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      "It’s Thanksgiving Day, I'm eight months pregnant and you want to check out a call about a gunshot that a Riverview officer already said he'd handle.” CJ turned her head to give her husband a hard stare. "What's wrong with this picture?"

      David turned the wheel on his unmarked SUV and pulled onto the white concrete street of Riverview's newest subdivision. "This won't take long, and I’m not answering the call about the gunshot." He rolled his window down to listen. "It's probably a deer hunter a mile from the nearest house. All I want to do is check out the new homes."

      "You're not fooling me. You don't like to visit people in hospitals."

      "Guilty," said David. "I'm saving myself for when you deliver our little tax deduction."

      CJ tried to get comfortable, but that proved impossible with no slack in the seat belt. "Let's make this quick. One drive-through, then to the hospital to see Margaret for a few minutes, and then home."

      With an eyebrow raised, David said, "I know someone who ate too much turkey and dressing."

      There was no need to contradict him. She'd overindulged and her soon-to-be-born baby didn't appreciate the cramped quarters, made even more so by an overstuffed stomach. She covered a belch that tasted like sage.

      A single blacktopped driveway looked out of place as it snaked from the subdivision to the horse ranch and home of Judge Kraft. The house reminded her of a southern plantation with Romanesque white columns and wide porches.

      "By the way," said CJ. "Did Tig Murphy ever surface?"

      "What made you ask about him?" asked David, with a little more inflection in his question than necessary.

      She pointed. "Seeing that backhoe brought him to mind. I don't like unsolved murders and I'm not convinced the people you work for are interested in finding him."

      "We've been over this a hundred times. Captain Crow is under instructions not to spend any more time or money looking for him. There's nothing I can do about it, even if I wanted to."

      "Which you don't."

      A county dispatcher's voice disrupted what was turning into a family dispute. "All units near Riverview Regional, respond to shots fired at the six-hundred block of Lexington Downs Drive in the new Ridgemont subdivision. One victim reported." The dispatcher then broadcast the sheriff's call numbers with instructions for him to "public service" her. Cop talk for calling on a telephone.

      "Get out your phone," said David.

      CJ had already reached for her purse. David had the microphone in hand. He tried to give his badge number, but had to wait as radio traffic picked up. In the meantime, he increased his speed and turned onto Lexington. He reached fifty-five before leveling off at the base of a rise at the end of the four-hundred block. Once the radio was quiet, he gave his badge number and broadcast that he was on the scene. Grabbing binoculars and a hand-held radio, he threw open his door and moved to the side of the road with the most trees and disappeared from sight.

      It always amazed CJ how tense moments stretched time and amplified sounds. She heard every chirp and squawk of birds and the rustle of fall leaves. There were no sirens being carried on the wind yet. Thanksgiving afternoon was one of the worst times to expect a quick response.

      After several long minutes, David emerged from a clump of trees and jogged to the vehicle. "It's Judge Kraft. He's beyond help. I need to get some gear."

      CJ piled out and lumbered to the rear of the vehicle. David opened the back and grabbed his body armor. After donning the vest, he pulled out the assault rifle he carried in a hard-side case. "Call the sheriff and tell him we need at least two perimeters set up, three would be better. I think the shot came from the lone finished home at the base of the hill. Also, there're bloody footprints leading down a side street." He pointed. "They look like they're headed to that house standing by itself." He cast his gaze in the direction of the recent death. He paused mid-task and looked at her. "Don't get curious and look over the hill. It could be an ambush."

      CJ nodded, even though her first inclination was to issue a protest. David's experience as an army sniper in the Middle East made him well informed when it came to potential ambushes. Her priority had to be taking care of herself and the son they would soon welcome into the world. "Do you want me to call Captain Crow?"

      He nodded. "Tell him it's a single shot from about a hundred yards with a high caliber rifle."

      "No chance of a stray shot from a hunter?"

      David shook his head. "Thick trees in all directions." He double checked the extra clips in his vest. "Tell Sheriff Gladstone I need help to clear the house. As soon as I get three more people who know what they're doing, I'll go in."

      He took the time to give her a last word. “Remember what I said. This could be an ambush. Stay where you’re safe.”

      "I'll take care of me. You look after yourself."

      She relayed all pertinent information to the sheriff in a brief, succinct conversation. A couple of minutes later, the first siren approached, followed by a symphony of wails, warbles, and yelps, still some distance away.

      Her next call went to Captain Crow and was routed to voice mail after several rings. The ball was in his court now.

      It wasn't long before a baby-faced deputy sheriff arrived with lights pulsating and siren blasting. CJ held up a hand for him to stop. He piled out of his car, one hand hovering over his holstered gun. "Who are you?"

      "CJ Harper. The assistant chief of police at Agape Christian University."

      "This doesn't look like a university vehicle." The young man hooked his thumbs in his vest and gave her a narrow-eyed stare.

      "It's my husband's, David Harper. He's a DPS sergeant and special investigator with the Texas Rangers. You must be new."

      "Started three days ago. Is there something wrong out here?"

      "Someone shot a state district judge. His body is on the other side of the hill."

      The young man's Adam's apple bobbed up and down. "Holy smoke. Shouldn't we go secure the crime scene?"

      "That's what I'm doing. Securing it from a safe distance."

      A sheriff's department pickup truck approached. A wide man with chevrons on his sleeves bounded out and closed the distance with long strides. His cowboy hat dipped as he nodded. "CJ, what's the situation?"

      "Judge Kraft's body is on the other side of the hill. One shot. Fatal. David's somewhere between here and the house at the end of this street. He's waiting for backup to help him clear the house. I talked to the sheriff about getting perimeters set up."

      "I'll help him clear the house," said the patrolman.

      The sergeant shook his head. "You're not supposed to be on patrol by yourself, let alone breach and clear a house at a murder scene. Go to the front entrance of the subdivision and don't let any civilians or press in. Tell every officer that comes to call me. I'll decide who goes on perimeter and who needs to help clear the house. If they can see the house at the end of Lexington, they're too close. I'll stay here for now."

      CJ wondered if the young man was going to cry, but he accepted the assignment and was soon out of sight.

      "Were we ever that young?" asked the sergeant.

      Before she could answer, CJ's phone came to life. Ominous music meant the call originated from only one source, Captain Crow, David's supervisor with the Texas Rangers. She pushed the green icon and the blustery voice caused her to wince.

      "Doesn't that husband of yours ever keep his phone on?"

      CJ bristled, but was quick to respond. "He's sneaking through a grove of trees on his way to clear a house where he thinks a killer might be. Do you want me to go track him down and tell him to turn on his phone?"

      "I'm not in the mood, CJ. Give me what you know."

      "Judge Weldon Kraft was shot once from a hundred yards away. The sheriff's trying to set up a double-perimeter, but the response time is pitiful. David and I were first on the scene, but he told me to stay back. He's afraid it could be a murder/ambush."

      After a single expletive, the Ranger captain asked, "Any chance this was an accident?"

      "David says no."

      "Anything else?"

      "Bloody footprints leading from the body."

      "Was his wife or anyone else with him?"

      "Unknown."

      "Find out by the time I get there. FBI is on their way, too."

      The phone made a multi-note sound when he cut off the call.

      CJ looked at the sergeant. "If I didn't respect the old goat so much, I'd tell him to go swim in a septic tank."

      A highway patrolman slid his black and white SUV to a stop and scurried toward the sergeant and CJ. She knew him from her years as a state trooper. His service record in law enforcement and as a Marine was exemplary.

      “CJ, long time no see.” The trooper smiled as his gaze drifted down CJ's belly mound. The twinkle in his right eye told her a smart comment was on the way.

      "Don't say it," she cautioned. "I'm well aware of the fact that I'm pregnant. David said he needs three people who know what they're doing to help him clear a house. Why don't you two find one more and help him?”

      CJ already had the maps program out on her phone. "Approach the house from the south. There are plenty of trees on that side to give you cover."

      Both men jogged to their cars.

      Sirens sounded like a large pack of coyotes coming from all directions. The response had been slow, but was now in full bloom. A glance at her phone told CJ eighteen minutes had passed since the first call came from the dispatcher, an eternity when seconds mattered.

      The next minutes passed with the speed of a drugged sloth. CJ, a highway patrol lieutenant, and a deputy sheriff waited in the November sun. An ambulance joined the line of vehicles waiting to top the hill. David's voice came over the radio. "House clear. Securing crime scene."

      Instead of driving, CJ said, "Let's stay on foot."

      The three topped the hill and stopped in unison.

      "What the..." said the deputy.

      "That beats anything I've ever seen," said the lieutenant.

      CJ swallowed hard at the sight. Below them, about forty yards away, was the body of Judge Weldon Kraft. He sat upright in the road with his head dipped forward on his chest.

      "Get out your phones," said CJ. "You two film and I'll take still pictures."

      The three moved forward at a slow pace, which suited her fine. While they covered the distance, she racked her brain to explain the strange sight. By the time they arrived, she had the answer.

      CJ and the lieutenant made a wide circle around Judge Kraft while the deputy stayed even farther away, taking a wide-angle shot of the two veterans going about their grim duty.

      "I don't get it," said the deputy in a voice that broke the mood of respect for the judge. "How is he sitting up?"

      CJ didn't speak until she and the lieutenant were standing with the deputy. "David told me he saw something similar once. It's caused by hydrostatic shock. I'm sure you've both seen rounds fired into ballistics gel. When you watch in slow motion, you can see a shock wave of kinetic energy ripple through the gel. That stuff mimics the human body. Judge Kraft dropped where he stood. His legs and rear end formed a triangle that kept him upright."

      The lieutenant nodded in agreement. "Let's get the area taped off. How far would you say, CJ? Fifty yards in all directions?"

      "Because it's a state district judge, I'd say all the way from our cars in one direction and past the house in the other."

      "I agree," said David. He'd come up on CJ's blind side. "On my way to the house, I came across fresh tire tracks in a low area that caught silt from the last rain. That area is being taped off, too."

      CJ turned to look where David pointed. The sun reflected off a window on the second floor, causing her to squint. "Did the shot come from the house?"

      "From that direction," said David. "Let's get out of the crime scene."

      CJ's ringing phone brought her attention away from the grim sight. "Yes, Sheriff." David moved close to poach on her conversation. She pulled the phone away from her ear so he could listen.

      "Judge Kraft's wife was with him," said the sheriff. "She's at a doctor's house on a street parallel to where you are. Every warm body I can find is setting a perimeter. Could you take a statement from her, CJ?"

      "Happy to help."

      When the call ended, David said, "That explains the bloody footprints."

      "At least the sheriff asked for my help," said CJ. "Captain Crow didn't give me that option."
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      CJ parked behind a Riverview County patrol car on an eyebrow shaped driveway. The white concrete was so new it remained unblemished from stains of oil or transmission fluid. Not three miles from Riverview Regional Hospital, the dwelling and its counterparts seemed perfect for doctors and other professionals who didn't mind tacking a hefty mortgage onto their mountain of student loan debt.

      She'd met Christine Kraft a few times and knew her to be involved in all things equestrian, especially the local rodeo club. Otherwise she only knew her as Judge Kraft's wife, a perky, beautiful blond, who seemed as comfortable in tight jeans as she was in the latest fashion.

      The front door swung open and CJ looked down on an adolescent-looking man of Asian heritage.

      "CJ Harper, assistant chief of police at ACU. Sheriff Gladstone asked me to stop by." The badge and accompanying credentials hung inside a leather case on a lanyard draped around her neck.

      "Please, come in. I’m Dr. Thomas Gee."

      "How is Mrs. Kraft?"

      "As you would expect. I gave her a light sedative."

      "Is she able to speak to me?"

      Dr. Gee was already moving toward a hallway leading off the foyer. "I believe it would be of significant benefit to her. Despite what most people think, talking about a traumatic event as soon as possible after its occurrence is the most therapeutic thing a person can do. The problems come when people try to bury the memories." He paused. “Mrs. Kraft and the officer are in my office. First door on the right. I’ll be in the living room if you need me.”

      A uniformed sheriff's deputy opened a door before CJ could knock. "Am I glad to see you."

      "Hello Beula Mae."

      Two things stood out concerning the woman standing at the door. Her eyes, while a beautiful blue, were so large they gave her small face the look of a bull frog in a constant state of surprise. The second characteristic that made Beula Mae memorable was her voice, and not just the Texas twang. By her own admission, her voice never grew past the way it sounded when she was seven years old. High and soft, it served her well in disarming recalcitrant inmates and diffusing volatile situations. It also made her the object of endless mimicking.

      CJ asked, "How did you get out of jail today?"

      The deputy tented her hands on her hips before explaining. "Sergeant Brown bribed me into taking his shift on patrol. He's such a football nut he couldn't bear not watching the game this afternoon. I worked my normal shift and then took over for him at 2:00 p.m. Poor feller, it all backfired on him. He'd no more sat down to eat when all this broke loose. He had to throw on his uniform and is now somewhere looking for whoever did this horrible thing. Since I was the first female to arrive on scene, they told me to see what I could do for Mrs. Kraft. Poor thing, I can't believe..."

      CJ had neither the time nor the inclination to listen to Beula Mae rattle. "Did you ask her about the shooting?"

      "Nah. I knew someone with rank would be along for that. All I've done is wag my tongue."

      "Thanks." CJ paused before proceeding. "Texas Rangers and the FBI will be along soon. I'm sure they'll want to talk to you. Plan on it being a long night.”

      Over her shoulder, CJ heard Beula Mae squeak. "Lordy, Lordy, what a three-ring mess this Thanksgiving turned out to be. Serves me right for volunteering."

      Beula Mae began introductions, but Mrs. Kraft cut her off. "I know CJ. We’ve met a few times and we use the same farrier." She gazed at CJ and spoke with a subdued voice. "Weldon always spoke in glowing terms of you and your husband."

      CJ nodded an acknowledgment of the compliment and of their limited relationship. "I'm very sorry for your loss, Mrs. Kraft."

      "Please, call me Chris."

      "Ok, Chris. I'm sure you know why I'm here and why it's important we hear what happened. If you don't mind, I'll record this."

      "I understand."

      "Let's all take a seat and get comfortable." CJ turned her head to Beula Mae. "Why don't you have a seat at Dr. Gee's desk." Chris settled in a wing back chair while CJ wrestled the chair's twin to within an arm's reach of the widow.

      "This may sound strange," said CJ. "But I want you to start with waking up this morning and tell me everything you can remember about the day."

      Training and experience had taught CJ not to barrage Chris with questions about the shooting right off the bat. It required time and getting into a rhythm of speaking to relax a person. Safe, mundane things were the best place to start.

      The narrative of Chris's day began. "Let's see, I woke up at my usual time, 5:15. Weldon had stayed up late doing his thing, so he was still sleeping when I got up."

      CJ turned her head and raised an eyebrow. It was enough for Chris to understand she required a more thorough explanation.

      "Legal stuff. He was writing an opinion, or researching motions—you know, judge stuff."

      "Ahh," said CJ.

      "I threw on some jeans and a sweatshirt and went downstairs for my morning coffee. I then went to the barn to feed the horses."

      With each statement, CJ nodded her head to show she understood and to encourage the flow of speech. Her simple requests for elaboration eventually led the bereaved widow’s speech to shift from halting to a steady recital of the day’s events. The more details CJ could pull out of her, the better the chance Chris would remember little things that could make a big difference in solving the case.

      By the time the new widow finished her tale of cooking the Thanksgiving meal, it was time for CJ to delve into more sensitive questions.

      "What time did you serve the Thanksgiving meal?"

      "At one fifty-five."

      "That's very exact. How—?"

      Chris answered before CJ could finish her sentence. "The game started at four. I wanted to have a nice relaxed meal with Weldon and Kevin before kickoff."

      "Refresh my memory," said CJ. "How old is Kevin?"

      "Nineteen. He's in his sophomore year at Texas Tech."

      "How's he doing?"

      "I'm not sure how to answer that. His grades are good, but he hates Lubbock. He complains about it every time he comes home."

      “Then why did he choose to go to Tech?”

      “Weldon didn’t give him any choice. He wanted Kevin to go to his alma mater. It was Tech or nothing.”

      Chris fixed her gaze on CJ and asked, "What is it about teenage boys and their fathers?"

      "Other than disagreeing about college, how did they get along?"

      Chris crossed her legs and arms. Defenses had gone up like a draw bridge.

      "Kevin and Weldon haven’t seen eye-to-eye since Kevin was in middle school."

      "Was it more than the normal father-son problems?"

      "Much more. Kevin and Weldon looked like mismatched bookends. Weldon was the tall, dark, handsome college football player who succeeded at everything he put his hand to. Kevin tried hard to be like his father, but he got an overdose of my petite genes. He's finally filling out but was always so skinny that he couldn't live up to Weldon's expectations in sports." Chris heaved a sigh. "It all began in the seventh grade. Kevin broke an arm playing football. In the eighth grade, it was his leg. I put my foot down and told Weldon that was enough."

      CJ shifted in her chair after the baby gave her a good kick. "And things went downhill from there?"

      "Straight downhill. I'm sure you'll find this out in your investigation, but Kevin’s been arrested for possession of marijuana."

      "I can see how that would upset Judge Kraft. Do you think Kevin takes any other drugs?"

      "His grades are too good for him to be on anything hard. He told me he uses marijuana, but not much. He justifies his use with his belief that it’s inevitable the marijuana laws will change. He never drinks; he can’t stand alcohol."

      "Did the two of them argue often?"

      "This may be an exaggeration, but it seems all they did was argue. Have you ever seen two bulldogs latch on to a short length of thick rope? That was Weldon and Kevin. My son may not have inherited Weldon's size, but he got every bit of his father's stubborn streak."

      “So, Kevin came home this week for the holidays. How was it between him and his dad?”

      "Kevin stayed at school as long as he could and even stayed an extra night with a friend in Lubbock. He arrived home late Sunday night, and has been in and out all week, mostly out. Last night, Weldon played prosecuting attorney with Kevin. I felt so sorry for him." Chris lowered her head and added, "But that was nothing compared to today."

      "Oh?"

      "Weldon searched Kevin's room this morning while he was out visiting his best friend. A baggie with a couple of marijuana cigarettes were in Kevin’s sock drawer. Weldon flushed them down the commode. As usual, Kevin arrived late for lunch today. Weldon was fit to be tied and confronted him the minute he walked in the door. It was quite a scene. Kevin stood up to Weldon, and the battle began."

      "And?"

      "It got physical. Weldon isn't used to people talking back to him. He slapped Kevin. Hard. Kevin came right back at Weldon with cursing and accusations that he must have buried for years. He challenged Weldon with what he sees as hypocrisy. It was quite a row. Anyway, Weldon pushed Kevin hard enough that he lost his balance and fell over a coffee table. That was all Kevin could take. He left and I haven't seen him since."

      Beula Mae shifted in her chair, causing both women to cast their glances her way.

      "What happened next?" asked CJ.

      "Weldon went to his office. I locked myself in our bedroom and cried for half an hour. After that, I washed my face and tried to salvage what I could of the Thanksgiving meal. I fixed Weldon a plate and took it to him. An hour later, I went to get him for our traditional walk after holiday meals. It keeps us from going back for that second piece of pie.” Her brief smile turned to tears. “It kept us…” She stopped and gently blew her nose.

      "What time did the two of you leave your home?"

      "Seven minutes after four. I remember because Weldon said he didn't want to be gone over forty-five minutes. He wanted to be parked in his chair before the game started."

      "Did you notice anything unusual or out of the ordinary as you began the walk?"

      "Like what?"

      "Anything. I noticed a sign by the road leading to your home."

      "Oh, that. Weldon is..." Chris' eyes shifted downward and whispered. "I still can't believe he's gone." She inhaled a deep breath and righted herself. "Weldon was hearing a case involving oil well fracking. Some guy that drives an old van has been putting signs in our yard and around the neighborhood for the past week. I tried to take them down before Weldon could see them. If he had seen them, there's no telling what he might have done."

      "Do you still have any of the signs?"

      "I took one down today. It's in the garage behind some boxes."

      "I'll need to get it from you," said CJ.

      "You don't think…" Chris' voice trailed off.

      "We need to explore all possibilities. Do you know the guy driving the van?"

      "No, but I bet you do. The van has ACU student parking stickers on the back glass."

      CJ searched her memory. It didn't take long. "Was it a white cargo van?"

      Chris nodded.

      "About 15 years old?"

      "Uh-huh."

      "You're right. I know it, and the owner."

      CJ had suspect number one locked in her mind. It was time to press Chris for more information. "Let's get back to where we were. You took dinner to his office, then returned an hour later and told him you wanted to go for a walk."

      "That's right. It had been a trying day, and we needed to get out, even though neither of us felt much like it. We walked without talking for at least twenty minutes, stopping at various homes to check their progress."

      "Refresh my memory," said CJ. "Aren't you developing this subdivision?"

      "I bought fifteen-hundred acres with inheritance money after Kevin was born. We built our home and set aside a little over two-hundred acres for my horses. It's a long, narrow strip of land that borders the north side of the subdivision. The rest we sat on until three years ago. With the new hospital right down the road and so many people moving to the state, I saw the need for new, upscale homes. Because I owned the land outright and because of Weldon's position, the banks were more than willing to finance the project." Chris scooted forward in her chair and became more animated.

      CJ encouraged her by asking, "How are sales?"

      A sparkle came into Chris' eyes. It seemed for the moment the happenings of the day were forgotten. "Couldn't be better. The construction company I started is building as fast as we can. From here on out, everything is pure profit."

      "And how is your horse business?"

      Chris shrugged. "Not as good as I'd like. It’s an expensive venture."

      CJ thought of the initial cost and ongoing maintenance of her and David's two horses and nodded in agreement. She also suspected Chris downplayed the profits. Her horses were known for their quality and demanded top dollar.

      "What did you and Judge Kraft do after you examined the homes under construction?"

      "I wanted to check on the last house we completed. It's the white stone at the end of the cul-de-sac. So, we walked on. We crested the hill and came down it a way. I confronted Weldon with his violence. That's when we stopped. He stared straight ahead, looking at the house at the end of the street. He didn't answer or respond to me for a long time. Then he turned toward me. The next thing I knew, Weldon dropped to the ground, and I heard the crack of a rifle."

      "Chris, I know this is difficult, but I need you to think very hard and try to remember. Did you notice anything unusual about the house?"

      "Like what?"

      "Anything."

      "No, nothing about the house but..."

      "Yes?"

      "That white cargo van was parked on the side of the street, in a low spot."

      Beula May squeaked out, "Oh, my Lord."

      CJ remained expressionless and asked Chris, "Where were you standing in relation to Weldon?"

      "I was beside him. Well, a few feet away."

      "How far?"

      "I don't know. Perhaps four feet."

      "Facing him or facing the house?"

      "I must have been facing the house and the van, but I was looking at Weldon out of the corner of my eyes."

      "Did you see anyone in the van?"

      She shook her head instead of answering.

      "Are you sure? Think hard, it's important."

      "I was looking at it, but I wasn’t really seeing it. You know what I mean? At the time I was trying to keep my family from falling apart."

      "And then what did you do?"

      Chris hung her head again. "You may think me a horrible person, but I did nothing. I froze. There was so much blood and Weldon..."

      "It's all right," said CJ. "Take a deep breath."

      Tears fell in a torrent.

      CJ allowed Chris to compose herself before she proceeded. "What did you do next?"

      "I turned and ran. Dr. Gee's was the nearest home."

      "You didn't have your cell phone with you?"

      "I didn't think about it."

      "What about Weldon? Did he bring his?"

      "I don't know. Now that you mention it, I guess he did. He's almost always on call. But there was so much blood. So much blood."

      CJ patted Chris on her knee. "That's all for now. Let's get you home."

      Chris dabbed her eyes. "I need to find Kevin. He won't answer calls or respond to my texts."

      CJ sent Beula Mae to thank Dr. Gee as she and Chris went outside. Chris climbed into the passenger's seat while CJ excused herself to have a last word with Beula Mae.

      Out of earshot of Chris, and with the front door closed, CJ placed a hand on Beula Mae's forearm. "I need to talk to you."

      "Uh-huh?"

      CJ stood to her full height of six feet tall and looked down at the wide-eyed officer. "I know you're itching to tell everyone that you know who shot Judge Kraft. Right now, the only people who know about the white van are me, you, and Mrs. Kraft. For your own good, I'm asking that you keep this to yourself until we question the owner of the van. I have plenty to get a search and arrest warrant, which will happen tonight as long as the suspect doesn't get rabbit and run. I need to know I can trust you not to tell anyone what you heard, unless it's one of your supervisors. Can I count on you?"

      "Sure you can," responded Beula Mae, acting offended that CJ would have to ask.

      CJ gave Beula Mae one more hard look. "Do you remember Betty Ogletree?"

      "Uh-huh."

      "Tell me what she did."

      "The sheriff caught her spreading gossip about Lieutenant Jackson and a female prisoner."

      "Which turned out not to be true," added CJ. "And what happened to Betty?"

      "She's working at a convenience store."

      CJ nodded in agreement and concluded, "One more thing."

      "Yes, Ma'am."

      "Follow me to Judge Kraft's house. I need you to collect every stitch of clothing Mrs. Kraft has on. You’ll need to watch her the whole time, even while she changes clothes. I'll explain to her why we have to do this."

      CJ turned to David’s SUV and took a step.

      Despite the reprimand, Beula Mae said one more thing. "Assistant Chief Harper?"

      "Yes, Beula Mae?"

      "There's something I need to tell you."

      "Yes?"

      Beula Mae shuffled her feet as her tiny voice became even smaller. "This may be nothing, but Mrs. Kraft left the office once while I was with her. Next to Dr. Gee's office there's a half bath. Mrs. Kraft said she needed to wash her face."

      "Is that all?"

      Her eyes opened even wider than usual. "They must have skimped on insulation when they built this home. I could hear her talking on her phone."

      "Ahh. Could you hear what she said?"

      "By the time I got my ear next to the wall she'd hung up."

      "Thanks. That may be important."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      CJ wheeled David's vehicle into the driveway of the Kraft's home and found a burgundy-colored car already parked there. Two occupants emerged. The sight of them caused CJ to whisper, "Thank you, Lord." The duo of Father Broussard, the lone Episcopal priest in Riverview, and his wife was a welcome sight. Mrs. Broussard made haste to Chris and enveloped the widow in her arms. Her husband offered an inadequate, but heartfelt, "I'm so sorry."

      He turned to face his wife. "Honey, take Chris inside. I need to speak with Mrs. Harper. I won't be long."

      With an arm holding her tight, Mrs. Broussard guided the widow into her home. CJ motioned for Beula Mae to follow them inside.

      While the women made their way to the front door, CJ inspected the clergyman she knew only by reputation. Five foot nine, two hundred pounds, receding brown hair, bifocal glasses, clerical collar over a black shirt.

      "I'm so glad you're here," said CJ.

      A half nod was the clergyman's only response before he asked, "How is she?"

      "About as good as we could hope for, all things considered. Dr. Gee, a new internal medicine specialist and a neighbor, gave her a mild sedative. I spent a good thirty minutes with her, going over what happened."

      "Good, good. That's the part I hate most, having to ask a person to relive a traumatic event."

      At that moment, CJ noticed two black SUVs stream past on the main road leading into the subdivision. Captain Crow and the FBI agents had finally arrived. Arriving late would likely escalate the senior captain’s typical dark mood to pitch-black. She imagined her blood pressure rising just thinking about it.

      “Well, I better be—”

      A question from the priest interrupted her attempt to leave. "What can you tell me about what happened? I'm sure you understand I don't want to say or ask anything that will cause more pain."

      CJ refocused and said, "I'll give you the Cliff's Notes. This is for your ears only."

      The priest nodded in agreement.

      "Judge Kraft died from what appears to be a single shot from a high-powered rifle. It occurred on the last street in this subdivision. Chris was with him, only a few feet away." CJ let the priest take in the sparse details then added, "It had already been a very rocky day for the entire Kraft family, especially between Kevin and Weldon."

      "Ahh."

      It wasn't what he said, but how the priest acknowledged CJ's words that caused her to ask, "Am I right in believing this was not the first you've heard of their domestic problems?"

      "Both Weldon and Kevin have powerful wills."

      "Previous violence?"

      Closed eyes and a nod confirmed her suspicions.

      CJ continued. "Kevin left this morning after a physical confrontation with Judge Kraft. It appears he doesn't want to be found."

      "You might check with the Martins. Marty Martin was Kevin's best friend before Marty went to A&M and Kevin went to Tech. I assume they’re still close buddies." He searched her gaze. "Are you thinking Kevin might be a suspect?"

      "Right now all we’re doing is gathering facts and information."

      Not wanting to linger on speculation, CJ resumed her story of the day's activities. "You knew there was trouble between Kevin and Judge Kraft. How would you describe the relationship between Chris and her husband?"

      "You place me in a tough spot. Chris confided in me about personal matters, but not before I assured her our conversation would remain private." He paused. "I've always found Chris to be open and forthright, but only if she believes the person she's speaking to is trustworthy."

      Despite being on maternity leave, her conversation today with Chris Kraft was probably not her last.
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        * * *

      

      CJ brought David's state-issued SUV to a stop as close to the mobile command center as she could get, which was almost a block away. The MCS was an over-sized gooseneck trailer converted into a single room bristling with maps, computer screens, communications equipment, a conference table with chairs, and a fair amount of riot gear stored in the front section. The foldout handrail was a welcome sight, and she used it to haul herself up the three steps. Once inside, she nodded a salutation to Captain Crow and the sheriff. She then shook hands with the two FBI special agents as David made introductions. He pulled over a metal folding chair for her to sit on and elevated her feet onto a second chair.

      Captain Crow wasted no time. "What did you find out?"

      "Long version or short?" asked CJ.

      "Keep it short for now, but I want a detailed report emailed to everyone here by 5:00 a.m."

      CJ dove in without hesitation. "We need a search warrant for the apartment and van of Noah Epstein. He's an ACU postgraduate student.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. “Texas plates, HA-5762. He lives in apartment 1245 of the Pines, which backs up to the west parking lot of the biology building. He usually leaves his van in that parking lot and cuts through the hedge to his back door.”

      Dressed in a dark blue suit, white shirt, and tie, the younger of the two FBI agents interrupted. "How do you know so much about this Noah Epstein guy?"

      All eyes shifted to the federal agent. The looks he received were like those reserved for middle school students who asked stupid questions.

      CJ answered without skipping a beat. "Noah's well known to most everyone in Riverview. He's what you might call a professional protester. It doesn't matter what the cause du jour is, you can count on him being obnoxious. At present, he's our most vocal radical environmentalist. Judge Kraft was in the middle of a fracking case and things weren't looking good for the environmental plaintiffs.”

      While rubbing her protruding midsection, CJ kept talking. "Mrs. Chris Kraft, the judge's widow, told me Epstein has been planting protest signs around the neighborhood, even in Judge Kraft's yard. Mrs. Kraft said she saw Epstein's van parked down the street from the site at the time of the shooting."

      David interrupted. "The van left tire marks in a muddy spot. We'll be able to match the tire impressions."

      CJ picked up her narration. "Mrs. Kraft also stated there were no other vehicles or people in sight."

      All eyes shifted to the sheriff. He had already pulled out his cell phone.

      The one-sided conversation was cryptic. "Captain, we need two warrants. One for the apartment of Noah Epstein and the other for his van that should be on the ACU campus." He recited the license plate and the address for the warrants. "Get over to Judge Hawthorn's house. For justification put something to the effect that Mrs. Kraft identified Epstein's van down the street at the time of the shooting." Muffled words came from the sheriff's phone.

      "That's right, take him into custody and don't worry about telling the little snot why. Put him in an interrogation room and don't let anyone talk to him. I'll be down with Rangers and the FBI to do the interview. And coordinate with John Sylvester. If the van is on university property, have them do the search and impounding."

      As the sheriff gave instructions to his captain, CJ was speaking with her boss and friend, John Sylvester, chief of the Agape Christian University Police Department.

      "John, have you heard about Judge Kraft?"

      "Are you
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