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      Two cypress knees sticking up from the far bank of the Medina River had stopped the body from floating farther downstream. Former sheriff Fen Maguire looked at the lifeless form and let out a low moan. If this causes me to miss Thanksgiving, Thelma and Bailey will roast me instead of a turkey. Fen stopped the path of such a thought. As a seasoned lawman, he knew disappointment had no place when it came to duty. Somewhere was a family who would be feeling much more than disappointment on this holiday.

      He slipped his cell phone out of his jacket pocket and located a name in his contacts. It didn’t take long before the man’s voice asked, “Fen? Is that really you?”

      “It’s me, Rusty. I hate to ruin your day, but I’m looking at a body in the river.”

      “You’re joking.” Sheriff Rusty Irons waited for a count of three and said, “No, you’re not. You don’t joke about bodies in rivers. Male or female?”

      “Can’t tell. The body is face down and he, or she, is against the far bank.”

      “What’s your location?”

      “Behind the River Oak Inn. I’ve booked a room here.”

      “I’m on my way with help. Is anyone else nearby?”

      “No one but me.”

      Fen heard the sheriff’s movements as his breathing increased and the jingle of keys sounded. “Expect to hear a lot of noise coming your way.”

      After the call ended Fen looked at his watch. It took twelve seconds for the first siren to break the quiet of Bandera, Texas, the self-proclaimed cowboy capital of the world, a town of about a thousand souls. The screams of more emergency vehicles soon joined the first.

      Sheriff Robert “Rusty” Irons parked his half-ton, four-wheel-drive pickup truck in the hotel’s rear parking lot, walked past a small asphalt parking lot for motorcycles only, and crossed a wooden footbridge. He quick-stepped across a grassy, flat area about the size of a football field, coming to a halt close to where Fen stood on the east side of the tree-lined bank of the Medina River.

      “That was a fast response time,” said Fen.

      “I was a few blocks away at the Cowgirl Coffee Company getting my morning cup of motivation.”

      The sheriff reminded Fen of the stump from a sawed-off oak tree. He wasn’t tall, but he was dense and never seemed satisfied that he had to wear boots to reach five-seven. It hadn’t surprised Fen to learn that Rusty had a drawer full of belt buckles proving his aptitude for steer wrestling.

      Fen pointed to a spot on the far bank. Words weren’t necessary. The sheriff took a long look as Fen watched for a reaction. As expected, Rusty scowled.

      Two additional officers arrived in quick succession—one male and the other female. Fen noted the female looked in much better physical condition than the male officer. A silver Stetson covered her hair, except for the tight, raven bun at the base of her neck. He guessed her age to be thirty, give or take a couple of years. The sheriff’s department uniform and winter jacket hid most of her curves. Out of habit, Fen glanced at her left hand and found it void of a wedding band.

      Rusty’s first instructions went to the male officer. “Scooter, put up yellow tape a hundred yards upstream and twenty-five yards downstream.”

      The man nodded like he understood, then asked, “Why not a hundred yards downstream?”

      Rusty closed his eyes and opened them again. His voice barely masked his impatience. “Which way is the river flowing?”

      “Uh… from right to left.”

      “Correct. The likelihood of discovering a primary crime scene is much better upstream.”

      “How far up the bank did you want me to go?”

      “About a hundred yards. Stretch the tape between trees and bushes and stay outside the area. Also, tape off the footbridge and don’t let sightseers past you. I’ll send someone to tell you what to do next.”

      The female deputy didn’t need to be told what to do. She already had yellow tape tied off downstream and was working her way toward them.

      Another deputy sheriff arrived, this one with chevrons on his collar. Rusty turned to the female officer instead. “KK, call your team and tell them where to put in and where you want the ambulance.”

      “I’ll put in at the park and have the ambulance go there.”

      The sheriff addressed his sergeant. “Put the next deputy to arrive at the footbridge and have Scooter report to me. I don’t want anyone but first responders on this floodplain.”

      Having been in law enforcement for twenty years, Fen knew things would slow down from this point on, even though emergency vehicles would continue to arrive. The sheriff looked at Fen and answered an unasked question.

      “KK is Kathy Krump, but nobody calls her Kathy. She’s not been a deputy long in this county but has certification as an EMT, plus she’s our Swift-water Rescue Leader. She’s who we call when the Medina gets angry like it is today.”

      “You’re lucky to have her,” said Fen.

      The morning dragged on until the sound of an outboard motor caught Fen’s ear. The Zodiac rounded a bend in the river with KK operating the boat. She looked different wearing a helmet and a life jacket.

      The engine throttled down and brought the inflatable watercraft to within inches of the body on the far bank. With practiced skill, she held the boat still while instructing two beefy firefighters to take pictures of the body still in the water.

      One firefighter made an obligatory check for the victim’s pulse and shouted, “He’s deceased.” After snapping photos, he put the camera back into a waterproof pouch and slipped it into a compartment on his vest.

      The river hadn’t yet crested its banks, so the trip across took mere seconds. KK nestled the boat against the bank in front of Fen and Sheriff Irons, while instructing firefighters to secure lines fore and aft.

      Fen and Rusty moved toward the bank, making sure not to slip into the river, which was still rising. Fen sought higher ground where thick roots shot outward from a massive cypress tree. He wanted to get a look at the victim who now lay face up in the bottom of the rubber boat. Thick whiskers on the victim’s chin answered a previous question about gender. He was a lanky man with long black hair that covered much of his face.

      The justice of the peace had arrived and moved to inspect the body. Fen surrendered his spot.

      “Somebody hold me by the back of my belt. Two or three of you form a chain if you have to. If I go into the Medina this morning, I expect you to come in after me.”

      Several first responders complied, and the wiry older man hovered over the boat as he made a cursory exam. He stood upright and said, “I don’t know him.”

      “Does anyone recognize him?” asked Rusty.

      Fen watched the first responders. KK looked away for a moment. No one else reacted after seeing the man’s face.

      The JP took over again. “Take him to the park. I’ll go through his pockets there and make a preliminary ruling on the cause of death.”

      “Hold on a minute,” said Fen. “Can you look at the back of his neck before you leave? One of you in the boat, lift the hair out of the way.”

      KK had gloves on and performed the task.

      “There,” said Fen as he leaned forward while holding onto a tree branch.

      KK bent over and examined the spot Fen had noticed.

      The justice of the peace spoke as he squinted. “Well, I’ll be. How did you see that?”

      “I was looking for it.”

      “What is it?” asked a voice behind Fen.

      KK gave Fen a piercing look. “It appears to be the entry wound of a gunshot.”

      The JP looked over his shoulder. “This changes things. I’ll take a better look when you get him out of the boat, but right now, this looks like a homicide.” He shifted his gaze and said, “KK, look in his pockets for identification.”

      All eyes were on KK. She located a wallet in the victim’s back pocket, opened it, and pulled out a driver’s license. “The man’s name is Clay Trueblood.”

      KK produced an evidence bag and slipped the wallet in it.

      Sheriff Irons asked, “Does that name mean anything to anyone?”

      The sergeant said, “It rings a bell, but not a loud one. It might have been a traffic stop from a long time ago.”

      No one else had anything to add. KK looked up toward Fen and in a loud whisper asked, “Who are you, and how did you know to pull his hair away from the back of his head?”

      Rusty answered. “This is Sheriff Fen Maguire.”

      “Former sheriff,” said Fen.

      The sound of the boat’s engine coming to life put a temporary end to further conversations, and people moved away from the riverbank.

      Rusty and Fen walked toward Fen’s easel and sketchpad that he’d covered with a thick piece of plastic. The current sheriff of Bandera County hooked his thumbs in the front pockets of his jeans. “I’m hearing you’re not as former of a lawman as you want people to believe. Would it be asking too much of you to take a ride with me down to the park where the ambulance is waiting? My sergeant can handle things here.”

      Fen knew he needed to set some boundaries to avoid any misunderstanding. “You need to know I’m leaving town in the morning. All I can give you is the rest of the day.”

      “Fair enough,” said Rusty.

      Fen reached for a camp stool he’d been sitting on while sketching. “I’ll need to take my work up to my room.”

      “No problem. I’ll talk to my deputies and get men searching on both sides of the river. Let’s see if we can’t find the original crime scene.”
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      Rusty walked through the open door of Fen’s motel room. He looked at sketches taped to the walls. “You’re a genuine artist, not an amateur.”

      “Don’t sound so surprised. I’ve been painting and sketching all my life. I’m here to find interesting locations, take photos and do rough sketches. This winter I’ll paint an oil on canvas and try to make something come to life.”

      Once outside, Rusty asked, “Was that your wife’s picture on the nightstand?”

      “My late wife, Sally.”

      “She was beautiful.”

      “Yes, she was, inside and out.”

      Rusty’s chin dipped. “Sorry. It must be tough being single again.”

      Fen pressed the key fob to open his truck. He located his slicker suit, which he kept rolled into a tight ball and tucked behind the rear seat. He finally responded to the words of concern. “The first years were the worst. Time, getting older, and painting help me cope with losing her.”

      Fen kept talking but took the conversation in a completely different direction as they made the short drive down Main Street. “Did you know this isn’t the first person I’ve found face down in a river?”

      “I’ve heard some rumors,” said Rusty.

      “My ranch is on the Brazos, northeast of Austin. A body in the Brazos was the first case I helped solve after the voters of Newman County failed to reelect me.”

      “It must have been tough to lose your wife and your job as sheriff.”

      Fen gave a weak nod. “It was stay with Sally as she slowly died or run a reelection campaign. I chose the first option and don’t regret a minute of staying by her side.”

      They turned right off Main Street and observed a waiting ambulance with lights flashing. Otherwise, the city park was void of activity.

      The sheriff parked close to the ambulance and looked upward. “More rain is coming soon. We’d better put on our rain gear while we have a chance.”

      Outside, the sound of an outboard motor caught Fen’s attention. “That must be KK. I’m surprised it’s taking her so long to get here.”

      “The river makes a big loop to the west between here and your motel. Runoff from the heavy rains has swollen the river and made it possible for KK to travel so far upstream in the Kodiak. She’s the only person I trust enough to navigate the Medina.” He pointed. “Did you notice the short dam when we drove up?”

      “I saw it and heard it. There’s a lot of water going downstream in a hurry.”

      The sky suddenly cried large, cold drops. Fen hastened to slip into his slicker suit and affix a plastic cover over his felt Stetson. The downpour drowned out most of the sound from the still-distant outboard motor.

      Rusty and Fen moved to the edge of the river, which was now running faster and edging onto the floodplain. Rusty said, “I was afraid this would happen. The tall hills to the north and west are steep enough to force rainclouds upward and they dump a lot of water on rocky ground. So far, it hasn’t been enough to cause much damage, but that could change soon.”

      Fen looked at the river. “Does the Medina flood often?”

      “Rarely, but the floods have come close to wiping out the town a time or two. Hurricanes and tropical storms are our biggest enemies. In 1978, a tropical storm dumped several feet of rain in two days. Hurricane Harvey hit in 2017 and took twenty-seven lives in Bandera, Kerr, and Kendall Counties. Army helicopters picked people out of the tops of trees and dropped them off on high ground behind the county courthouse here in Bandera.”

      Fen put in a word of encouragement. “I watched the weather this morning. They say the rain should move out before dark.”

      Rusty kept his gaze locked on the river. “My biggest concern is people driving through low-water crossings on the backroads. They forget the power of running water. It doesn’t flood often enough to justify building massive bridges on county roads. Property damage won’t be a problem with this storm, but cars and trucks being swept off creek crossings may be.”

      Fen looked upstream. “Here comes the Zodiac.”

      “And not a minute too soon,” said Rusty. “The rain is really coming down.”

      Fen watched the approaching boat for a few seconds, but something else caught his attention. He squinted and made sure the brim of his Stetson blocked the driving rain as he pointed. “Look!”

      Rusty’s gaze followed to where Fen pointed. “Is that a log?”

      “If it’s a log,” said Fen, “it’s wearing a red jacket.”

      Rusty responded with an expletive. He moved to the edge of the bank, formed his hands into a waving X, and pointed across the river.

      KK continued toward the bank, but one firefighter must have seen what Fen and Rusty saw. He turned and hollered something to the female deputy. Her gaze shifted, and the craft made a quick change of course and increased speed.

      Rusty kept his gaze on the object that floated ever closer to the waterfall going over the short dam. It was a race to see if the red object would tumble out of sight before the Zodiac could reach it. KK piloted the craft to within a few feet of the low-water dam. She spun the boat in a tight one-hundred-eighty-degree turn and held the boat still in the swift current. The two firefighters who’d retrieved the first body hung off the side of the inflatable boat and grabbed any part of the object they could. Slowly, the boat moved forward against the current and headed to where Fen, Rusty, and two ambulance attendants watched and waited.

      A last burst of power from the outboard motor beached the craft enough for the cadre of first responders to drag the object ashore. Flowing blond hair told Fen this was no log, but victim number two of the day.

      Rusty spoke into his phone. “Leon, I have another customer for you. KK and the firemen just fished a second body out of the river. It’s a female this time, with what looks like a similar wound to the back of her head. She’s lying face down on the bank. We won’t move her until you get here, but you’d better hurry. The river’s rising.”

      After several first responders removed the first victim from the Zodiac, KK looked at Fen. “I need to get this boat out of the water. Can you go to my truck and back the trailer down the ramp?”

      Fen spoke as the rain continued to fall. “Glad to. Give me the keys.”

      KK pitched them to him. She clicked the idling engine into reverse and gunned it until the bow slid off the slick grass. Fen moved with head down through the rain and soon had the boat’s trailer backed down a concrete ramp, making sure it didn’t go too far into the river. KK slid the boat onto the trailer with precision and motioned for Fen to pull forward. Once the trailer was well out of the water, Fen put the truck in park and went to lend a hand to secure the craft to the trailer.

      The two made quick work of the task, and Fen climbed into the passenger’s seat while KK climbed into the driver’s seat.

      Fen’s words stopped her before she could put the truck in gear. “Let’s sit here and have a little talk.”

      KK’s wet eyebrows knitted together. “What is it?”

      Fen didn’t hesitate. “How long before you tell Sheriff Irons you know the first victim?”

      A look of panic flashed across KK’s face, but only for a couple of seconds. She hung her head for a moment, then righted herself as her chin quivered. “How did you know?”

      “The same way I knew to look for a gunshot wound to the back of the head. Ten years as a state trooper and another ten as a sheriff taught me to watch for reactions. You looked away when you saw the Texas star tattoo on Clay’s chest. If I was guessing, you have the same tattoo.”

      Her hand went to her chest. “A long time ago he was my fiancé.”

      Fen froze her with a stare. “Never lie about your past if you value your career. Tell Rusty about your past relationship with the victim.”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Rusty will eventually find out on his own. I won’t say a word, but I know I won’t have to. You’ll do the right thing.”

      She looked at the gathering along the riverbank. “I have a favor to ask. Let me tell him later. The river will continue to rise today, and my job is to save lives. This double murder has to wait.”

      Fen quirked a smile and said, “You’re right, but your time will be up as soon as the water goes down.”

      Fen’s phone buzzed and broke the tension his terse words caused. The photo on the phone’s screen showed the smiling face of a petite, blond young woman. “Bailey, are you on the road yet?”

      “I’m walking to my truck. My last class was a complete waste of time. Have you left Bandera?”

      “Something came up. I won’t leave until tomorrow morning.”

      “How many bodies this time?” asked Bailey, the off-again, on-again college student.

      “Two so far, but the day is still young.” Fen cut his gaze toward KK as he said, “All the rain we’ve had this week has swollen the Medina River and she gave up her secrets today.”

      Bailey let out a cackle. “What rain? It’s dry as a desert here today.”

      “I’m closer to Mexico than I am to you. This is the second day of heavy rains, and the Medina is about to flood.”

      “No matter how many bodies, rain or shine, you better be here for Thanksgiving.”

      “I’ll try to remember that. Tell Thelma I should be home tomorrow by mid-afternoon.”

      Bailey didn’t hesitate. “You’d better be. I’m not covering for you this time. The only thing I’m telling Thelma is exactly what you said about not coming home before tomorrow and finding two bodies.”

      “That will be enough for me to earn a fried bologna sandwich instead of one of Thelma’s chicken-fried steaks.” He paused long enough to take a breath to say, “I need to go. Things are busy in cowboy country.”

      “Yee-ha!” said Bailey before the call clicked off.

      KK asked, “Your daughter?”

      Fen shook his head. “A stray I picked up, but she’s the closest thing to a daughter I’ll ever have.”

      “She must be special.”

      “Very special,” said Fen.

      KK’s radio came alive with the sheriff using her call sign. She keyed the microphone and responded.

      The sheriff’s voice came out loud and clear. “Can Sheriff Maguire hear me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ask if he’s willing to go with you upstream and look for the original crime scene. If this rain keeps up, we’ll lose all evidence. I’m having to pull everyone else to block roads with low water crossings.”

      Fen nodded, and KK relayed the message. She looked at him after Rusty issued a quick thank you. “Looks like we’re going boating. Park the truck and trailer on higher ground than last time. I’ll have a life vest waiting for you to put on.”
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      The yellow rain gear was a souvenir from the sheriff’s department of Newman County where Fen had served. KK spoke to him through the latest wave of driving rain. “Is it legal for you to be wearing that with SHERIFF in bold letters on the back?”

      “I never gave it much thought. The only time I wear it is when it’s pouring rain. I keep my peace officer certification up to date, so I guess it’s legal enough.”

      He used a stick to snag a piece of cloth floating down the river. After examining it, he dropped it into the boat and gave a quick explanation. “A baby’s one-piece outfit. Not what we’re looking for. It wouldn’t fit your former fiancé or the woman.”

      KK took her turn. “It always amazes me how much trash comes downstream during and after a hard rain. Don’t people ever throw things in trash cans or dumpsters?”

      Fen kept looking from one bank to the other. KK finally said, “Your neck will be sore from all that turning back and forth. What are you looking for?”

      “Whatever doesn’t look like it belongs.”

      “Like what?”

      “If you were to kill someone and wanted to dump the body in the river, where would you do it?”

      “Probably on a bridge.”

      “Why?”

      “I wouldn’t have to carry the body very far, or not at all.”

      Fen kept scanning the banks as his hat shielded his eyes from the rain. He glanced over his shoulder and said, “That’s an excellent answer, but bridges are highly visible. What’s another way?”

      KK took more time answering, obviously rolling ideas around in her mind. “Park under the bridge late at night, kill them and dump the body there.”

      Fen nodded his approval. “That’s exactly what happened to the man who ended up on the banks of my ranch, but I don’t believe that’s what happened here.”

      “Why not?”

      “The water’s too high and has been for at least a day. Unless there’s a tall bridge ahead of us, there’d be no place to park except on the bridge or on either side.”

      KK shrugged. “I give up. How else could it be done?”

      Fen asked, “Have you ever tried to carry someone down a muddy riverbank?”

      She maneuvered the boat around a decent size tree branch before saying, “I can’t say that I’ve ever tried it. It sounds like a good way to have your feet trade places with your head.”

      “Exactly,” said Fen. “I’m looking for a place with steep banks where someone either dragged a body down the bank or tried to carry it and plowed a path in the mud.”

      He picked up on the story he started about a prior murder he’d solved. “My ranch is on the west bank of the Brazos River. This murder reminds me in some ways of that one. The victim got hung up in the branches of a tree that fell in the river. The first responders had a hard time getting him up the riverbank. By the time they had him on solid ground, it looked like a herd of pigs trekked up from the river.”

      KK dodged some more flotsam and asked, “You said you own a ranch?”

      He kept looking from bank to bank. “Part ranch, part farm, part pecan orchard, and my homestead. The river bottom is too wide and rich not to have it under cultivation. There’s two thousand acres for farming, a thousand acres for cattle, and another thousand acres in old growth woods, pecan orchards, and my home.”

      “Must be nice,” said KK with envy seasoning her words. “All it’s missing is a hundred oil wells.”

      “There’s nowhere near that many,” said Fen with a straight face.

      KK’s mouth gaped open before she closed it partway and said, “I looked you up on my phone while you were parking my truck and trailer. Your paintings sell for a ton of money.”

      “Only half a ton,” said Fen. “But it wasn’t always that way.”

      “Still,” said KK. “You don’t have to be sitting in an inflatable boat, in the rain, headed up a river in Nowhere, Texas.”

      “Don’t worry,” said Fen. “It’s all yours after I get back to the hotel. I’m leaving tomorrow.”

      “That may be, but why are you here now helping me?”

      Fen turned to face her. “I made a promise to my late wife that I’d stay busy. That’s why I farm, ranch, paint, and sometimes help people like Sheriff Irons.”

      KK proved she wasn’t one to back down when looking for answers. “I still don’t understand. You aren’t obligated in any way to help us. You could have given your statement and gone about your business.”

      Fen lifted his shoulders and let them fall. “It’s simple. I’m really good at only two things—painting landscapes and catching criminals, especially killers. Sally made me promise that I’d keep doing both after she died.”

      He looked at the banks again and asked, “Now, do you understand?”

      “I understand enough to know I need to listen to what you say and learn from your experience.”

      “That’s good,” said Fen as he pointed toward the bank. “Either a pig came down that bank in the past day or somebody pulled a body down it and walked out caked in mud.”

      KK’s gaze shifted and focused on the matted grass and gouges in the mud. “Holy smoke,” she said as she throttled back and pointed the boat to the bank where Fen tied the bowline to the branch of a tree.

      “Good job,” said Fen. “You picked a spot where we won’t track up what may be the primary crime scene. Do you know where we are?”

      “Not far downstream from a concrete bridge and close to a picnic area on this side of the river.”

      “How close?” asked Fen.

      “Close enough to carry a body.”

      “Let’s look.”

      They both slipped a little getting out of the boat but didn’t go down. They had to pull themselves up the bank with the aid of bushes and saplings. It wasn’t too steep, but the rain and mud made it a tricky ten yards.

      Once on higher ground, Fen said, “You lead. I’ll walk in your tracks.”

      They hadn’t walked over twenty paces when Fen shouted, “Stop!” He pointed. “Behind that cedar tree, on the ground, I see cloth.”

      “I’ll check it out,” said KK.

      “I’ll stay here unless you need me.”

      As he watched the young deputy walk forward, Fen realized he’d already violated the first rule of investigating a murder—secure the crime scene. He had no police tape to mark off the area and was improvising procedures to gather evidence.

      KK made a looping path along the downstream side of the bright green tree that looked more like a bush. A gasp came forth once she reached the other side. She followed it with an expletive before shouting, “It’s a windbreaker.”

      “Anything else?”

      Her response came back hard. “A stupid, empty bottle of cheap whiskey.”

      Fen didn’t mind her snapping at him. In fact, it was a good sign. Keeping emotions bottled up was a recipe for nightmares. “Take pictures of everything where it is.”

      When she pocketed the camera, Fen asked, “Anything in the pockets of the windbreaker?”

      “No, but I recognize the logo on the front. It’s from a dude ranch west of town. I brought small evidence bags and one plastic grocery bag.”

      “Bag it up,” said Fen. “We don’t have much time to gather evidence. When you’re finished, come out the same way you went in.”

      A few minutes later she walked toward him with head down, making sure she made no new footprints. As she reached him, Fen asked, “Do you want to call Rusty or would you rather it be me?”

      “I’ll do it,” said KK. “You’ve already called in one homicide today.”

      She used her cell phone instead of the radio clipped to her life vest. She put it on speaker, and Rusty answered with a question. “Did you find something?”

      “Sheriff Maguire found what he believes is one of the original crime scenes. It’s not far upstream, down the bank from the Silver Spur. He spotted a windbreaker that I’ve bagged.”

      “Is water over the bridge?”

      “It was over it when I came downstream with the first body. I had to raise the motor to float over it.”

      “Do you have your camera with you?”

      “Yes. I took pictures before I bagged it.”

      “Good job.”

      KK asked, “Do you want us to continue upstream?”

      “Ask Fen what to do next if you’re unsure, but you have to preserve as much evidence as possible before it’s too late.”

      The trip down the steep bank involved sliding more than walking. So did entering the boat, which required a face-first leap of faith. Once seated, Fen pointed. “I’ll look. You pilot the boat and look when you can. Holler if you see anything of interest and I’ll do the same. Our object is to fill evidence bags. We only have one shot at this before the rain compromises everything.”

      The race against time and nature was on. The faint sound of a siren sounded from the direction of the park. KK said, “The JP must have finished. Let’s hope that’s the last time he’s needed today.”

      As they passed Fen’s motel the rain was coming down in sheets, sometimes sideways. The thought crossed his mind that he could be warm and dry in his room, painting a scene of a rocky canyon north of Bandera. Instead, he was wiping the cold rain from his face. He refocused on the riverbanks. In the distance, a road dipped toward the river and disappeared into muddy water on both banks.

      KK shouted above the drum of the rain against the boat. “We can’t go any farther upstream. The bridge is barely under water and has concrete rails.”

      Fen hollered. “Pull over and let’s get out again.”

      “There’s a spot on the east bank.”

      KK once again brought the boat to rest in a spot that allowed them to get out without being swept away. Fen secured the bow-line while she did the same to the stern. With the engine off, they could converse without the whine of the motor. KK took three steps away from the water and said, “There’s a parking lot at the top of the riverbank. This is where young people come to drink and find out about the birds and bees.”

      They climbed the bank and found themselves standing in an asphalt parking lot with picnic tables scattered around the edges. A path led away from picnic tables into a heavily wooded area. Fen looked at small piles of soggy toilet paper off the sides of the path. Empty beer cans accounted for other evidence to be collected if he spotted any indication that this was a crime scene. Up to this point, he’d led the way, but he came to a sudden stop. “You lead and I’ll follow. As the Brits would say, ‘This is your patch.’”

      Forty-five minutes later, they returned to the parking lot. KK let out a huff of frustration. “Nothing but beer cans, cigarette butts, a roach clip, and toilet paper.”

      Fen said, “It was a long shot.”

      A determined look came into KK’s gaze. “Didn’t you say it would be easier to dispose of a body by killing them on the bridge?”

      Fen nodded and said, “The bridge is almost under water. Any evidence is long gone.”

      “I know, but let’s look along the road until we run into the river.”

      A nod served as a partial response. “Might as well. We can’t get any colder than we already are.”

      They each took a side of the road. Slow steps took them down a gentle hill to a steeper decline in the road. A glint caught Fen’s eye. He came to an abrupt halt and squatted.

      “KK,” said Fen in a firm voice. “I hope you have another bag for evidence.”

      She appeared by his side. “What is it?”

      “It’s a .22 revolver.”

      She let out a gasp, followed by, “Holy burritos, I can’t believe it.”

      Fen stood. “What do you think happened?”

      KK looked at the edge of the water before her gaze reached the center of the bridge where she locked onto a spot. “The killer and the victim parked in the lot. They walked to the middle of the bridge and the killer shot the victim with that pistol you found then tossed it in the bushes.”

      “That’s the simple version of the story. Now all we have to do is find out who and why.”

      Fen then pulled out his phone and made a call. “Rusty, I’m wet, cold, and we’ve located what appears to be the first crime scene. Is there any way you could send someone to pick me up and take me to my motel?”

      “Put KK on the phone. I’ll come myself and buy you a steak dinner tonight.”
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      The trip by road back into town took only a few minutes, as opposed to the longer route by boat on the serpentine river.

      “Just pull over; I’ll walk to my room,” said Fen as they approached the motel he was staying in.

      “Thanks again for all your help,” said Rusty. The radio came to life again, which prevented Fen from responding to the salutation. He stepped out and firmly closed the door. Staccato lights and the piercing wail of a siren marked the end of Fen’s day in law enforcement. Rusty was already rushing to his next emergency.

      The walk through the rain to his room seemed almost surreal, as did the relative quietness. It was like he’d ridden on a sling-you-around carnival ride with flashing lights and boisterous noises only to be put into a soundless, dark room. It was too quiet, too fast, so he turned on the television and looked for weather updates. Muddy boots came off, as did the yellow rain gear.

      He shivered. The yellow outerwear had only partially protected him from the rain. His shirt around the cuffs and collar was soaked. Leaving the wet clothes in a pile to be dealt with later, Fen stepped into the shower and sighed as hot water peppered down on him. He soaked in the warmth of the water until steam filled the bathroom and the untanned parts of his skin turned pink.

      Fen had finished drying off and was parting his hair when his phone issued a mechanical announcement of an incoming call. He looked at the caller ID and engaged the device. “Hello, Thelma. How’s everything on the home front?”

      “Don’t you worry about things along the Brazos. It’s the Medina River I want to know about. The weather channel is saying you’d better get to high ground.”

      “I’m safe.”

      “I doubt that’s true. You probably heard heavy rain was coming, and stayed an extra day to go swimming. Why didn’t you come home last night like you were supposed to? Now you’re in the middle of a flood and Thanksgiving is only a few days away.” Her voice came up an octave. “And what’s this I’m hearing about a murder?”

      Fen couldn’t help but smile. Thelma, his overprotective housekeeper, had made a promise to his late wife Sally that she’d look after him. To say that Thelma took that assignment to heart was one of the biggest understatements in the history of mankind.

      He gave straight answers to her questions. “I didn’t come home yesterday because I had one more sketch to draw of the river. Bailey already told you that.”

      “It should have come from you.”

      Fen allowed the complaint to bounce off him. “The weather didn’t cooperate with me this week. It’s been overcast, rainy, and dreary, which is fine for close-up and mid-range paintings, but not for panoramic views of the steep hills and canyons around here. Besides, I told you I’d probably spend an extra day or two.”

      He took a breath. “As for the murder, the first body was in the river near the hotel I’m staying in. I was minding my business, making sketches when I noticed it.”

      “What did you say?” demanded Thelma. “The first body? How many are there?”

      “Just two.”

      In his imagination, Fen could see Thelma’s hands squeezing his neck. She let her words fly. “Not only do you have your feet dangling in a raging river, you’re hunting for a mass murderer.” She sucked in a breath. “And don’t waste your breath telling me you haven’t been in the middle of things. Every time you go out of this county, there’s a dead body that finds you. I’m thinking they wait to get killed until you get past our county line.”

      The conversation needed to end. “I’ll be home tomorrow.”

      “Ha!” said Thelma. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

      Fen stared at his phone that had suddenly gone silent. It wasn’t the first time Thelma had ended a call without warning and it probably wouldn’t be the last. She could act downright prickly when he didn’t meet her expectations. What he never doubted was her loyalty to him and his late wife.

      Fen was buckling his belt when the rumbling of his stomach made him realize how hungry he was. The day’s adrenaline rush had waned, and his blood sugar must be pointing toward empty. He was looking at reviews of local restaurants when his phone buzzed in his hand.

      This time the call was from Bailey, the budding artist and college student who had a combination apartment and art studio over his garage.

      He answered her call with a quip. “How much steam is coming out of Thelma’s ears?”

      “Not that much. Sam told her to knock it off. You should be safe coming home tomorrow. It’s amazing how she listens to him.”

      Fen added, “Most of the time he does it with a look instead of words. Is she having hot flashes again?”

      Bailey chuckled. “I hadn’t thought of that. Perhaps she ran out of the anti-grumpy pills the doctor prescribed.”

      “Find out,” said Fen. “We may not make it through Thanksgiving without them.”

      A couple of seconds passed before Bailey said, “Lou called. She said she tried to call you twice within the last thirty minutes.”

      “Ah,” said Fen. “She’s trying to sniff out a story to publish. I was in the shower.”

      “Do you think there’s a chance we’ll be involved in the investigation?”

      Fen expected the question from his protégé, who like Lou, an investigative journalist, had become a regular member of his investigative team. “I guess anything is possible, but the sheriff is competent. Do you know what that means?”

      “Yeah. We won’t get involved until he hits a wall and asks for help.”

      “It’s more complicated than that, but you’re right. The sheriff will have the first shot at solving the murders. Other members of law enforcement may take a crack at it next. Unless I’m asked, I keep my big camel’s nose out from under the tent. Either way, I’ll be home tomorrow and we’ll have a nice Thanksgiving.”

      Fen’s phone chimed. He pulled it away from his ear and looked at the screen. “Lou’s calling. I’d better talk to her.”

      “Try to be here before lunch if you don’t want to endure the wrath of Thelma for missing another meal.”

      He punched the screen and said, “Hello, Lou. I was just talking to Bailey. Before that, I was in the shower when you called.”

      “Cut the small talk,” said Lou. “There’s a double homicide and a flood. That adds up to juicy stories. Give me the lowdown.”

      “I’ll give them to you, but the flood won’t amount to much because the weather is clearing late today. As for the murders, you can’t publish anything juicy yet.”

      Lou had a certain way of huffing through both her mouth and her nose that made her sound like a mule snorting. This time was an exceptionally loud snort. “Why did I ever agree to your terms? Don’t you know I’m a starving reporter?”

      “No, you’re not. You did
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