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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Sleep had almost overtaken CJ when the door to her bedroom flew open. She squinted against the glare of the overhead light. “What’s wrong?”

      “Get dressed,” said David.

      She didn’t bother asking why until she was halfway to the closet, pulling off a T-shirt as she went.

      Her husband spoke loud enough for her to hear from inside the walk-in closet. “I’ve been monitoring radio traffic in my office. A student is being transported to Riverview Regional. They’re performing CPR.”

      “Any other details?”

      “Not much. The call from your dispatcher said a student in Sycamore dorm was unresponsive.”

      Her cell phone vibrated on the nightstand. “Get that for me.”

      A one-sided conversation followed. “She’s getting dressed… Good… No. She’ll take care of it.”

      By the time David disconnected the call, CJ had thrown on jeans and a blouse. She carried a dark blazer in one hand and black boots in the other. Sitting on the side of the bed she opened her mouth to speak, but David beat her to it. “Lieutenant Griggs is on the scene and Maria’s on her way. I told your dispatcher you’ll call Alice.”

      “University presidents don’t like to get news like this secondhand. I’ll do it on the way.” She looked around. “Grab my gun.”

      David took long strides toward a tall dresser and retrieved her .40 caliber Glock from a locked drawer. He slid in a clip and shoved the weapon into her shoulder holster. “I’ll drive while you make calls.”

      The first phone call went to Lieutenant Griggs, the night supervisor. He’d been around long enough to know what CJ needed to hear and what she didn’t. “Looks like a dorm party with high-octane booze. The girl and three others were playing some sort of drinking game.”

      “Was she unconscious when the first officer arrived?”

      “Out cold and blue. Stephens started CPR right away and kept at it until paramedics took over.”

      CJ hated to ask the next question. “Any chance she’ll make it?”

      “They shocked her once before they loaded her. It didn’t look good.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Holly Grimes. A freshman.” He paused. “I have the other three girls separated for Maria. They’re all pretty wasted. Two of them filled their trash cans.”

      “Text me with Holly’s emergency contact information. I’ll need to call after I find out if she’s going to make it.”

      “Every parent’s worst nightmare,” said the lieutenant.
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        * * *

      

      David’s state-issued SUV streaked by the president’s mansion of Agape Christian University as CJ placed the next call to Alice Cummings, the university president. The call brought the expected response of controlled grief. She thanked CJ and said she’d come to the hospital as soon as she could. CJ knew Alice would be offering up a prayer even as she dressed.

      With headlamps and emergency lights punching white, red, and blue holes in the darkness, they made it through the heart of Riverview, crossed over the interstate, and arrived at the regional hospital. The emergency room doors retracted when David slid to a stop under the portico, giving CJ a clear view of the waiting room. Charlotte, a recently hired patrol officer, stood inside, looking like she didn’t know what to do with her hands.

      Long strides carried CJ through the doorway. “Is she going to make it?”

      The blond, twenty-three-year-old lifted her shoulders and let them fall. “The doctor told me I couldn’t come in. I can’t get any information out of anyone.”

      “Come with me.”

      CJ dug into her pocket and pulled out her badge case. She approached the woman sitting behind a Plexiglas barrier and pushed her badge and identification against the plastic. “I’m CJ Harper, the assistant chief of police at Agape Christian University. I need to see the student that was brought in a little while ago and the attending physician.”

      The woman balked, but not long enough to form words. CJ added in a firm, calm voice, “This isn’t a request. Open the door.”

      A buzzer sounded. CJ moved toward the doorway, then stopped. “Stay here, Charlotte. I’ll be back when I know what’s going on.”

      David caught up to her and they passed into a warren of hallways and treatment rooms. She spoke to the first scrubs-clad person she saw. “What room is Holly Grimes in?”

      The woman looked at the small circular badge attached to David’s chest and then the pistol riding on his hip. “Room five. I’ll tell Dr. Ray you’re here.”

      They cracked the door open, but no sounds came from within. CJ extended her hand and pushed as David’s hand rested on her shoulder. Packaging from medical supplies littered the floor, while a bank of machines sat as silent and motionless as the body partially covered with a sheet. CJ moved toward the lifeless student with slow steps. She was a pretty girl with thick hair the color of ripe wheat and a hummingbird tattoo on the inside of her right wrist.

      Footsteps coming through the door alerted husband and wife of a person’s arrival. She had a round face and eyeglasses with frames that looked two sizes too big. The monogramed white lab coat identified her as a medical doctor. “Are both of you cops?”

      David took care of passing out names and titles.

      The woman didn’t look impressed and directed her questions to CJ. “What’s going on at the university? She’s the second student I’ve treated tonight. Both showed signs of opioid overdose and alcohol abuse.”

      The news didn’t come as much of a surprise to CJ. “We’re not immune from students experimenting, especially with spring break right around the corner. Most of the time it’s alcohol, but we know it’s common for them to try other things. Do you know the exact cause of death?”

      The doctor shoved her hands into the pockets of her lab coat. “I’m holding off until I get the results of a full tox screen. If you want an educated guess, I’d say she died from a combination of too much alcohol and fentanyl. Decreased breathing, low blood pressure, coma, and death are the classic stages of fentanyl overdose.”

      She stepped to Holly Grimes’ lifeless body and stroked a lock of hair away from her face. “If it’s fentanyl, she won’t be the last.”

      “Three other students were partying with her tonight,” said CJ.

      The doctor didn’t give her a chance to finish her thoughts. “Get them here as fast as you can.”
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        * * *

      

      All it took was a crooked finger signaling the officer to follow. Charlotte nodded and fell in line behind David and CJ as they walked toward a quiet corner of the waiting room. CJ pulled out her cell phone and punched in the name of Lieutenant Griggs. He didn’t waste time with formalities. “Did she make it?”

      “No.” The single word seemed insufficient, but she didn’t have time to give details, even if she had any. “I need you to get those other three girls to Regional ASAP. The ER doc suspects fentanyl. Tell Maria to come here after she processes the crime scene. We’re treating this as a possible homicide.”

      “I’ll bring the three girls myself.”

      “No. Put them in an ambulance. They carry Narcan.”

      “Will do. What else do you need done?”

      “That’s all. I’ll keep Charlotte with me. Between the three of us, we can monitor them.” CJ hesitated. “Make sure they understand declining to come isn’t an option.”

      “Will do.” The call ended.

      CJ turned to see Charlotte look at her with cloudy eyes. “Your first death?”

      The officer gave a nod of her head. “First death. First possible homicide.” She looked at David and then back at CJ. “I’m lost. I couldn’t get past that woman at the admitting desk.”

      With a hand on her officer’s shoulder CJ said, “Go back in and tell them you need to bag all the clothes and personal effects Holly came in with. Get a nurse to help you. Wear gloves and use a new plastic trash bag.”

      The officer swallowed, and her gaze seemed to search for a way out of the assignment.

      “You knew this day would come. You need to establish the chain of custody for evidence. Make a tag and write everything on it the way you were trained. When you’re finished, come back to the waiting room and see me.”

      The rookie officer straightened her posture, walked with head up toward the door separating the waiting area from the treatment rooms, and motioned for the gatekeeper to open it. That’s all it took.

      David sidled up beside CJ and waited until the door closed behind the officer. “She’ll always remember this first one.”

      “Yeah. If she doesn’t quit, there’ll be more.”

      An alert for an incoming text beeped. She checked her phone and sighed. “Holly’s emergency contact information. Her parents live in Bell County.”

      David pulled out his phone. “I’ll make the call.”

      She shook her head. “Thanks, but it’s my responsibility.”

      The call went as CJ expected. Disbelief, denial and confusion triggered a response to rush to their daughter, as if their presence would change the outcome. CJ knew anger, blame and a desire for justice would follow in the hours and days to come. As for tonight, and many nights to come, grief would have the upper hand.

      David motioned CJ to the parking lot, where she finished telling the stunned father which exit to take and extended a final condolence. Coming toward them were David’s father and Alice Cummings. Alice had her arm entwined in Bob’s with her hand on his forearm. She asked for a status update with only raised eyebrows. A shake of CJ’s head communicated the news that ACU had lost a student. Alice’s free hand clutched the silver cross around her neck.

      “Lieutenant Griggs is bringing in three more students that were with Holly. The ER doctor thinks fentanyl caused her death. She suspects that’s what caused another student to come to the ER tonight, too. I notified Holly’s parents, and they’re on the way. They should be here in about an hour.”

      “Fentanyl!” said David’s father, like the word left a nasty taste in his mouth. “I heard a lot about that junk in prison. It’s supposed to be a hundred times more powerful than morphine and fifty times stronger than heroin.”

      David joined in. “We don’t know for sure yet if it’s fentanyl.”

      “But we’re not waiting for another student to die to find out,” said CJ. She caught the sound of a siren on an east wind. “That should be them.”
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      The first glimmers of a new dawn pushed darkness away from their three-hundred-acre farm when David angled his SUV under the carport of their ranch-style home. CJ loved the ease and protection of their carport. They’d both seen too many garages become glorified storage sheds while vehicles baked in the Texas sun. Besides, they had a barn that provided all the room for storage they’d ever need.

      CJ went straight for the swing on the back porch and wrapped herself in a shawl she kept there for early morning pilgrimages of silent meditation and prayer. She didn’t need to ask if David would bring her a cup of coffee. He always did.

      Light overcame darkness and life reasserted itself. Squirrels chattered as birds of various plumages sang and squawked. Deer appeared as ghosts under the trees lining the river that passed through their property. How different this was from the antiseptic cleanliness, harsh lights, and wails of grief she’d witnessed last night. An incongruent mixture of gratitude and loss filled her as she folded her hands and poured out her heart to the One who always listens.

      Steaming coffee arrived after the sun cleared the horizon, and David retreated into the house to cook breakfast. That meant she still had one mug’s worth of time by herself. Well, not exactly by herself.

      Voices coming from the kitchen and the desire for another shot of black stimulant signaled the next installment of her day. She stood, stretched, folded the shawl, and made her way to the back door, but not before she gave thanks for the past ten years of knowing David and their one year of marriage.

      She opened the door to find a child crawling toward her at flank speed. She closed the distance, scooped up the red-haired nine-month-old and planted a series of loud kisses on his neck.

      “His breakfast is almost ready,” said Nancy. “Do you mind feeding him? I need to get to the library and cram before my ten o’clock chemistry lab.”

      In the five months since Nancy and Davey moved in, they’d made themselves at home. This morning Nancy showed up with her usual tangled thatch of carrot-colored hair.

      “I’ve got him,” said CJ. “Be sure you do something about that mop.”

      “That’s why God made baseball caps,” Nancy replied with a generous smile.

      The teen’s sleeping attire included a men’s extra large T-shirt with a country singer’s likeness emblazoned on it and a pair of mismatched socks. The woefully skinny eighteen-year-old delivered a bowl of tasteless warm cereal, pureed peaches, and a bottle of formula. Her countenance changed. “Mr. David told me about the girl that died last night. That’s such a shame.”

      “Worse than that. An avoidable tragedy.” She paused. “I’m having second thoughts about you going to South Padre Island over spring break.”

      Nancy tented her hands on her hips. “Here we go. I knew this would happen.”

      “Don’t get huffy when I’ve been up all night. I didn’t say you can’t go. All I want is your word that you won’t drink, or do any drugs, or put yourself where others could get you hurt or in trouble.”

      Nancy took a seat and rubbed her hand over her son’s head. “I have too much to lose now. The girls I’m going with are all like me, on full academic scholarships. We’ll swim and take long walks on the beach, but we’ll limit our games to jeopardy or scrabble. We already made pinkie promises not to drink anything harder than lemonade.”

      CJ held out a crooked little finger. “I want in on that promise.”

      At the loud insistence of Davey, CJ took off her jacket and shoveled in a spoonful of tan mush topped with peaches. “When will you be home?”

      “My last class is over at one-thirty. I’ll probably be the only one to show up. All anyone is talking about is spring break.” Her head dipped. “I guess now we’ll be talking about the girl that died last night. That’s another reason for not doing something stupid.”

      Nancy rose and passed David on her way out of the breakfast nook. They gave each other a high-five instead of speaking. CJ looked up from her assignment of feeding Davey. “Are you going in already? Don’t you need to sleep?”

      “I slept. Remember? After you and Alice dealt with Holly’s parents, I conked out in a waiting room chair. I’m showered and shaved and ready to go.”

      “How can you do that?”

      “Army training. I learned to sleep sitting up with my chin resting on my chest. It’s amazing how long you can go if you grab thirty minutes every six to eight hours.”

      “I’ll stick with our bed. Your dad will spell me from babysitting around noon.”

      “You’re not going in today?”

      “Not unless there’s another emergency. John’s returning this afternoon from his chiefs of police meeting. The campus started emptying yesterday, and the shift lieutenants don’t need me hovering over them.”

      “Does John know about Holly?”

      “I’ll call him as soon as I finish feeding Davey.”

      David dished up a parting kiss and breezed out the back door. Nancy came in with her mane corralled in a ponytail sticking through the gap in the back of a baseball cap. She wore a baggy ACU sweatshirt, jeans, and cross-trainer shoes. A backpack carried everything she needed. She bent down to give Davey a kiss, looked at CJ and giggled.

      “What are you laughing about?”

      “Did you take off your jacket last night?”

      “No. It was freezing in the hospital. Why?”

      “You must have been in a hurry getting dressed.”

      CJ looked down and saw the cause of Nancy’s mirth. She’d forgotten to put on a bra. “Thank goodness they keep hospitals cold. I wouldn’t have thought twice about shucking off my jacket if it had been warm.”

      A warm washcloth removed all evidence of breakfast from Davey’s mouth, cheeks, and even forehead. She put him on the living room floor with a plastic ark full of toy animals and watched him crawl, stop, taste one, and move to the next. She looked out the front window and sighed. Time to make a phone call.

      Chief John Sylvester, her boss, sounded out of breath when he answered. She assumed the marathon runner was out pounding the pavement before he began his trip back to Riverview.

      “Good morning,” she said. “What mile are you on?”

      “Four. I don’t have time for any more. What’s up?”

      “We had a freshman girl OD last night.”

      His first response was a groan. He followed up with, “Accidental?”

      “It looks like it, but we’re treating it as a homicide for now. The initial tox screen was positive for opioids. The ER doc thinks it could be fentanyl. We won’t know for sure until we get the forensics from the autopsy.”

      “Let’s pray it isn’t. We’ve been lucky so far with that stuff. Anything else?”

      “Another student went to the ER last night with similar symptoms. Paramedics administered Narcan on the way. We also sent three other girls that were partying with the dead girl to the ER. No drugs, but they had plenty of alcohol to make them drunk and sick.”

      A few seconds of silence followed. “You notified Alice?”

      “She and Bob came to the hospital. The girls’ parents showed up and Alice took them to the chapel after David and I gave them what details we could.”

      “I don’t want to think about how I’d react if it was one of our girls.”

      CJ didn’t know if he directed the words to her or if he was thinking out loud, so she didn’t respond.

      “Are you going in today?” asked John.

      “I’m on call. I haven’t been to bed yet, and the campus is all but cleared out. Bob relieves me of my babysitting duties at noon. I’ll come in this afternoon if you need me.”

      “Stay home. You’ve earned time off. Did Maria come in last night?”

      “She processed the scene and interviewed witnesses.”

      “I’ll get the details from her and follow up with Alice this afternoon.” He hesitated. “Anything else?”

      “One more thing. The girl that died and three others were drinking high-octane moonshine. It was clear and came in water bottles.”

      “Moonshine and fentanyl. That’s a deadly combination. Let’s get together over the break and try to get ahead of this.”

      The words deadly combination stuck in her mind long after the call ended.
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      The March sun dipped below the horizon, leaving a kaleidoscope of pastels in the western sky. It was that magic time between sundown and night, the hour when the sky can’t decide what it wants to wear, so it tries on everything in the closet. CJ looked beyond their neighbors’ pool, down the bank, past the river and into cross-fenced fields of waving wheat and sleek cattle. The banks along the river of the thirty-seven-hundred-acre ranch wore their spring apparel of bluebonnets and Indian paintbrushes. She inhaled deeply, as if trying to breathe in the hues and shades.

      David glanced across the poolside table, recently divested of food and plates. His gaze locked on a young man of eighteen with an unruly mop of black hair. “Randy, you’ve been quiet this evening. Is there something on your mind?”

      “Huh? Oh, I’m sorry. What was that you said?”

      Bea Stargate, CJ’s friend, confidant, neighbor, and occasional therapist, joined the conversation. “David asked if something was eatin’ on you. You haven’t said three words since you got here.”

      Randy studied his shoes for a quiet couple of seconds, then looked up and scanned the faces of those gathered around the table. He turned to the teenage girl sitting beside him. Nancy appeared ready to speak if he didn’t.

      “You might as well hear it from me first.” Randy’s voice caught, but soon recovered. “My dad’s being released the day after tomorrow.”

      The news came as a surprise to CJ. “I thought he wasn’t eligible for release until next fall.”

      “In his letter he said it had something to do with prison budget cuts and them releasing a bunch of non-violent offenders.”

      Billy Paul chimed in. “But your pa hurt some folks real bad in that car wreck. Doesn’t that qualify as a violent crime?”

      David answered for Randy. “They reduced the charges to felony DWI in a plea bargain agreement.”

      Billy Paul gave a short harrumph of disgust.

      Bea reached for Randy’s hand. “This isn’t good news, is it?”

      The teenage boy went back to studying his shoes. “No, ma’am.”

      “Ain’t right,” huffed Billy Paul.

      CJ sounded a note of optimism, albeit guarded. “Perhaps the time your dad served in prison has changed him. I know they offer inmates drug and alcohol counseling. Do you know if he attended any of those?”

      Randy shrugged. “This is the first I’ve heard from him since he got locked up.” He squared his slumped shoulders. “This much I know—if he attended classes, he only did it to con the system so he could get out early.”

      Bea, the peacemaker, patted his hand and said, “Why don’t you tell David what you and Mr. Bob have been up to?”

      David made an educated guess. “Did you two find another old car to restore?”

      As if someone had turned a light switch on, Randy’s countenance lit up. “You didn’t see it in your barn?”

      David answered with a shake of his head. “What did Dad get this time?”

      Randy beamed. “We found a ’69 Pontiac GTO Judge.”

      David moved to the edge of his seat. “Didn’t that come with a 400 cubic inch engine?”

      “Mr. Bob is pricing a rebuilt one, but he may end up going with something newer.”

      David salivated. “Is that what you did over spring break? I wondered why Dad wasn’t around.”

      “We went the day before spring break. Drove to Odessa to pick it up.”

      “Ahh,” was the only response David made.

      Bea looked at Nancy. “Tell us about your trip to South Padre Island.”

      “It was crazy good, but bad at the same time. I couldn’t wait to get back. I missed little Davey so much.”

      “Tell us about the beach.”

      “It was awesome. There were tall sand dunes and waves big enough for surfing. The beach is on one side of the island and the Laguna Madre on the other. It looked just like it does on the Internet. Walking at dawn where the waves meet the seashore was my favorite.”

      “But?” CJ left the question open-ended.

      Nancy leaned forward. “By noon the crowds were thick as the oatmeal you cooked last week.”

      That earned chuckles and nods of heads. CJ didn’t dispute that her skills in culinary arts matched her lack of interest.

      Nancy continued after flashing her a mischievous smile. “I think every college in the state dumped their students on the island. That’s not counting those from other states and high school kids. Party, party, party. I never saw so much liquor and dope in my life.”

      “What were most of the kids into?” asked David.

      “You name it, it was all there. But the thing that surprised me the most was moonshine.”

      “Moonshine?” David and CJ exchanged a look and leaned forward.

      Nancy nodded. “I thought that stuff went out of style after Prohibition, but there it was. You could buy it almost anywhere and it came in plastic water bottles. Local kids were selling it up and down the beach to whoever had the money. They had water too, but mostly it was their agua loco that everyone wanted.”

      “Now that’s interesting,” said David with a far-off look.

      Conversation took a brief respite, so Bea changed the subject. “Tell ’em about your new toys, Billy Paul.”

      A wide grin spread across his suntanned face. “Bought a new excavator and a couple of bigger front-end loaders for the rock quarry. They’re better than anything we currently use and they’ll cut down the time to load trucks and rail cars.”

      CJ marveled at how Billy Paul didn’t fit the image of a Texas multi-millionaire. His normal attire consisted of overalls, a long sleeve shirt, a John Deere baseball cap, and scuffed work boots. Yet, he had vision and drive enough to take rocky, Central Texas land and make a fortune selling gravel, crushed stone, slabs and boulders. Many of the foundations of the state’s roads came from his quarry.

      Bea rose from her seat to put things away in the kitchen. Unspoken, it signaled the end of the meal and spring break. The men wandered away to carry on their talk of muscle cars and heavy equipment while the women drifted into the house to make quick work of returning the kitchen to its pre-dinner state of orderliness. At least that’s what they told the men. CJ knew it was an opportunity for her and Bea to glean more information from Nancy about the trip to South Padre Island.

      Bea, a professor of psychology, had an earthy, homespun way about her that caused students to open up and spill out information. CJ believed her techniques surpassed anything the FBI or CIA was capable of.

      After ten minutes of small talk, Bea asked, “Did y’all see anyone get high real quick?”

      CJ added, “Like almost instantly?”

      Nancy pushed her lips to one side “Hmmm.” Her face came back to normal. “Lindsey said she saw a guy give a girl a lollipop. She unwrapped it and gave it a lick. A few seconds later the girl started swaying and keeled over.”

      “Was she all right?” asked CJ.

      “Lindsey didn’t say, other than the girl was so messed up the lollipop fell in the sand. I think it was the moonshine the girl was drinking. Lindsey tasted it and said it was like drinking liquid fire.”

      Nancy looked toward the back door. “Davey needs a bath and so do I. Thanks, Aunt Bea. Dinner was awesome.”

      Bea gave Nancy a parting hug and sent her on her way. As the door closed, Bea opined, “One rots your liver and the other your teeth. Moonshine and lollipops.”
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      A nod of approval came from CJ as she passed heavy equipment gouging land that would be the site of the new campus police station. She continued down the tree-lined road until she pulled into the parking lot of her current workplace, a Korean war-era military building converted into the ACU cop shop. She whispered a brief prayer that construction on the new building would progress without delays.

      A telephone rang in the dispatcher’s office as soon as she entered the lobby. She walked past the break room and smelled stale coffee. A step back to the doorway brought several discarded Styrofoam cups on the table into view. Nothing unusual for the first day back from spring break, but the lieutenants would need to remind their officers again to make sure they kept the area clean.

      CJ turned down the hall toward her office, but John’s voice stopped her mid-stride. She stepped toward his doorway. “Did you need something?”

      John looked up from the papers on his desk and motioned her to come in. “Maria should be here any minute. I wanted us to go over some things.”

      CJ settled in a chair. “Did you have trouble getting the girls out of bed this morning?”

      “You’d think two fourth graders would know the routine by now, but spring break spoiled them. Dotty took the bugle off the shelf in my office and blew reveille. That did the trick.”

      The thought of her five-foot, two-inch former roommate at the Highway Patrol Academy blowing a wake-up call caused CJ to grin. “I forgot she played the trumpet in high school. Who could imagine that would come in handy in rearing children?”

      CJ’s thoughts turned to her job. “Did anything go on last night?”

      “The usual—keys locked in cars, two front bicycle tires missing, and traffic stops. Nothing serious.”

      “No moonshine or fentanyl?”

      A knock on the door preceded the entry of Maria Vasquez, the only detective of the small campus police force. CJ took a long look at Maria’s bruised face. “Did you bob when you should have weaved?”

      “He had a six-inch reach on me. It took a while to work through his defense.”

      The woman may have been diminutive, but there was nothing lacking in her ability to handle herself within the octagon of a mixed martial arts ring. She settled herself in a chair and asked, “Did I hear something about moonshine and fentanyl?”

      “That’s what we hoped you’d tell us,” said John.

      Wearing a knit shirt with the police logo on it, a thin windbreaker, skinny jeans and black tennis shoes, Maria crossed one leg over the other. “All the lab reports came back negative for fentanyl from the three girls partying with Holly Grimes. The other student that went to the hospital did test positive, along with Holly. I put the word out with some students I’m in tight with to let me know if they hear anything about moonshine or fentanyl.”

      “I picked up something interesting from Nancy,” said CJ. “She went to South Padre Island with three other girls. She said moonshine was being sold by kids on the beach. It came in water bottles, just like the ones we found in the dorm room. In fact, the kids had both water and moonshine to sell. She didn’t know how the sellers could tell the difference.”

      “Probably something on the label,” said Maria.

      CJ nodded in agreement. “One more thing, and it might be nothing. Nancy said a girl who was drinking moonshine was licking a lollipop. She went down like a ton of bricks.”

      Maria’s eyebrows raised. “Lollipop? Hold on.” She grabbed her cell phone and started scrolling. “These are some photos I took when I first arrived at Holly’s dorm room. Let me blow up this one.”

      John circled his desk as CJ rose and bent over to get a better view of the phone.

      “There,” said Maria. “In the trash. Isn’t that a lollipop?”

      “I can’t tell,” said John. “Was it collected as evidence?”

      Maria hung her head. “It was in the bathroom, nowhere near Holly.” She swallowed. “I’m sorry.”

      John returned to his desk. “Go back and talk to the girls that were with Holly in the dorm. Ask if they remember a lollipop.”

      Maria nodded.

      With that subject put to bed, John said, “Holly’s funeral is tomorrow.” He looked at CJ. “One of us needs to go.”

      “I hate funerals for students, but it makes sense for me to go since I already know the family. Besides, I can ride with David. He has some sort of meeting in Killeen.” CJ looked at her phone. “Don’t you have a class to teach?”

      John glanced up at a wall clock. “Two classes. One at ten and another at eleven. Then, I need to check on our new building. We’re having to change some things to make the building more green.”

      CJ rose. “That leaves me cooped up in my office most of the day. I’m going to the Campus Grind while I can. Do you want to come along, Maria?”

      “No, I’m good. I’ll track down the girls that were partying with Holly and check with some of my sources about the moonshine and fentanyl.”

      “And I’ll ask Yari while I’m at the Grind.”
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        * * *

      

      A wooden bench under a live oak tree served as a place for CJ to pull out her cell phone and give David a call. After six rings, she received instructions to leave a message. “Hey. I wanted to let you know you’ll have a passenger tomorrow. I’m going to Holly’s funeral. I don’t think you told me what meeting you were going to in Killeen, but you can drop me off somewhere.” She looked up to see a squirrel less than four feet away, perched on its hind legs, looking straight at her as if she were trespassing. “Call me when you can. Nothing much happening on campus. No more moonshine or fentanyl.”

      She slid her phone back into her jacket pocket and rose. “King Squirrel, I apologize for entering your realm.”

      The apology must have been sufficient. The squirrel scurried away, scaled the tree and looked down at her from a lofty perch.

      CJ crisscrossed the campus, alternately dodging the ambling students and getting out of the way of those late for class. She pulled open the door of the Campus Grind, the epicenter of campus life and the home of strong coffee and mouth-watering sweets. It took all her willpower to abstain from an apple fritter and be content with a large coffee. As expected, Bea Stargate waved CJ over to her usual table where students came and went with regularity.

      “You missed Nancy,” said Bea as CJ took a seat that gave her an excellent view of the room swirling with students coming and going. “Got herself an espresso, so she’d be good and alert for her lab. Rumor has it there’ll be a test on Friday for what they’re supposed to learn in class today. She didn’t want to be blindsided.”

      “She’s a smart girl,” said CJ as she looked around. “Most of them are busy retelling tales of spring break.”

      “It’ll take ’em a couple of days to get back in the groove. That’s why I don’t give tests the first week back.”

      Bea’s gaze shifted, and her perpetual smile widened. “Look who’s comin’ bearing gifts.”

      Approaching their table was a woman wearing a chef’s uniform and mismatched tennis shoes. Her hair was a soft lavender color, and she was about the same age as CJ. She carried two small white paper sacks. “There goes the diet,” said CJ.

      “Hey, CJ. Hey, Bea. I made something new for you to try. It’s a take-off on biscotti. Tell me what you think.”

      CJ pulled out the crispy baked treat, put it on the sack, and gave it a good look-over.

      Bea didn’t wait. She removed hers and took a bite that gave a crackle. Then she moaned and spoke before she swallowed. “Lord, have mercy, Yari. There’s a half-dozen flavors doing the two-step in my mouth.”

      With head lowered to examine it from a different angle, CJ said, “I’ve never seen biscotti with chocolate icing on the bottom and white chocolate on the top.”

      “The students like things sweet,” said Yari. “Did you notice the almond slivers?”

      “I couldn’t miss them.”

      By now, Bea had swallowed her first bite. “The little orange-colored flecks inside don’t taste like an orange or a tangerine. What are they?”

      “Finely minced apricots,” said Yari. “I wanted to try something different.”

      Bea kept asking questions about Yari’s latest creation while CJ scanned the room. She leaned into Bea. “Isn’t that Amy Sneller talking to that preppy looking young man?”

      Bea eased her gaze around the room and stopped when she found the students in question. She looked at Yari and said, “Move a little to the left, honey. I don’t want Amy to know I’m looking at her.” After Yari moved, Bea looked past her and then directed her gaze back to Yari. “Have you ever seen Amy Sneller talk to anyone here?”

      Yari shook her head. “Never.”

      “Is she still selling pot?” asked CJ.

      Yari sat down across from Bea. “I’m out of the loop now that I’m on probation. When I kept my ear to the ground, she had an organization that ran three or four deep. She’s too smart to sell anything herself.”

      CJ looked at Bea. “What do you know about her?”

      “She was in my Christian ethics class three years ago. She’d argue with a fence post if she couldn’t find anyone else to take on. Real bright, but as dedicated an atheist as you’ll ever find. The only reason she’s here is because she’s a legacy. Her grandmother went here, and this is the only free ride Amy could get. The last I heard, she’s working on a master’s in political science. I believe she wants to go on and get a doctorate.”

      “She can’t get that here,” said CJ.

      Yari added, “I’d look for her to go someplace on either of the coasts where the schools aren’t so conservative.”

      “Or Moscow,” said Bea with a chuckle.

      CJ stole a glance back to where Amy sat. “Who’s that guy she’s talking to?”

      Yari stood. “I’ll find out.”

      Absentmindedly, CJ took a bite of her biscotti. “Oh, my gosh. That’s incredible.”

      Bea nodded, but didn’t speak because her mouth was busy chewing.

      CJ glanced toward Amy again and saw a look of irritation narrowing her eyebrows. She spoke with teeth gritted and pointed toward the door. The young man grinned as he strolled to the door and left the building.

      Amy turned on her heel and stalked toward the side door, pushing harder than necessary to open it.

      Yari returned, this time bearing information instead of treats. “His name is Peter Starks. He’s a junior transfer student from some college in North Carolina. Stacy says he has a sexy accent and awesome clothes. She goes for the preppy ones.”

      “Starks.” CJ shook her head. “He’s not on our radar.”

      The jangle of CJ’s phone ended the conversation with Bea and Yari.

      “I won’t need to drop you off anywhere,” said David. “You can come with me. I already have you approved.”

      “Approved? For what?”

      “A meeting at the Bell County Sheriff’s office. There’s an uptick in fentanyl OD’s, especially among soldiers at Fort Hood.”

      “What about moonshine?”

      “They didn’t mention it.” He paused. “I also arranged for us
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