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Prologue
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The two stalwart highway patrolmen guarding the barricade stared at her without registering any emotion, but because of the media blitz of the past few days, she knew they recognized her and that, in spite of their implacable demeanor, they were curious to know why Judge Holly Spencer was angling to get closer to the scene of a bloodbath. 

“… bullet hole to the chest …” 

“… ligature marks on his wrists and ankles …” 

“… half in, half out of the water …” 

“… carnage …” 

Those were the phrases that Sergeant Lester had used to describe the scene beyond the barricade, although he’d told her he was sparing her the “gruesome details.” He’d also ordered her to clear out, go home, that she shouldn’t be here, that there was nothing she could do. Then he’d ducked beneath the barricade, got into his sedan, and backed it into a three-point turn that pointed him to the crime scene. 

If she didn’t leave voluntarily, the pair of patrolmen would escort her away, and that would create even more of a scene. She started walking back to her car. 

In the few minutes that she’d been away from it, more law enforcement and emergency personnel had converged on the area. There was a lengthening line of cars, pickups, and minivans forming along both shoulders of the narrow road on either side of the turnoff. This junction was deep in the backwoods and appeared on few maps. It was nearly impossible to find unless one knew to look for the taxidermy sign with an armadillo on it. 

Tonight it had become a hot spot. 

The vibe of the collected crowd was almost festive. The flashing lights of the official vehicles reminded Holly of a carnival midway. An ever-growing number of onlookers, drawn to the emergency like sharks to blood, stood in groups swapping rumors about the body count, speculating on who had died and how. 

Overhearing one group placing odds on who had survived, she wanted to scream, This isn’t entertainment. 

By the time she reached her car, she was out of breath, her mouth dry with anxiety. She got in and clutched the steering wheel, pressing her forehead against it so hard, it hurt. 

“Drive, judge.” 

Nearly jumping out of her skin, she whipped her head around, gasping his name when she saw the amount of blood soaking his clothes. 

The massive red stain was fresh enough to show up shiny in the kaleidoscope of flashing red, white, and blue lights around them. His eyes glinted at her from shadowed sockets. His forehead was beaded with sweat, strands of hair plastered to it. 

He remained perfectly still, sprawled in the corner of the backseat, left leg stretched out along it, the toe of his blood-spattered cowboy boot pointing toward the ceiling of the car. His right leg was bent at the knee. His right hand was resting on it, holding a wicked-looking pistol. 

He said, “It’s not my blood.” 

“I heard.” 

Looking down over his long torso, he gave a gravelly, bitter laugh. “He was dead before he hit the ground, but I wanted to make sure. Dumb move. Ruined this shirt, and it was one of my favorites.” 

She wasn’t fooled by either his seeming indifference or his relaxed posture. He was a sudden movement waiting to happen, his reflexes quicksilver. 

Up ahead, officers had begun moving along the line of spectator vehicles, motioning the motorists to clear the area. She had to either do as he asked or be caught with him inside her car. 

“Sergeant Lester told me that you’d—” 

“Shot the son of a bitch? That’s true. He’s dead. Now drive.” 


Chapter 1

[image: Image Missing]

Five days earlier 

Crawford Hunt woke up knowing that this was the day he’d been anticipating for a long time. Even before opening his eyes, he felt a happy bubble of excitement inside his chest, which was instantly burst by a pang of anxiety. 

It might not go his way. 

He showered with customary efficiency but took a little more time than usual on personal grooming: flossing, shaving extra-close, using a blow dryer rather than letting his hair dry naturally. But he was no good at wielding the dryer, and his hair came out looking the same as it always did—unmanageable. Why hadn’t he thought to get a trim? 

He noticed a few gray strands in his sideburns. They, plus the faint lines at the corners of his eyes and on either side of his mouth, lent him an air of maturity. 

But the judge would probably regard them as signs of hard living. 

“Screw it.” Impatient with his self-scrutiny, he turned away from the bathroom mirror and went into his bedroom to dress. 

He had considered wearing a suit, but figured that would be going overboard, like he was trying too hard to impress the judge. Besides, the navy wool blend made him feel like an undertaker. He settled for a sport jacket and tie. 

Although the small of his back missed the pressure of his holster, he decided not to carry. 

In the kitchen, he brewed coffee and poured himself a bowl of cereal, but neither settled well in his nervous stomach, so he dumped them into the disposal. As the Cheerios vaporized, he got a call from his lawyer. 

“You all right?” The qualities that made William Moore a good lawyer worked against him as a likable human being. He possessed little grace and zero charm, so, although he’d called to ask about Crawford’s state of mind, the question sounded like a challenge to which he expected a positive answer. 

“Doing okay.” 

“Court will convene promptly at two o’clock.” 

“Right. Wish it was earlier.” 

“Are you going into your office first?” 

“Thought about it. Maybe. I don’t know.” 

“You should. Work will keep your mind off the hearing.” 

Crawford hedged. “I’ll see how the morning goes.” 

“Nervous?” 

“No.” 

The attorney snorted with skepticism. Crawford admitted to experiencing a few butterflies. 

“We’ve gone over it,” the lawyer said. “Look everyone in the eye, especially the judge. Be sincere. You’ll do fine.” 

Although it sounded easy enough, Crawford released a long breath. “At this point, I’ve done everything I can. It’s now up to the judge, whose mind is probably already made up.” 

“Maybe. Maybe not. The decision could hinge on how you comport yourself on the stand.” 

Crawford frowned into the phone. “But no pressure.” 

“I have a good feeling.” 

“Better than the other kind, I guess. But what happens if I don’t win today? What do I do next? Short of taking out a contract on Judge Spencer.” 

“Don’t even think in terms of losing.” When Crawford didn’t respond, Moore began to lecture. “The last thing we need is for you to slink into court looking pessimistic.” 

“Right.” 

“I mean it. If you look unsure, you’re sunk.” 

“Right.” 

“Go in there with confidence, certainty, like you’ve already kicked butt.” 

“I’ve got it, okay?” 

Responding to his client’s testiness, Moore backed down. “I’ll meet you outside the courtroom a little before two.” He hung up without saying good-bye. 

With hours to kill before he had to be in court, Crawford wandered through his house, checking things. Fridge, freezer, and pantry were well stocked. He’d had a maid service come in yesterday, and the three industrious women had left the whole house spotless. He tidied his bathroom and made his bed. He didn’t see anything else he could improve upon. 

Last, he went into the second bedroom, the one he’d spent weeks preparing for Georgia’s homecoming, not allowing himself to think that from tonight forward his little girl wouldn’t be spending every night under his roof. 

He’d left the decorating up to the saleswoman at the furniture store. “Georgia’s five years old. About to start kindergarten.” 

She asked, “Favorite color?” 

“Pink. Second favorite, pink.” 

“Do you have a budget?” 

“Knock yourself out.” 

She’d taken him at his word. Everything in the room was pink except for the creamy white headboard, chest of drawers, and vanity table with an oval mirror that swiveled between upright spindles. 

He had added touches he thought Georgia would like: picture books with pastel covers featuring rainbows and unicorns and such, a menagerie of stuffed animals, a ballet tutu with glittery slippers to match, and a doll wearing a pink princess gown and gold crown. The saleswoman had assured him it was a five-year-old girl’s fantasy room. 

The only thing missing was the girl. 

He gave the bedroom one final inspection, then left the house and, without consciously intending to, found himself driving toward the cemetery. He hadn’t come since Mother’s Day, when he and his in-laws had brought Georgia to visit the grave of the mother she didn’t remember. 

Solemnly, Georgia had laid a bouquet of roses on the grave as instructed, then had looked up at him and asked, “Can we go get ice cream now, Daddy?” 

Leaving his parents-in-law to pay homage to their late daughter, he’d scooped Georgia into his arms and carried her back to the car. She’d squealed whenever he pretended to stumble and stagger under her weight. He figured Beth wouldn’t take exception. Wouldn’t she rather have Georgia laughing over an ice cream cone than crying over her grave? 

Somehow, it seemed appropriate to visit today, although he came empty-handed. He didn’t see what difference a bouquet of flowers would make to the person underground. As he stood beside the grave, he didn’t address anything to the spirit of his dead wife. He’d run out of things to say to her years ago, and those verbal purges never made him feel any better. They sure as hell didn’t benefit Beth. 

So he merely stared at the date etched into the granite headstone and cursed it, cursed his culpability, then made a promise to whatever cosmic puppeteer might be listening that, if given custody of Georgia, he would do everything within his power to make amends. 
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Holly checked her wristwatch as she waited on the ground floor of the courthouse for the elevator. When it arrived and the door slid open, she stifled a groan at the sight of Greg Sanders among those onboard. 

She stood aside and allowed everyone to get off. Sanders came only as far as the threshold, but there he stopped, blocking her from getting on. 

“Well, Judge Spencer,” he drawled. “Fancy bumping into you. You can be the first to congratulate me.” 

She forced a smile. “Are congratulations in order?” 

He placed his hand on the door to prevent it from closing. “I just came from court. The verdict in the Mallory case? Not guilty.” 

Holly frowned. “I don’t see that as cause for celebration. Your client was accused of brutally beating a convenience store clerk during the commission of an armed robbery. The clerk lost an eye.” 

“But my client didn’t rob the store.” 

“Because he panicked and ran when he thought he’d beaten the clerk to death.” She was familiar with the case, but since the defending attorney, Sanders, was her opponent in the upcoming election for district court judge, the trial had been assigned to another court. 

Greg Sanders flashed his self-satisfied smirk. “The ADA failed to prove his case. My client—” 

Holly interrupted. “You’ve already argued the case at trial. I wouldn’t dream of asking you to retry it for me here and now. If you’ll excuse me?” 

She sidestepped him into the elevator. He got out, but kept his hand against the door. “I’m chalking up wins. Come November …” He winked. “The big win.” 

“I’m afraid you’re setting yourself up for a huge disappointment.” She punched the elevator button for the fifth floor. 

“This time ’round, you won’t have Judge Waters shoehorning you in.” 

They were monopolizing one of three elevators. People were becoming impatient, shooting them dirty looks. Besides the fact they were inconveniencing others, she wouldn’t be goaded into defending either herself or her mentor to Greg Sanders. “I’m due in court in fifteen minutes. Please let go of the door.” 

By now, Sanders was fighting the automation to keep it open. Speaking for her ears alone, he said, “Now what would a pretty young lawyer like you have been doing for ol’ Judge Waters to get him to go to bat for you with the governor?” 

The “pretty” was belittling, not complimentary. 

She smiled, but with exasperation. “Really, Mr. Sanders? If you’re resorting to innuendos suggesting sexual impropriety between the revered Judge Waters and me, you must be feeling terribly insecure about a successful outcome in November.” Without a “please” this time, she enunciated, “Let go of the door.” 

He raised his hands in surrender and backed away. “You’ll mess up. Matter of time.” The door closed on his grinning face. 

Holly entered her chambers to find her assistant, Mrs. Debra Briggs, eating a carton of yogurt at her desk. “Want one?” 

“No thanks. I just had a face-to-face exchange with my opponent.” 

“If that won’t spoil your appetite, nothing will. He reminds me of an old mule that my grandpa had when I was a kid.” 

“I can see the resemblance. Long face, big ears, toothy smile.” 

“I was referring to the other end of the mule.” 

Holly laughed. “Messages?” 

“Marilyn Vidal has called twice.” 

“Get back to her and tell her I’m due in court. I’ll call her after this hearing.” 

“She won’t like being put off.” 

Marilyn, the powerhouse orchestrating her campaign, could be irritatingly persistent. “No, she won’t, but she’ll get over it.” 

Holly went into her private office and closed the door. She needed a few minutes alone to collect herself before the upcoming custody hearing. The encounter with Sanders—and she hated herself for this—had left her with an atypical uneasiness. She was confident that she could defeat him at the polls and retain the judgeship to which she’d been temporarily appointed. 

But as she zipped herself into her robe, his parting shot echoed through her mind like a dire prediction. 
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“Crawford?” 

Having arrived early, he’d been trying to empty his mind of negative thoughts while staring through the wavy glass of a fourth-floor window of the venerable Prentiss County Courthouse. 

His name brought him around. Grace and Joe Gilroy were walking toward him, their expressions somber, as befitted the reason for their being there. 

“Hi, Grace.” 

His mother-in-law was petite and pretty, with eyes through which her sweet disposition shone. The outside corners tilted up slightly, a physical trait that Beth had inherited. He and Grace hugged briefly. 

As she pulled back, she gave him an approving once-over. “You look nice.” 

“Thanks. Hello, Joe.” 

He released Grace and shook hands with Beth’s dad. Joe’s hobby was carpentry, which had given him a row of calluses at the base of his fingers. Indeed, everything about Joe Gilroy was tough for a man just past seventy. 

“How are you doing?” he asked. 

Crawford forced himself to smile. “Great.” 

Joe appeared not to believe the exaggeration, but he didn’t comment on it. Nor did he return Crawford’s smile. 

Grace said, “I guess we’re all a little nervous.” She hesitated, then asked Crawford if he was feeling one way or the other about the hearing. 

“You mean whether I’ll win or lose?” 

She looked pained. “Please don’t think of the outcome in terms of winning or losing.” 

“Don’t you?” 

“We only want what’s best for our granddaughter,” Joe said. Interpreted, that meant it would be best for Georgia to remain with them. “I’m sure that’s what Judge Spencer wants, too.” 

Crawford held his tongue and decided to save his debate for the courtroom. Talking it over with them now was pointless and could only lead to antagonism. The simple fact was that today he and his in-laws were on opposing sides of a legal issue, the outcome of which would profoundly affect all of them. Somebody was going to leave the courthouse defeated and unhappy. Crawford wouldn’t be able to congratulate them if the judge ruled in their favor, and he wasn’t about to wish them luck. He figured they felt much the same way toward him. 

Since both parties had agreed to leave Georgia out of the proceedings entirely, Crawford asked Grace what arrangements she’d made for her while they were in court. “She’s on a play date with our neighbor’s granddaughter. She was so excited when I dropped her off. They’re going to bake cookies.” 

Crawford winced. “Her last batch were a little gooey in the center.” 

“She always takes them out of the oven too soon,” Joe said. 

Crawford smiled. “She can’t wait to sample them.” 

“She needs to learn the virtue of patience.” 

In order to maintain his smile, Crawford had to clench his teeth. His father-in-law was good at getting in barbs like that, aimed at Crawford’s character flaws. That one had been a zinger. Also well timed. Before Crawford could respond, the Gilroys’ attorney stepped off the elevator. They excused themselves to confer with him. 

Within minutes Crawford’s attorney arrived. Bill Moore’s walk was as brisk as his manner. But today his determined stride was impeded by dozens of potential jurors who had crowded into the corridor looking for their assigned courtroom. 

The attorney plowed his way through them, connected with Crawford, and together they went into Judge Spencer’s court. 

The bailiff, Chet Barker, was a courthouse institution. He was a large man with a gregarious nature to match his size. He greeted Crawford by name. “Big day, huh?” 

“Yeah it is, Chet.” 

The bailiff slapped him on the shoulder. “Good luck.” 

“Thanks.” 

Crawford’s butt barely had time to connect with the seat of his chair before Chet was asking everyone to rise. The judge entered the courtroom, stepped onto the podium, and sat down in the high-backed chair that Crawford uneasily likened to a throne. In a way, it was. Here, the honorable Judge Holly Spencer had absolute rule. 

Chet called court into session and asked everyone to be seated. 

“Good afternoon,” the judge said. She asked the attorneys if all parties were present, and when the formalities were out of the way, she clasped her hands on top of the lectern. 

“Although I took over this case from Judge Waters, I’ve familiarized myself with it. As I understand the situation, in May of 2010, Grace and Joe Gilroy filed for temporary custody of their granddaughter, Georgia Hunt.” She looked at Crawford. “Mr.  Hunt, you did not contest that petition.” 

“No, Your Honor, I did not.” 

William Moore stood up. “If I may, Your Honor?” 

She nodded. 

In his rat-a-tat fashion, the lawyer stated the major components of Crawford’s petition to regain custody and summarized why it was timely and proper that Georgia be returned to him. He ended by saying, “Mr. Hunt is her father. He loves her, and his affection is returned, as two child psychologists attest. I believe you have copies of their evaluations of Georgia?” 

“Yes, and I’ve reviewed them.” The judge gazed thoughtfully at Crawford, then said, “Mr. Hunt will have a chance to address the court, but first I’d like to hear from the Gilroys.” 

Their lawyer sprang to his feet, eager to get their objections to Crawford’s petition on the record. “Mr. Hunt’s stability was brought into question four years ago, Your Honor. He gave up his daughter without argument, which indicates that he knew his child would be better off with her grandparents.” 

The judge held up her hand. “Mr. Hunt has conceded that it was in Georgia’s best interest to be placed with them at that time.” 

“We hope to persuade the court that she should remain with them.” He called Grace to testify. She was sworn in. Judge Spencer gave her a reassuring smile as she took her seat in the witness box. 

“Mrs. Gilroy, why are you and Mr. Gilroy contesting your son-in-law’s petition to regain custody?” 

Grace wet her lips. “Well, ours is the only home Georgia has known. We’ve dedicated ourselves to making it a loving and nurturing environment for her.” She expanded on the healthy home life they had created. 

Judge Spencer finally interrupted. “Mrs. Gilroy, no one in this courtroom, not even Mr. Hunt, disputes that you’ve made an excellent home for Georgia. My decision won’t be determined by whether or not you’ve provided well for the child, but whether or not Mr. Hunt is willing and able to provide an equally good home for her.” 

“I know he loves her,” Grace said, sending an uneasy glance his way. “But love alone isn’t enough. In order to feel secure, children need constancy, routine. Since Georgia doesn’t have a mother, she needs the next best thing.” 

“Her daddy.” Crawford’s mutter drew disapproving glances from everyone, including the judge. 

Bill Moore nudged his arm and whispered, “You’ll have your turn.” 

The judge asked Grace a few more questions, but the upshot of what his mother-in-law believed was that to remove Georgia from their home now would create a detrimental upheaval in her young life. She finished with, “My husband and I feel that a severance from us would have a damaging impact on Georgia’s emotional and psychological development.” 

To Crawford the statement sounded scripted and rehearsed, something their lawyer had coached Grace to say, not something that she had come up with on her own. 

Judge Spencer asked Crawford’s attorney if he had any questions for Mrs. Gilroy. “Yes, Your Honor, I do.” He strode toward the witness box and didn’t waste time on pleasantries. “Georgia often spends weekends with Mr. Hunt, isn’t that right?” 

“Well, yes. Once we felt she was old enough to spend a night away from us, and that Crawford was … was trustworthy enough, we began allowing him to keep her overnight. Sometimes two nights.” 

“When she’s returned to you after these sleepovers with her father, what is Georgia like?” 

“Like?” 

“What’s her state of mind, her general being? Does she run to you crying, arms outstretched, grateful to be back? Does she act intimidated, fearful, or traumatized? Is she ever in a state of  emotional distress? Is she withdrawn and uncommunicative?” 

“No. She’s … fine.” 

“Crying only when her father returns her to you. Isn’t that right?” 

Grace hesitated. “She sometimes cries when he drops her off. But only on occasion. Not every time.” 

“More often crying after a lengthier visit with him,” the attorney said. “In other words, the longer she’s with him, the greater her separation anxiety when she’s returned to you.” He saw that the Gilroys’ lawyer was about to object and waved him back into his seat. “Conclusion on my part.” 

He apologized to the judge, but Crawford knew he wasn’t sorry for having gotten his point across and on the record. 

He addressed another question to Grace. “When was the last time you saw Mr. Hunt intoxicated?” 

“It was a while ago. I don’t remember exactly.” 

“A week ago? A month? A year?” 

“Longer than that.” 

“Longer than that,” Moore repeated. “Four years ago? During the worst of his bereavement over the loss of his wife?” 

“Yes. But—” 

“To your knowledge, has Mr. Hunt ever been drunk while with Georgia?” 

“No.” 

“Lost his temper and struck her?” 

“No.” 

“Yelled at her, used abusive or vulgar language in front of her?” 

“No.” 

“Failed to feed her when she was hungry?” 

“No.” 

“Failed to secure her in her car seat? Not shown up when she was expecting him? Has he ever neglected to see to his daughter’s physical or emotional needs?” 

Grace dipped her head and spoke softly. “No.” 

Moore turned to the judge and spread his arms at his sides. “Your Honor, this proceeding is an imposition on the court’s time. Mr. Hunt made some mistakes, which he readily acknowledges. Over time, he’s reconstructed his life. He relocated to Prentiss from Houston in order to see his daughter regularly. 

“He’s undergone the counseling that your predecessor mandated twelve months ago. A year hasn’t diminished his determination to regain custody of his child, and I submit that, except for their own selfish interests, there are no grounds whatsoever for Mr. and Mrs. Gilroy to be contesting my client’s petition.” 

The Gilroys’ lawyer surged to his feet. “Your Honor, my clients’ grounds for contesting this petition are in the file. Mr. Hunt has proved himself to be unfit—” 

“I have the file, thank you,” Judge Spencer said. “Mrs. Gilroy, please step down. I’d like to hear from Mr. Hunt now.” 

Grace left the witness stand looking distraught, as though she had miserably failed their cause. 

Crawford stood up, smoothed down his necktie, and walked to the witness box. Chet swore him in. Crawford sat down and looked at the judge—in the eye, as Moore had coached him to do. 

“Mr. Hunt, four years ago some of your behavior brought your ability to be a good parent into question.” 

“Which is why I didn’t contest Joe and Grace being awarded temporary custody of Georgia. She was only thirteen months old when Beth died. She needed constant care, which circumstances prevented me from providing. My obligations at work, other issues.” 

“Serious other issues.” 

That wasn’t a question. He kept his mouth shut. 

The judge flipped through several official-looking papers and ran her finger down one sheet. “You were arrested and pled guilty to DUI.” 

“Once. But I—” 

“You were arrested for public indecency and—” 

“I was urinating.” 

“—assault.” 

“It was a bar fight. Everyone who threw a punch was detained. I was released without—” 

“I have the file.” 

He sat there seething, realizing that his past would devastate his future. Judge Holly Spencer was cutting him no slack. After giving him a long, thoughtful appraisal, she again shuffled through the pages of what she had referred to as his “file.” He wondered how bad it looked with his transgressions spelled out in black and white. If her frown was any indication, not good. 

Finally, she said, “You went to all the counseling sessions.” 

“Judge Waters made clear that each one was mandatory. All twenty-five of them. I made certain not to miss any.” 

“The therapist’s report is comprehensive. According to her, you made remarkable progress.” 

“I think so. I know so.” 

“I commend your diligence, Mr. Hunt, and I admire your commitment to regaining custody of the daughter you obviously love.” 

Here it comes, he thought. 

“However—” 

The door at the back of the courtroom burst open and a figure straight out of a horror movie ran up the center aisle, handgun extended. The first bullet struck the wall behind the witness box, splitting the distance between Crawford and Judge Spencer. 

The second one got the bailiff Chet Barker square in the chest. 


Chapter 2
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Shots were fired rapidly, one right after another. Crawford tried to count them, but lost track in the chaos that erupted inside the courtroom. 

Judge Spencer surged to her feet, shouting Chet’s name in alarm. 

Joe shoved Grace out of her chair and onto the floor, then ducked down beside her. 

The attorneys scurried for cover beneath the tables at which they sat. The court reporter did the same. 

Impervious to the scurrying and ear-piercing screams, the shooter, clad in stark white, his facial features distorted by a clear plastic mask, stepped over Chet’s still form as though it weren’t there, and kept coming, shooting, aiming toward the front of the courtroom. 

All this registered with Crawford instantly, and he reacted instinctually by vaulting over the railing that separated the witness box from the judge’s podium, forcing her to the floor, then landing on top of her. 

Four shots? Five? Six? Crawford had recognized the pistol as a nine-millimeter. Depending on the size of the clip—

Sensing when the shooter rounded the witness box and stepped onto the platform, Crawford whipped his head around. The shooter had a bead on him. Crawford kicked backward. His boot heel caught the guy in the kneecap, hard enough to throw the attacker off balance. His arm went up, and the shot went into the ceiling. Still off balance, he stumbled backward off the platform, then turned and ran for the side exit of the courtroom. 

Crawford came up onto one knee and bent over the judge. After confirming that she was alive, he launched himself off the platform like a sprinter off the chocks. He knelt down beside Chet, determined instantly that he was dead and, without allowing himself to think about the waste of a good man, unsnapped the bailiff’s holster and yanked his service revolver from it. 

A bailiff from another court barreled in through the rear door, skidding to a halt when he saw Crawford checking to make certain Chet’s revolver was loaded. The bailiff went for his own weapon. 

Crawford shouted, “Texas Ranger Hunt! Chet’s down.” 

“Oh, Crawford, jeez. What happened?” 

Civilians were beginning to crowd in behind the nervous bailiff. “Get those people to take cover. Notify officers downstairs that we have a shooter. He’s masked, dressed in white from head to toe. Tell them not to mistake me for him.” 

By now he’d made it to the side exit through which the gunman had disappeared. He opened the door a crack and when nothing happened, banged it open and lunged through, sweeping the pistol from side to side. The long, narrow corridor was empty save for a woman standing in the open doorway of an office, her mouth agape, a hand to her throat. 

“Go back into your office.” 

“What’s happening? Who was that painter?” 

“Which way did he go?” 

She pointed toward the door to the fire stairs. When Crawford came even with her, he pushed her inside the office and pulled the door closed. “Lock it,” he said through the door. “Get under your desk and don’t come out. Call 911. Tell them what you saw.” 

He jogged down the hall toward the fire stairs. 

A man from another office poked his head out into the hallway, saw Crawford, and his eyes went wide with fear. “Please, I—” 

“Listen.” Wasting no time on an explanation, Crawford gave him terse instructions about taking cover and staying there until given the all-clear. The man ducked back into his office and slammed the door. 

Crawford slowed down as he approached the door to the fire stairs, closing the remainder of the distance with caution. He took a quick peek through the square, wired window in the top third of the door. Seeing nothing through the glass, he cautiously pulled the door open and, with his gun hand extended, made a wide sweep of the stairs above and below him. Nothing happened. 

He entered the stairwell, where he paused, waiting for a sound or a motion that would give away which direction the shooter had gone. Then, from behind him—

He spun around as a deputy sheriff stepped through the corridor door. They recognized each other, which was fortunate because their weapons were aimed at each other’s heads. The deputy was about to speak when Crawford placed his index finger against his lips. 

The deputy, nodding understanding, motioned that he would go down, Crawford up. Careful, Crawford mouthed. 

Keeping close to the wall, Crawford crept up the stairs to the next landing. He opened the door onto a corridor exactly matching the one on the floor below. Aggregate flooring, walls painted government-building beige. Here and there hung a framed portrait of a dour, bygone official. Doors to various offices lined both sides of the hall. 

About midway down, two men and a woman were conferring quietly, their aspects fearful. One of the men, seeing that Crawford was armed, raised his hands in surrender. 

“I’m a Texas Ranger,” Crawford whispered. “Did you see a person dressed all in white?” Remembering how the first woman had described the shooter, he added, “A painter?” 

They shook their heads. 

“Lock yourselves in an office. Stay clear of the door and don’t open it to anyone except police.” 

Crawford slipped back into the stairwell. He heard footsteps coming up from below and figured the deputy sheriff had picked up a few reinforcements on their climb up from the first floor of the building where the Prentiss County Sheriff’s Office was located. Obviously they hadn’t encountered the shooter going down the stairs. If they had, there would have been considerably more noise, likely gunshots, echoing in the stairwell. 

Crawford continued up. When he reached the sixth-floor landing, he stepped to the door and looked both ways through the window into the corridor. Another group of courthouse personnel was huddled together, looking frightened, but not hysterical, which they would have been had the masked gunman just raced past them. 

He cracked the door and, staving off their questions about the gunshots they’d heard, identified himself and whispered instructions about taking cover, which they were quick to act on. He eased back into the stairwell and proceeded up to the next landing, which was only half a flight. It ended at the door that opened onto the roof. 

In the corner adjacent to the door lay a pair of white coveralls, white cap, a pair of latex gloves, and shoe covers. Probably beneath the heap he’d find the mask, but he didn’t touch anything. 

Noticeably missing from the pile of castoff items was the gunman’s pistol. 

Leaning over the railing and looking below, he saw the deputy and several other uniformed officers stealthily making their way up. Crawford hitched his head toward the door to the roof. One of the officers backed down to the next landing and spoke quietly into the mike clipped to his epaulette, then gave Crawford and the others a thumbs-up. 

Crawford knew that by now the rehearsed emergency response would have been implemented. The courthouse would be surrounded by policemen. Exits would be sealed off, anyone trying to leave or enter would be stopped. A SWAT team would have been deployed. Sharpshooters were no doubt already taking up positions on the roofs of neighboring buildings. 

The gunman hadn’t thought this out very well. The only way it could end for him was badly. Unless he could fly, he wasn’t going to leave this building a free man. And as soon as he realized that, he might decide that he might just as well take out a couple more people before his inevitable capture. He’d already killed Chet in front of witnesses. Why not go for broke and make a name for himself as a mass murderer? 

Crawford shrugged off his sport jacket and dropped it to the floor, then pushed open the exit door a crack. “Hey, buddy,” he called through it. “Let’s talk.” 

He half expected bullets to pepper the metal door, but nothing happened. He opened the door another inch or two. “I’m a Texas Ranger, but I’m not in uniform. I can show you my badge. I’m coming out, okay? I’m unarmed. I just want to talk to you. You cool with that?” 

By now the other officers had joined him. One whispered, “Crawford, you sure about this?” 

He gave the guy a wry grin to acknowledge the danger he faced, then stuck Chet’s pistol into his waistband at the small of his back, opened the door wide enough to squeeze through, and stepped out onto the gravel roof, arms raised. 

It took several seconds for his eyes to adjust to the blazing sunlight, then he immediately saw the guy. He wasn’t even trying to hide. He was standing near the low wall at the edge of the roof. He was Hispanic, late twenties or early thirties, average height, pudgy in the middle. 

He didn’t look like anybody to be afraid of except for the pistol that he was aiming at Crawford with a shaky hand. In the other hand he held a smoldering cigarette. 

Crawford kept his hands raised. “I’m gonna show you my badge, okay?” He eased his right hand down toward the leather holder clipped to his belt, but when the man dropped his cigarette and ordered, “No!” Crawford put his hand back in the air. “This is a bad idea, pal.” 

The man jabbed the pistol forward several times. 

“You don’t want to shoot me,” Crawford said. “Put down the weapon, why don’t you? Then nobody else will get hurt, including you.” 

In spite of Crawford’s calming tone, the man was becoming increasingly agitated. He rapidly blinked trickles of sweat from his eyes, which darted from side to side. When they came back to Crawford, he motioned again with the pistol for him to back away. 

It occurred to Crawford that he might not speak English. “Habla inglés? ” 

“Sí.” Then more forcibly, “Sí.” 

The reply had sounded angrily defensive, leaving Crawford to doubt the man’s command of the language. He took a step forward and made a patting motion toward the ground. “La pistola. Down.” 

“No.” He brought his other hand up to cradle the pistol and thrust it at arm’s length toward Crawford. 

Shit! “Come on, buddy. There’s no good way out of this if you don’t—No!” 

One of the officers must have come out another door accessing the roof because he had suddenly appeared in Crawford’s peripheral vision. The gunman saw him at the same time. He whipped the firearm toward the deputy and pulled the trigger twice. He missed. 

But the sharpshooters in place on the neighboring roof didn’t. 

The gunman’s body jerked with the impact of each bullet, then crumpled and went entirely still. 

Crawford, deflating, backed up to the wall and slid down it until he was crouching on his heels. He watched as officers in various uniforms swarmed through the stairwell door and surrounded the body leaking blood onto the gravel. 

Feeling a hand on his shoulder, Crawford looked up into the face of the deputy who’d expressed concern about his going out onto the roof. “You hit?” 

He shook his head. 

“You got lucky.” He pressed Crawford’s shoulder, then left him to join the other officers grouped around the fallen man. 

Crawford’s head dropped forward until his chin touched his chest. “You dumb son of a bitch.” 

Anyone overhearing his castigating mutter would have assumed he was addressing the dead man. They would be mistaken. 
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“Hunt?” 

Crawford, who’d been staring sightlessly at the floor, looked toward the homicide detective holding open the interrogation room door and motioning with his head for Crawford to go in. 

Crawford had to forcibly exert enough energy to stand up. He dreaded this like hell, but was eager to get it over with. 

Inside the room, another man in plainclothes whom Crawford didn’t know was standing with his back to the wall, noisily cracking his knuckles and giving a wad of chewing gum a workout. Crawford wondered what he had to be nervous about. 

Sergeant Neal Lester, the senior detective who’d laconically summoned Crawford into the room, motioned him into one of the chairs at the small table and took a seat opposite him. Between them on the table were a legal tablet and a video recording setup. 

Neal Lester withdrew a pen from his shirt pocket and clicked the retractor at the end of it several times as he fixed an unfriendly gaze on Crawford. Classmates from primary school, they’d never liked each other, and the mutual dislike had intensified when, in high school, Crawford had dated Neal’s younger sister. The attraction had been short-lived and had never amounted to anything, but apparently Neal still had a burr up his butt about it. 

“Want something to drink?” He made the question sound obligatory. 

“No thanks.” 

“You know Matt Nugent? Recently made detective.” He nodded toward the younger man who was still fidgeting. 

Crawford acknowledged the quasi-introduction by hitching his chin in the detective’s direction. 

He grinned, showing crooked teeth. “How’s it goin’?” A ridiculous greeting under the circumstances. Crawford didn’t reply and returned his attention to Neal Lester, who had continued the infernal pen-clicking. 

“You know the drill,” he said. 

Crawford nodded. 

“This interview will be recorded.” 

Crawford nodded. 

“You ready then?” 

“When you are, Neal.” 

“Let’s keep it official. No first names.” 

Crawford barely kept himself from rolling his eyes. One reason he’d never liked Neal Lester was because he was such a tight-ass. Even as a kid, he’d obeyed all the rules and tattled on kids who didn’t. 

What galled Crawford now, Neal Lester was eating this up. He was enjoying having Crawford in the hot seat. 

However, personal feelings aside, the bottom line was that two men were dead, and Crawford had been within feet of both when they died. As a law enforcement officer, Neal and his nervous sidekick had a duty to perform, and that included questioning him. 

He shifted in his chair, trying but failing to better fit his tall frame into the preformed plastic. “Fair enough, Sergeant Lester, where do we begin?” 

“Inside the courtroom.” With a decisive punch of his index finger, Neal started the recorder, stated the date, time, and who was present. “Why were you in Family Court today?” 

“You know damn well why.” 

The detective’s eyes narrowed. “Just answer the question, please.” 

Crawford drew a deep breath, then released it as he stated, “I was there for a custody hearing.” Neither detective responded to that, only continued to look at him. He folded his arms across his chest. “My little girl’s custody hearing. Judge Spencer was just about to hand down her decision when the shooter busted in.” 

“We have a transcript of the court proceedings up to that point.” 

“Then you don’t need me to recount who said what.” 

“I’m curious, though,” Neal said. “How do you think Judge Spencer would have ruled?” 

Crawford was about to say that what he thought regarding that had no relevance to the matter at hand, but he withheld  that, shrugged, and answered. “I was hoping for the best.” 

“Fearing the worst?” 

Fine, Crawford thought. If Neal was going to be a prick, he could be one back. “Well, I sure as hell didn’t expect the worst, which was seeing Chet Barker gunned down right in front of me.” 

The statement had the squelching effect Crawford had intended. To cover the awkward silence that followed, Neal repositioned the camera a quarter inch closer to Crawford. Matt Nugent cleared his throat behind his fist. 

“Talk us through it,” Neal said. “Be as detailed as possible.” 

Crawford covered his face with his hands and slowly dragged them down until only his fingertips were touching his jaw. Then he dropped his hands and leaned forward, propping his forearms on the edge of the table. 

“I was in the witness box. The guy came through the door at the back of the room, shooting. All hell broke loose.” 

Nugent asked him to describe the gunman and he did, even though the painter’s garb and mask had been collected as evidence, so they already had a basic description. “The cap covered all but a rim of his hair. He was wearing the gloves and they extended up under his sleeves. That mask was scary as shit. Barely had slits for his eyes. Two small holes for his nostrils. It mashed all his features flat. Total distortion.” 

He thought about it for a moment, recapturing his initial impression of the figure coming up the center aisle of the courtroom with such obvious intent. “But even without the disguise I think I would have picked up a bad mojo from this guy. He was focused on what he was doing. Determined.” 

Neal nodded. “You said he was shooting when he came through the door.” 

“Soon as he cleared it, he fired the first shot.” 

“Wild shot? Or did he aim?” 

“The pistol was pointed toward the front of the court. He was holding it shoulder high, arm straight out.” He demonstrated. “Pulling the trigger as fast as he could. Bam-bam-bam. Chet …” He paused and made a remorseful sound. “Chet rushed forward and raised his arms like this.” He thrust his hands in front of him at arm’s length, palms out. “He shouted at him. Stop! Something like that. Maybe he just made an exclamation. Then he went down.” 

“He died with valor, doing his job,” Neal remarked. 

“Yeah,” Crawford sighed. “He’ll be honored for doing so. But I doubt he’d ever drawn his service weapon. Not in the whole of his career. Then to get shot dead by some whack job in a freak show mask. It sucks.” 

Chet hadn’t gotten up this morning foreseeing his death. Nor could Crawford have anticipated the wicked curve ball Fate had hurled at him. Pinching the bridge of his nose, he sat back in his chair. 

After a moment, Nugent asked if he’d changed his mind about something to drink. 

“I’m fine. Carry on.” 

Neal clicked his pen and made a notation on the legal tablet. “So … Chet’s down. What happened next?” 

Crawford focused his thoughts on the scene in the courtroom. “Chaos. Noise. Screams. Joe moved like lightning, got him and Grace under cover. Everyone was scrambling, panicky.” 

“Not you,” Nugent said. “People in the courtroom at the time have told us that you hurdled the railing of the witness box. Do you remember doing that?” 

He shook his head. “Not really. I just … reacted. I pushed the judge to the floor and sorta …” He hunched forward, posing to demonstrate how he’d used his body to shield hers. “I heard bullets striking. I didn’t feel anything, but I was so jacked up on adrenalin that, for all I knew, I’d been hit. What with the robe, I couldn’t tell if the judge had been struck or not. 

“When he rounded the witness box and stepped up onto the platform,” he continued, “I turned to look at him. He had the pistol pointed straight at us. I remember holding my breath, thinking, ‘This is it.’ I guess my survival instinct kicked in. I let him have it in the knee with my foot.” 

He described the gunman’s backward topple off the platform. “Maybe that panicked him. I don’t know. In any case, he ran like hell and disappeared through the side exit.” 

Neal nodded as though that jibed with what others had recounted. “Then?” 

“I went after him.” 

Neal glanced at Nugent, then came back to Crawford and repeated, “You went after him.” 

“That’s right.” 

“Just like that.” 

“I didn’t think about it, if that’s what you mean. I just did it.” 

“Like you hurdled the witness box railing.” 

He shrugged. “I guess.” 

“You acted without thinking or weighing the consequences of your actions.” 

“Like you would,” Crawford fired back, “if you were any kind of lawman.” 

“Well, we know what kind you are.” 

Crawford lunged to his feet, sending his chair over backward. He glared down at Neal, but instantly realized that a show of temper would only confirm what the bastard had implied. He turned and righted the chair, then sat back down. He looked at Nugent, who was swallowing convulsively, as though his chewing gum had slipped down his gullet and gotten stuck. 

When he came back around to Neal, Neal said, “You left out a step.” 

Realizing what Neal was getting at, he said, “I stopped long enough to take Chet’s revolver.” 

“Even jacked up on adrenalin, you had the presence of mind to identify yourself to the first officer into the courtroom.” 

“His hand was on his holster. I didn’t want to get shot.” 

“You gave him a description of the gunman.” 

“A very basic one.” 

“You asked for backup. But without waiting for it, you took Chet’s revolver and charged after the shooter. Why?” 

“Why?” 

“Well, considering your history, you might have exercised more discretion.” 

“Discretion could have got people killed.” 

“So could indiscretion. Like in Halcon.” 
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