unlock the gate. He swung it wide, then climbed back inside, drove through, and locked the gate again.


“What do you know about the Spider Rock treasure?” Bella said.


“Never heard of it until those men wanted to dig for it on my land. If you’re asking if I believe it exists, the answer is no. Treasure hunters are those who want to get rich without working.”


Exactly. “Some folks spend a lifetime looking for . . . let’s say the Spider Rock treasure. They look for clues and follow them. When those are exhausted, they look for more and justify spending money and deserting their families for the sake of the find. The addiction is as strong as cocaine.”


“Not me,” Carr said. “I don’t have the time or the inclination.”


“You run cattle and a few horses?”


“That’s right.”


She allowed a comfortable silence to settle between them. “This is definitely peaceful with all the sights and sounds of nature. Do you enjoy living out here instead of the city?”


He splayed his fingers over the steering wheel. “I do. It’s quiet. Cows don’t talk back. I choose my own company.”


“But it’s so desolate.”


“This is true beauty to me—a wild, untamed freshness that brings me closer to God. No sounds of traffic or smells of polluted air. No taste of disgruntled people or the stress of business to tend to. Just me and God in the nature He created for the world to enjoy. This is where I belong.”


Did Sullivan truly believe this or had he carefully rehearsed his words? “It doesn’t look like you get many people selling magazines.” She purposely turned to stare out the passenger side window at cattle-filled pastures. Typical ranch. Neatly kept. The barns and a house came into view.


“I’ve never had a problem with anyone bothering me until Monday.”


Not exactly what Carr Sullivan should have said to prove his innocence. “Don’t forget: no trips or vacations until this is settled.”


His face pinched. “How long do you think it will take?”


“Depends on how quickly we can work through the investigation and make an arrest.”


“What can I say or do to show my desire to help find the killer?”


She took in a breath. They were nearing a picturesque farmhouse with a huge wraparound porch. Two Australian cow dogs ran to greet them. “That’s a ‘should’ question.”


He stopped the truck and focused on her. “I don’t understand.”


“You shouldn’t have threatened those dead men, and you should have reported the missing rifle, and you should have told Sheriff Adams the whole truth.”






End of sample
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