
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Thirty-Four and a Half Predicaments Bonus Chapters

      Rose Gardner Mystery

    

    




      Denise Grover Swank

    

    
      DGS

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
      

      
        
          Untitled
        

        
          Untitled
        

        
          1.
          Mason
        

        
          2.
          Deputy Randy Miller
        

        
          3.
          Neely Kate
        

        
          4.
          Neely Kate
        

        
          5.
          Carter Hale
        

        
          6.
          Skeeter
        

        
          7.
          Skeeter
        

        
          Untitled
        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        Thirty-Four and a Half Predicaments

        Bonus Chapters

        

        Rose Gardner Mystery Series

        #7.5

        

        Denise Grover Swank

      

    

  


  
    
      
        THIS EBOOK CONTAINS SPOILERS IF READ OUT OF ORDER

        

        This eBook contains seven bonus chapters that immediately follow the end of Thirty-Four and a Half Predicaments.

        

        These chapters were bonus material offered to Denise Grover Swank newsletter subscribers over the summer of 2015.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1

        

        
          Mason

        

      

    
    
      The sheriff’s car pulled away with Rose inside, and I was too shocked to do anything other than give in to the terror clawing inside my chest.

      My worst nightmare had just come true.

      Rose was just arrested for her mother’s murder. J.R. Simmons was exacting his revenge.

      Then a movement to my left caught my attention. Joe Simmons—chief deputy sheriff of Fenton County. Rose’s ex-boyfriend. Daddy’s boy.

      Traitor.

      He turned his back and strode to his sheriff’s car and I lost it.

      “You fucking bastard!” I tore loose from the hold of the two sheriff’s deputies beside me.

      He continued walking, ignoring my tirade, which only made me angrier. I launched myself at him, slamming him into his car.

      He turned with a viciousness on his face that caught me by surprise, but only enraged me more. I got in two punches before he reacted, shoving me away. I lunged for him again, so furious my only thought was to make him pay.

      Hands grabbed me, dragging me away from the man who’d ruined Rose’s life. Again. How many times would he continue to hurt her?

      I tried to jerk loose, but the two deputies held tighter.

      Simmons advanced toward me, fury in his eyes. “I could throw your ass in jail, and no one could get you out of it.”

      “Not all of us have daddies to get us out of every fucking mess we make.”

      He stopped in front of me, his hands fisted at his sides.

      Anger burned in my chest. “She’ll hate you forever for this. You know that, right?”

      His jaw tensed and rage covered his face.

      “What? She wouldn’t go back to you so you just did what your daddy told you?”

      He swallowed. “I don’t answer to you, Deveraux.”

      “No, you made damn sure of that, didn’t you?” I spat, trying to pull loose from my captors. “You set this up perfectly. Made me think you were working with me when you were working with your father all along.”

      His fist connected with my jaw while the deputies held me in place. A murderous look filled his eyes. “Shut your mouth, Deveraux.”

      To my surprise, Deputy Miller took a step toward Joe. “Chief Deputy Simmons,” he barked, “he’s restrained!”

      Enraged anew, I pulled free from the deputy on my right, trying to get another swing in at Simmons, but he stepped out of reach.

      “You set me up all along!” I shouted. “You convinced me to set up the formal questioning, then you turned on me! You claim you love her, but you used me to hurt her! You son of a bitch!”

      The other deputy grabbed my arm again and jerked hard enough to send a shooting pain through my shoulder.

      “You set Rose up too, didn’t you? You conveniently shot the person whom your father hired to take the journal, then took it yourself.” My voice rumbled with anger. “He’s cleaned up all of your messes, now you’re cleaning up his.”

      Joe grabbed handfuls of my shirt and jerked me against his chest. His eyes were wild. “Shut. Up.”

      I pulled against my restrainers again to no avail. Then the vision of Rose’s horrified face filled my head and all the fight bled out of me, fear following in its wake. “Did you see her in that jail cell last July?” I demanded. “Did you see her panic as the bailiff dragged her from the courtroom? Do you have any idea what she’s going through right now? Do you even care?” I choked on the last words, Joe’s betrayal sinking deep into my gut. I pulled free from Deputy Miller, then leaned over, hands on my knees, trying not to be sick. “You got what you wanted, you son of a bitch.” I rose and pointed to his car in defeat. “Now get the hell off her property.”

      Something flickered in his eyes, then he turned around and strode toward his car while I fought to keep myself together.

      The deputy next to me clamped a handcuff on my wrist. “Mason Deveraux, you’re under arrest for assaulting a Fenton County deputy sheriff.”

      I didn’t resist. Part of me didn’t care, and besides, there was no denying it. Joe’s swollen cheek was evidence enough that I was guilty as charged.

      Joe opened his car door and glanced back at us. “Let him go.”

      The deputy’s grip tightened on my wrist. “But sir! He attacked you!”

      “Let him go.”

      Grumbling, the deputy removed the cuff, then pointed a finger in my face. “You’re not the assistant district attorney anymore and you better remember that. If I had my way, you’d be in county lockup awaiting your arraignment.”

      “Deputy,” Joe called out. “That’s enough.”

      The deputy stomped off toward Joe’s car and climbed into the passenger side as Joe slid behind the wheel. Deputy Miller continued to stand next to me as the car pulled out toward the highway.

      “I didn’t know,” Deputy Miller said softly. “Chief Deputy Simmons told me to meet him out here. I thought it was to watch the house. I had no idea they were going to arrest her.”

      I rubbed my forehead, trying to focus on what needed to be done. “It was all for show. The more deputies, the scarier it was for her.” My voice broke as the truth hit me.

      I’d failed her.

      I’d promised to protect her and I’d failed. The thought was enough to make my knees buckle. Did she blame me for stirring up shit with J.R. Simmons? Did she hate me?

      “Mr. Deveraux, maybe you should sit down.”

      I sucked in a deep breath and shook my head. “No. I have to find her an attorney. I have to get her out of there.”

      “You’re not gonna go after Deputy Simmons, are you?”

      I wanted nothing more than to make Joe Simmons pay for what he’d done to her, but I’d regained enough control to realize that beating the crap out of him wouldn’t solve anything. He’d still be his father’s puppet, and I’d be locked up and unable to do anything to help Rose. No. I needed to stay on this side of the bars. It was the only way I could help her. “There are other ways to make him pay.”

      “I’m going to resign,” the deputy said, sounding resolute. “There’s no way Rose did this. Joe Simmons of all people should know that. I can’t work for him after this.”

      I turned to him in shock. “You’d do that? Resign because he treated her unfairly?”

      He lifted his chin, determination in his eyes. “Last fall I was told to protect her from Daniel Crocker. Since then, Deputy Simmons has had me keep tabs on her and make sure she was safe. I’ve done it long enough that it’s ingrained in me now. I’m ashamed I just stood back and let him do this.”

      I put my hand on his shoulder, studying him intently. He was still young and idealistic. I could see the devastation on his face. “There wasn’t anything you could do. You would have jeopardized your career.”

      “It wouldn’t matter because I intend to quit anyway.”

      I hesitated. What if he ran to Joe with what I was about to propose to him? I decided it was worth the risk. “How far are you willing to go to help her?”

      “Whatever it takes.”

      The look in his eyes told me he meant it. “I need you to keep your job, Deputy Miller. I need you to watch Simmons for me and tell me what he’s up to.”

      The young man’s eyes widened. “You want me to spy on Chief Deputy Simmons?”

      His questioning made me rethink my impromptu request. “Yes, and report back to me.”

      He watched me for several seconds. “And what do you want me to tell you?”

      “Anything you find suspicious.”

      He swallowed, looking nervous. “Like sneaking around your property and reporting to Deputy Simmons anything I found out of the ordinary?”

      I gasped. “You’ve been sneaking around the farmhouse?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Deputy Simmons didn’t say.”

      “How long has this been going on?”

      Deputy Miller cringed. “Since the fire at Gems.”

      “He has you spying on us? What have you told him?”

      His shoulders rose close to his ears. “Nothing, Mr. Deveraux. There was nothing to report. He told me he was worried about her safety. I never suspected he was looking for evidence. He had me totally fooled.” Embarrassment filled his words.

      “He had me fooled too,” I said, resigned. “But we need to focus on Rose. You’ll really help me? I’m not the ADA anymore, so it’s liable to be more dangerous.”

      He nodded, determination in his eyes. “Yes, sir. I’ll do what I can.”

      My throat tightened. “Thank you.”

      Deputy Miller glanced toward the living room window. “Do you need me to help with Muffy?”

      I realized Rose’s dog was still in the house, hysterically barking. “No. I can take her to my mom’s if need be.”

      He shifted his weight. “What are you gonna do now?”

      I fought my rising panic. “I can’t represent her, so I have to find her an attorney. I hope to God she listened to me and doesn’t say anything if they try to question her.” A new thought occurred to me, making me feel ill all over again. “Detective Taylor hates her. If he questions her, he won’t treat her kindly.”

      “She was arrested by the sheriff’s department.”

      I ran my hand over my head in frustration. “Henryetta P.D. will request the case. Her mother was murdered in the city limits. There’s likely to be a turf war over her.” Dammit. A new thought consumed me. “I’m more worried about how they’ll treat her during booking. We both know Hoffstetter hates her too. And I suspect she’ll be the one to strip-search her.”

      The young man grimaced. “I’ll stop by the county jail and check on her. I’ll call you when I know something.”

      “Thank you,” I forced past the lump in my throat.

      He nodded briskly, then hurried for his patrol car.

      As Miller’s taillights disappeared in the grove of trees close to the highway, I opened the front door and let Muffy out. She raced out of the house, sniffing the ground, then took off toward the highway.

      “Muffy!” I shouted, racing after her, worried she’d try to run after her mommy. But she stopped halfway down the drive and turned to face me, whining. I scooped her up into my arms and held her close to my chest, rubbing the back of her neck. “I know, girl. I feel the same way.”

      She was too distraught to leave alone, so I put her in the front seat of my car, then went to the porch to lock the front door. I put the key in the lock and stopped, leaning my forehead against the door as my fear and grief threatened to take over.

      I should have called ahead and warned her. I should have had her meet me somewhere. I had a feeling things would happen quickly, but not this quickly. Not on a Friday night. Panic welled up in my chest, but I beat it back into submission. I didn’t have time to give in to my terror. I had to find Rose an attorney and put him on retainer as quickly as possible before someone tried to question her.

      As I drove into town, heading for my mother’s house, I ran through the list of possible lawyers, multiple times, not happy with the one name that continued to stick. But by the time I parked in front of my mother’s house, I knew he was the best option. He was the only person in the county I was certain wasn’t on someone’s secret payroll.

      Mom opened the door with a look of surprise when she took in the sight of me holding a whimpering Muffy. Her shock quickly turned to worry. “Is Rose okay?”

      I couldn’t figure out how she knew something happened to Rose, but then it became obvious. Why else would I be standing on her stoop with Rose’s dog, both of us literally looking like we’d lost our best friend?

      “Joe . . .” My voice broke and I took a deep breath.

      Muffy leaped from my arms to Mom, who caught her and held the little dog close.

      “What about Joe?” She sounded worried.

      “He had Rose arrested.”

      “He what?” While I knew she’d be caught off guard, I was surprised by the sound of betrayal in her voice. “For what?”

      “Murder. He had her arrested for her mother’s murder.”

      She shook her head. “That’s not possible.”

      “It’s entirely possible. He’s doing this to protect his father.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again. “I think you need to start from the beginning.”

      “I don’t have time.” My panic was building again. “I have to hire her an attorney and I have to do it fast before Detective Taylor or some other asshole tries to bully her into confessing something she didn’t do.” I started down the sidewalk to my car.

      “Mason!” she called after me. “Where are you going?”

      “To find Carter Hale.”
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      My hands gripped the steering wheel, still in shock over my agreement with Mr. Deveraux. I was going to spy on my boss—the chief deputy sheriff—and report to the very recently fired assistant district attorney. There were no ifs, ands, or buts about it. What I’d agreed to was wrong.

      But when I stepped back from the situation, it was easy to see something was rotten in Fenton County.

      Everyone knew Mason Deveraux was the most decent, fair, non-prejudiced assistant district attorney Fenton County had seen since the Eisenhower era . . . not that I’d been around then. But my granddad was, and he’d been watching the courthouse with eager anticipation since Deveraux had come to town. He’d been a bailiff himself back in the day, so he knew how bad things had been. Since he still worked at the courthouse at the security check at the front door, he liked to think he kept an eye on things.

      “Randy,” he’d said last October, “that Mason Deveraux is exactly what this county needs to get things straightened out. You mark my words. He’ll be the next district attorney, and he’ll wipe the corruption clean out of this town.”

      While I’d joined the sheriff’s department to uphold justice, I’d come across more corruption than I’d thought possible. I was pretty skeptical about his proclamation. “Granddad, how would you know? You don’t see what goes on in the courtroom anymore.”

      He’d shook his head. “I see the man multiple times a day, comin’ and goin’ from the courthouse. You can learn a lot about a man by the way he treats those he might consider beneath him. Mason Deveraux is a good man.”

      Needless to say, I didn’t put much stock in it until I volunteered to keep watch on Mr. Deveraux and Rose Gardner when Daniel Crocker was on the loose. My granddad had been right—you can learn a lot from the way a man treats someone he might consider beneath him. But in this case, it was a her. Rose Gardner. She’d treated me and everyone else around her with respect and kindness. The more I got to know her and Mr. Deveraux, the more I knew my granddad was right. Mason Deveraux was the man to do the job, and Rose Gardner would encourage him to do it.

      When Chief Deputy Simmons was hired, and then asked me to keep an eye on Rose and her property, I assumed he’d done it because of the trouble she’d gotten into with Gems and the threat on Mr. Deveraux’s life. I’d never in a million years suspected he might be on a fishing expedition, looking for evidence to arrest her or have Mr. Deveraux fired.

      I didn’t know the details of what happened in the courthouse earlier that evening. I hadn’t even been there, but Deputy Luther Higgins had. Luther said Mr. Deveraux was set to present a case of misconduct on the district attorney, fully expecting Deputy Simmons to help him present evidence, only Deputy Simmons had sat there with his hands on the table and a scowl on his face. He’d remained like that until the special investigator let the DA dismiss Mr. Deveraux based on his own trumped-up charges of misconduct. As soon as the announcement was made, Deputy Simmons stood and walked out of the room without a backward glance.

      Mason Deveraux had been blindsided.

      As I drove into town, I picked up my phone and called Luther. “You still at the courthouse?”

      “Yeah.” He didn’t sound happy about it. “Rumor has it they just arrested Deveraux’s girlfriend and Hoffstetter’s bringin’ her in for booking.”

      “It’s true.”

      “On what charges?” he asked in disbelief.

      “Murdering her mother.”

      “What? Everyone and his brother knows Daniel Crocker murdered her mother. She had nothin’ to do with it.”

      I sighed. “I know.”

      His voice lowered. “I knew Simmons was a pack of trouble.”

      Now I knew that too.

      Back in November, it had come to light that Chief Deputy Jeff Dimler had been in cahoots with Daniel Crocker, along with a handful of sheriff’s deputies. The deputies who hadn’t been part of the band of criminal brotherhood had felt betrayed by their boss. But not many of us felt any better after Joe Simmons was hired. Everyone in southern Arkansas knew his daddy was as crooked as Big Creek. Why would his son be any different? We’d heard rumors about things he’d gotten away with in the state police department up in Little Rock. Still, I’d given him the benefit of the doubt, especially after he’d shown a soft spot for Rose.

      But now I saw him for what he really was—just another crooked official out for no one but himself.

      Not only was I going to keep my job, but I was gonna get whatever information I could to help Mr. Deveraux bring him down. Just like I had with Chief Deputy Dimler and the men Daniel Crocker had turned in the sheriff’s department.

      My phone vibrated and I saw I had a call from the devil himself. “Luther, let me know if you hear anything.”

      “Yeah.”

      I accepted the call, forcing myself to sound civil. “Miller here.”

      “Deputy, I need you to go to the courthouse.” Chief Deputy Simmons was more official than usual, but his voice sounded strained. “You’re to keep an eye on Ms. Gardner during the booking procedure.”

      My heart began to gallop. “What exactly am I watching for, sir?”

      “You’re to make sure nothing happens that could bring excessive force charges against us,” he replied sharply. “Deveraux may not be in office, but he’s out for blood. We both know Hoffstetter has her panties in a wad where Rose Gardner is concerned, so let’s not give Deveraux any ammunition to use against us.”

      “That’s why I’m watching?” I asked in disbelief. “To minimize trouble with Mr. Deveraux?”

      “What the hell else would it be?” he growled. “Can you handle it or not?”

      “Yes, sir,” I said, my hands squeezing the steering wheel and wishing it was his neck. “I can.”

      “Good.” He hung up before I could respond.

      I turned on my lights and siren, speeding to the courthouse and hoping Hoffstetter hadn’t gained too much ground ahead of me. But Abbie Lee must have been in one heck of a hurry to get things rolling, because by the time I got there, Rose was already getting fingerprinted.

      As a deputy rolled Rose’s finger on an inkpad, Rose looked at me with unshed tears in her eyes. “Is Mason okay?”

      Relief washed through my body, grateful she was talking to me. After seeing the look on her face when Abbie Lee was reading her rights, I wasn’t sure if she’d forgive me for being part of it. “Yeah. He’s fine.”

      She sniffed as the deputy wiped off her fingertip with an alcohol pad. “I was worried he’d do something foolish on my behalf.”

      He had, but I saw no reason to tell her that since Simmons let him go. “He’s fine. He’s more worried about you.”

      She swallowed and offered me a weak smile. “If you see him, tell him I’m okay.”

      Abbie Lee stood across the room and released a short laugh. “You may be okay now, but just you wait.”

      Fear filled Rose’s eyes and my anger brewed.

      I shot Abbie Lee a glare. “Don’t you need to get back to the sheriff’s office, Deputy?”

      A smug grin spread across her face. “I’m processin’ my prisoner.”

      “Chief Deputy Simmons called and told me to stay and watch, which means you can go.” That wasn’t exactly the truth. While he’d asked me to come, he hadn’t said a word about Abbie Lee. If I caught flak for it later, I could always claim to have misunderstood.

      She put her hands on her ample hips. “Who’s gonna do her strip search?”

      Rose cringed and her gaze jerked up to me, fear filling her eyes.

      Not you, was the first thing that came to my mind, but the deputy taking Rose’s prints spoke up before I could. “Keisha’s here. She’ll do it.”

      Abbie Lee scowled. “I’ve been waiting for this day for months. I want to be here to see her get what’s comin’ to her.”

      The other deputy looked over his shoulder with a glare. “All the more reason for you to go.”

      Abbie Lee didn’t look convinced, but the processing deputy turned and gave her a death stare until the redheaded deputy’s face flushed with anger and she walked away. As soon as she was out of earshot, the deputy grumbled, “Thanks. I thought she’d never leave.”

      Rose seemed to relax a little after Abbie Lee left the room, but still remained tense, not that I blamed her. She had to have been blindsided by this, and it was no coincidence that she was arrested within an hour of Mr. Deveraux losing his job. Something fishy was going on, and I was even more determined to help Mr. Deveraux get to the bottom of it.

      After the deputy finished the fingerprinting, he led Rose over to the mug shot wall. She looked dazed as he snapped the photos.

      “Would you like to make a phone call?” he asked when they finished.

      Her eyes widened as though she was caught off guard, then she nodded. “Yeah.”

      He took her to the phone, and I wasn’t surprised who she called.

      “Mason?” Her voice broke. “No, I’m okay.” She glanced up at me and gave me a soft smile. “Deputy Miller is here . . . no, she left after he came. Are you okay?” I heard the worry in her voice. “You didn’t do anything to get into trouble, did you?” Her eyes sank closed with relief and she was quiet for several seconds before she opened her eyes. “Thanks for making sure Muffy’s taken care of. Will you call Violet? And Neely Kate?”

      “Thirty seconds,” the processing deputy said.

      Panic filled her eyes. “I don’t have much time . . . Yes, I promise not to say anything. I’ll wait for him . . . Yes. I promise.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “Mason, I don’t know what I’d do if I didn’t have you helping me. Thank you.” She started crying. “I love you.”

      The deputy took the phone and hung up. “Time to change into your jumpsuit and take you to the holding cell.”

      She nodded and looked over at me.

      I wanted to tell her she had people fighting for her. To hang on and we’d do everything we could to help her. But I couldn’t say a word; instead, I hoped I conveyed it all with the look in my eyes. Thankfully, she must have understood at least part of my message, because she gave me a smile before she disappeared into the county jail.

      How in the world were we gonna get her out?
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      Loss is a funny thing. I was forever losing my car keys. Ronnie would say in his patient, exasperated tone, “Neely Kate, if you’d just put them in the bowl by the door . . .”

      And he was right, of course.

      Even when I couldn’t find them, I knew they were there somewhere—under a sofa cushion. In my coat pocket. On the kitchen counter. I knew it was just a matter of time before they were back in my hand again.

      But my babies were never coming back.

      I’d never seen them—other than the tiny little blip of Baby A on the sonogram screen. There was no tiny blip of Baby B. No heartbeat beating so furiously it sounded like a hummingbird trying to escape. He was hiding in my scarred fallopian tube, waiting for the end.

      It made my heart ache to think I’d only found out about him after he was dead. Of my two babies, I mourned him the most. To exist and never be loved.

      I knew all too well how that felt.

      The River family is huge. My grannie had eight kids, who each in turn had multiple kids. My mother was the second to youngest. When she was seventeen, she took off with a guy in a band and never looked back.

      “I’m too big for that little town, Neely Kate,” she’d say, her head leaned back on the threadbare sofa in our trailer, a Jack and Coke in one hand and a lit cigarette in the other. “I ain’t never goin’ back.”

      But that was a lie, just like all the others that fell out of her mouth. She dragged me back to Henryetta less than two months later.

      I was twelve years old at the time, and had seen more than any kid should ever see. Momma often had her gentleman friends over as well as her other partying friends, yet I always felt alone. Every night when I went to bed, I would look through my broken window—the one I stuffed rags into in the winter to keep out the cold—and search the stars, finding the brightest one so I could make my secret wish.

      I wanted a sister.

      So I wouldn’t be alone.

      I had no idea where we were going when she loaded me and two bags into a “borrowed” car that night. I knew better than to ask questions when Momma was in a “mood”. And she’d been in a mood ever since her latest boyfriend had dumped her.

      We drove all night and I woke to find us parked in a dirt driveway in front of a dilapidated mess of a house. The sun peeking over the horizon filled the car with bright golden light. Momma glowed softly as she draped both arms over the steering wheel, looking younger than she’d looked in years, and stared at the house like she expected it to fly off like that house in the movie Up.

      “Where are we?” I whispered, sensing something wasn’t right.

      She didn’t answer, only shuddered like we were about to face a monster. She got out of the car, came around to the passenger side, and opened the door.

      “Come on.” She spoke with the same brisk tone she used before I was about to get a beating. I knew better than to sass her, but at the moment, the unknown of that house seemed like a bigger threat than my mother’s temper.

      “Where are we?” I asked again, my voice shaking with fear.

      She sniffed and wiped under her eye with the back of her hand as she reached in and grabbed my bag out of the back.

      She didn’t grab her own.

      Panic clawed in my chest and I started to sob.

      She was ditching me.

      “No, Momma. I’ll be good.”

      Grabbing my skinny arm, her fingers digging deep, she pulled me from the car. My sneakered feet dug into the ground, sending a cloud of dust into the air.

      “Please, Momma! I’ll be a good girl. Don’t leave me!”

      A dog began to bark and Momma cursed under her breath. The screen door opened with an ominous screech.

      I pulled loose and fell, hands and knees in the dirt. I scrambled to get up so I could run to the car, but Momma grabbed me again and jerked me to my feet.

      “Quit yer bawlin’. This is for yer own good.”

      Ordinarily, I would have listened, but I knew this was bad, a feeling that sunk so deep into my bones it made my arms and legs clumsy.

      She dragged me up two short steps to a wooden porch that bowed in the middle. It was then I noticed the old woman standing in the doorway, her arms crossed over her ample breasts. Pink foam curlers covered her gray head and she looked mad enough to spit tacks.

      “Jenny Lynn,” she said. “What in the Sam Hill are you doin’?”

      Momma’s grip on my arm tightened. “I can’t take care of her no more, Momma. Yer gonna have to do it now.”

      My eyes flew open and a new rush of adrenaline kicked in. This was my grandmother.

      The old woman put her hands on her hips. “Whatcha mean you can’t take care of her no more? She yours?”

      My mouth parted. My grandmother didn’t even know I existed.

      My momma turned to me, her jaw set and her eyes hard as she pointed her bony finger in my face. “You stay here with your grannie until I come back for you.”

      I began to cry in earnest. “Momma, I won’t sass you no more, I promise,” I pleaded, my nose and throat clogged with snot. “I’ll steal the beer from the convenience store next time you ask me, just please don’t leave me, Momma. Please!”

      She gave me one last look, indecision flashing in her eyes, before she spun around and walked to the car like she’d just dropped off a load of used clothes at the Goodwill. Then she drove off without a backward glance.

      “What’s yer name?” my grandmother asked.

      I jerked in surprise, just now realizing my mother had left me with a total stranger. “Neely . . . Kate . . .” I heaved out between sobs.

      “Who’s yer daddy?”

      “I . . . don’t know.” I had no idea who my father was, and Momma had never deemed it necessary to tell me.

      “How old are ya?”

      “Twelve.”

      She gave a quick nod, her mouth pursed. “Old enough to work. Come on. We’re canning pickles today.”

      My grandmother was a no-nonsense woman who made it clear she had no interest in raising another child, but she wasn’t unkind either. I had the firm impression we were both biding our time, waiting for Momma to come back and retrieve me.

      We’re still waiting.

      In the meantime, I met the multitude of aunts and uncles and cousins that comprised my family. Great-aunts and uncles and cousins-once-removed. I went from only having Momma to being surrounded by more family than I could count. They were curious about Jenny Lynn’s blonde-haired, blue-eyed bastard, and while they weren’t unkind, it was painfully clear I wasn’t one of them either. They were loud and boisterous and just plain wild. After being alone for so long, I struggled to get used to this new family of mine. I started to pretend to be like them, thinking if I faked it long enough, I’d finally believe it.

      Grannie enrolled me in school and—other than being painfully behind in multiple subjects—I acclimated to school much better than to living with my crazy River relatives. I made friends and became popular, but I still felt like I was on the outside looking in. And even when I was a nearly a grown woman, I still looked out my window every night, asking the stars for my sister. It was stupid, I knew it, but I’d done it for so long, it seemed wrong to stop now. Besides, it was part of my routine, and if I kept my routine, maybe, just maybe, Momma would come back for me. Especially if I was a good girl.

      By the time I’d graduated, my grannie and I had grown fond of each other. In fact, I was the granddaughter she went to when she needed help. And I loved her, yet something was still missing. Her love wasn’t enough.

      After I was grown and had started working at a job I hated at the courthouse, I got engaged to the most wonderful man in the world—even if I knew I didn’t deserve him. He was sweet and kind, and everything I’d never dared hoped to have in a man. I couldn’t wait to get married and quit my miserable job. Then I got picked for jury duty a month before my wedding. I knew no one who worked for the courthouse would ever make a jury, but I was grateful for the few hours break from work. Never in a million years would I have guessed that that was where I’d finally meet the sister I’d been praying for my whole life.

      Rose.

      I think we can find all kinds of soul mates in this life. Sometimes they are our spouses, but sometimes they’re our friends. On that day, I immediately knew that Rose Gardner was mine. Both of us had family who didn’t really want us, and although I didn’t like to talk about that, even with her, it made us closer. It wasn’t long before we were best friends, just like I knew we’d be that first day she sat by me in the juror room, and I rambled on and on and on about a stupid donut.

      Really, Neely Kate.

      I was so nervous that she’d bolt, that she’d leave me just like my momma did. But I should have known better, because when I looked deep into Rose’s eyes, I could see she was an old soul. She wasn’t flighty like my momma. She could be trusted.

      I let her in more than I’d ever let anyone in, yet I still had a haystack full of secrets.

      But here I was, grieving the babies I’d always wanted. Rose had tried to cheer me up by asking me to help her find out the truth about her birth mother’s death, but I’d stayed home today. I was wallowing in my own grief and the doctor’s news that there wouldn’t be any more. Ronnie was trying so hard to be warm and comforting. He’d taken the day off from work and he’d gone and stayed home from his usual poker game with the guys from his shop, too. It was so selfless, so Ronnie. But his presence was like the muskrat hair sweater my Aunt Thelma made me for Christmas one year—hot and itchy. Yet I wore it the entire day, dying to take it off and just breathe, but I couldn’t bear to hurt her feelings. That was how I was feeling now. And it only proved how much I didn’t deserve him.

      My cell phone rang and I literally ran to my purse.

      “Neely Kate, let it go to voice mail,” Ronnie called after me.

      I knew I should. It was what a good wife would have done, but I was a terrible wife, no matter how hard I tried. I glanced over my shoulder. “I have a feeling this is important.” I was hoping it was Rose since I’d been dying to call her all afternoon and see if she’d made any headway on our case.

      He shook his head, letting my premonition roll off his back. He was used to me saying things like that.

      I glanced at the screen in surprise, wondering why Mason was calling me. Then I realized it was probably Rose after all. She was always forgetting to charge her phone. “Hey.”

      “Neely Kate.” The way he said my name was enough to clue me in that something bad had happened.

      “Oh, God. Is Rose okay?”

      Ronnie sat up straighter on the sofa, worry in his eyes.

      “No . . . I mean she’s not hurt, but she’s not okay.”

      “What happened?”

      “Joe . . .” His voice tightened. “He showed up at the farm and arrested her.”

      “He did what?” I shouted. “What were the charges?” Had Joe found out she was the Lady in Black?

      “Murdering her mother.”

      “What? Everyone knows Daniel Crocker killed her momma! Why would he do that?”

      “It’s a long story as to why. He was following orders from his father.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Like I said, it’s a long story, and I promise to tell you all about it, but right now I’m trying to track down Carter Hale.”

      “The defense attorney? Why don’t you just dismiss the charges?”

      He paused. “I can’t. Joe made sure I lost my job tonight.” The anger in his voice wasn’t surprising. My own anger was ratcheting up faster than the broken swing drop ride at last year’s county fair.

      “If you can’t find Carter, let me know,” I said. “In the meantime, I have an errand of my own to run.”

      Mason sounded like he wanted to murder Joe Simmons, but I planned to get to the bastard first.
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      Ronnie jumped up off the couch as I grabbed my purse and headed for the front door. “Neely Kate! Where are you going? What’s going on?”

      “Rose got arrested by that low-life, bottom-dwelling, yellow-bellied swine and I’m about to give him a piece of my mind.”

      I reached for the doorknob, but Ronnie stepped in front of me and put his hands on my shoulders.

      “Slow down. One thing at a time. Rose got arrested?”

      “Yes, for murdering her mother, which anyone with a lick of sense in their head knows is crazy. So I’m going to the sheriff’s department to give that man a piece of my mind. And if he’s not there, then I’m going to his house.”

      “Joe?” he asked in disbelief.

      “Yes, Joe,” I spat in disgust.

      He shook his head as though trying to clear it. “Neely Kate, that doesn’t make any sense. I know he and Rose haven’t seen eye to eye lately, but why in tarnation would he do that?”

      “I’m about to find out.”

      I tried to get around him, but he continued to hold onto my shoulders. “Neely Kate. Stop. Maybe you should stay out of this.”

      I took a step back and put my hands on my hips. “Excuse me?”

      Hesitation flickered in his eyes but was quickly replaced by a steely resolve. “You’re talkin’ about going to the sheriff’s department and confrontin’ the chief deputy sheriff. That’s crazy, Neely Kate!”

      “Are you calling me crazy?”

      “No! I’m saying what you’re fixin’ to do is crazy!”

      “That’s the same thing, Ronnie!”

      He groaned. “If you do this, you’re liable to get arrested too. Did you stop and consider that? What if you were still pregnant? Would you have put our babies in danger?”

      I gasped and jerked out of his grasp as his words sunk deep into my heart like a white-hot poker. Tears stung my eyes as I thought back on all the things I had done while I was pregnant.

      Ronnie went stock-still when he realized what he’d said.

      My chin trembled. “But I’m not pregnant, am I? So I can do all kinds of things I couldn’t do before I killed our babies.” I hurried around him, heading straight for my car.

      By the time he’d gathered his wits and followed, I was climbing into the driver’s seat.

      “Neely Kate!”

      I ignored him. I was tired of dwelling on something that I had no control over. My babies were gone. No amount of crying or coddling were gonna bring them back. But my best friend in the whole world was behind bars for ridiculous charges and there was something I could do about that.

      It was nearly 8:30 p.m. when I pulled in the Fenton County sheriff’s parking lot. Joe should have gone home by now, but there was no way in heaven he would arrest the woman he claimed to love, then go home and kick back with a beer and his TV.

      I stomped through the door, right up to the receptionist’s window. “I’m here to see Joe Simmons.”

      She glanced up from her magazine, sighing with irritation. “Chief Deputy Simmons is busy with important county business. If you have a complaint, fill out one of these forms.” She shoved a clipboard through the window opening. As if she could get rid of me that easy.

      “Chief Deputy Simmons better get his hiney out here within thirty seconds or there’ll be hell to pay!” I said, my voice growing louder with every word.

      The receptionist pursed her lips. “Ma’am, just fill out the form and someone will get back to you.”

      A door opened and a deputy walked out, paying attention to his phone instead of the commotion in the reception area. I rushed over and grabbed the doorknob before it closed, then slipped in through the opening.

      “Miss!” the receptionist shouted.

      The deputy realized his mistake and turned around and ran after me, but I was faster.

      “Joe Simmons! You get your sorry ass out here and face me!”

      There were only a few deputies sitting at desks in the open office area. They looked up in disbelief as I made a beeline to the back of the building.

      “Joe!” I shouted. “You chicken shit! Get out here and talk to me!” I found his office at the far end of the floor—the placard on the door read Joe Simmons, Chief Deputy Sheriff plain as day.

      “You can’t just barge in here, miss,” a deputy hollered as he reached for my arm.

      I ducked to the side. “Don’t think you can hide in your office, Joe Simmons!” I shouted, getting more and more pissed by the minute.

      The deputy got a grip on my arm and started to drag me back to the front.

      “You can’t face me, can you?” I shouted, digging in my feet and resisting the deputy’s pull. “What did I expect from a coward?”

      The deputies around me wore a variety of expressions. One looked downright pissed, but the deputy who’d gotten stuck doing Joe’s dirty business of hauling me out of the building looked sympathetic. “I know you’re upset—” he started to say.

      But his platitude was interrupted when Joe’s door flew open. He filled the doorway, his face red with rage. “Let her go,” he barked.

      The deputy holding my arm stopped. “But sir—”

      “I said, let her go.” He didn’t raise his voice, but there was no need. The authority in his tone was enough to make us all stop and gawk.

      The deputy released his hold and I jerked away, still furious.

      Joe stepped to the side of his doorway, his eyes narrowed. “Neely Kate, come into my office.”

      I wanted to tell him that he couldn’t order me around, but that was exactly what I wanted, wasn’t it? So I gritted my teeth and stomped into the small room, waiting as he walked in and shut the door behind him. I expected him to start defending himself right off—he had to know why I was there—but instead, he walked behind his desk and sat in his chair, waiting for me to speak first.

      Our stare-off lasted a good five seconds before his eyebrows rose slightly. “Are you gonna tell me why you’re here, or are you just going to look at me all night? Because if it’s the latter, I’m going to get started on the mountain of paperwork that needs my attention.”

      That worked my tongue loose. I put my hands on my hips and stomped my foot. “What in the Sam Hill are you doin’, Joe Simmons?”

      His jaw tightened. “My job.”

      “By arresting an innocent woman?”

      His eyes remained focused on mine. “It’s not up to me to decide a suspect’s innocence or guilt. It’s my job to collect the evidence, hand it over to the district attorney, then let him do his job.”

      “And you made darn sure Mason was gone so you could arrest Rose without interference.” It wasn’t a question. It was as obvious as the nose on his face.

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss official county business with you, Neely Kate.”

      That did it. I stomped over to his desk and leaned over, placing my hands on either side of the surface. “Don’t you dare pull that bullshit on me!”

      He sat back in his chair, his face turning red.

      “So you’re in charge of witch hunts now?”

      “I’m simply doin’ my job.”

      “Cut the damn bullshit, Joe! What’s this really about? Rose wouldn’t go back with you, so you arrested her?”

      His jaw tensed and the veins on his neck bulged.

      “What was up yesterday when you said, ‘Take care of our girl’? Were you just trying to throw me off?”

      “No!”

      “Then let her go!”

      He leaned forward until his face was less than a foot from mine. “It’s out of my hands! There’s nothing I can do!”

      I stood up, so mad I was seeing spots. “Mason said you were doin’ your daddy’s dirty work. Is that true?”

      His eyelid twitched. “I’m doin’ my job. It has nothing to do with my father.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “I knew you turned out to be a snake, Joe Simmons, so why am I surprised that you’re a dagnabbit liar too?”

      He swallowed, then stood. “I think it’s time for you to go.”

      I shook my head, looking up at him with a glare. “You are a sorry excuse for a man. Because of you, one of the nicest, sweetest people on the face of this earth is sitting in a jail cell for something she didn’t do.” I pointed my finger at him. “You did that, Joe. You!” Pain flickered in his eyes and satisfaction lapped over me. He deserved every bit of pain he was getting, and I intended to throw him some more fire and brimstone. “I wish to God Rose had never met you, and I bet you she’s sitting in that jail cell wishing the same thing.”

      He sucked in a breath and his eyes turned glassy.

      I spun around on my heels and left his office. If Joe wouldn’t help me, I decided to go to the one man who could.

      Skeeter Malcolm.
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      The world is full of haves and have-nots. I was born into the latter group.

      My parents were tenant farmers on a small property in southern Arkansas that never produced much. My father claimed his family had owned slaves back in the day, like it was something to be proud of. Our relatives had owned a plantation with twenty slaves, but thanks to Abe Lincoln, we’d lost it all and had been thrust into a century of misfortune.

      I was still young when I first realized my father spouted a mess of nonsense. His eighth-grade education had only varnished his ignorance, and my mother wasn’t much better. She’d dropped out of ninth grade to have my older brother. We lived in a two-bedroom shack—my parents and four kids, all boys.

      I became fascinated with our sixteenth president. Maybe because my father blamed his bad luck on a man who had been dead for well over a hundred years. But the more I read about him, the more I realized my similarities to Abe Lincoln. Both our parents lived on a small farm and in a small house. He loved to read and so did I. Abe was mostly self-educated, and I strived to learn anything and everything that I could. It was a no-brainer when I decided on a profession. I was determined to follow in my idol’s footsteps.

      I was going to be a lawyer.

      Now, I was bright, but I wasn’t the brightest kid in high school and college. While my lack of income helped me qualify for grants and student loans, there weren’t a lot of scholarships to be had. When I left Fenton County for college, I had big dreams of moving as far away from Arkansas as possible, leaving my family and all the memories of my youth behind. But fate had other plans. Buried under a mountain of debt and desperate for any free money I could get, I took a scholarship from the University of Little Rock law school that required me to practice law for three years in a small Arkansas town. And damned if fate wasn’t laughing in my face. They sent me to Fenton County. The one place I was dying to escape.

      The conditions of my scholarship obligations allowed me to have my own practice, but I was required to take a preset number of state-appointed cases per month. It wasn’t difficult work. The Fenton County DA didn’t give a gorilla’s ass about most of the cases and his assistant wasn’t much better, at least until Mason Deveraux came to town. But over the past two years in Henryetta, I’d gotten acquainted with a population I’d had no contact with before leaving town as an idealistic eighteen-year-old.

      The Fenton County underworld.

      Daniel Crocker was king when I rolled back into town, and he had his own legal team, not that I would have worked with him on a regular basis anyway. The man was like a powder keg getting ready to blow. Three months after I opened my practice, I took a simple breaking and entering case, second offense. I was sure the ADA would plea down to probation. I wasn’t prepared for a phone call from the Fenton County king.

      “What’s your plan of attack with Walt Thibodaux?” Crocker asked.

      “With all due respect, Mr. Crocker,” I said, proud of myself for not letting my nervousness slip through. It hadn’t taken me long to figure out where he fit in the criminal hierarchy. “That is confidential information.”

      He laughed, but it didn’t sound friendly. “Now, listen here, boy. I run this town, and half the people in this county are on my payroll in some way. So what happens to anyone in Henryetta is my business, but Thibodaux is on my payroll, so I’m all over his business. Here’s what’s gonna happen: he’s gonna plead guilty.”

      My jaw dropped. “There’s no reason for him to plead guilty. I’m certain I can get him a reduced sentence.”

      “I don’t think you heard me,” he said with a sharp edge in his voice. “He’s gonna plead guilty. Make sure it happens or you might find yourself wishing you hadn’t come back to Fenton County.” Of course, I already had that wish.

      I hung up, terrified, yet resolved to give my client the best possible representation I could, which did not include pleading guilty. But Walt Thibodaux had other ideas. No amount of coaxing, cajoling, and finally outright begging could convince him to do otherwise. When I asked him why he was insisting on such a path of foolishness, he clamped his lips into a tight line.

      “I know you’re doing this for Crocker,” I said. “But I can help you if you’ll just let me.”

      When he finally met my gaze, I saw fear in his eyes. “I’ve got my reasons. Now either butt out or I’ll get me a new lawyer.”

      It didn’t take me long to figure out his motivations. Only days after Thibodaux arrived at the state pen, he was accused of killing a fellow inmate, a former associate of Crocker’s who had made an agreement to testify about Crocker’s criminal business in exchange for a reduced sentence.

      I’d failed my client.

      Disheartened over the situation with Thibodaux, I was wading through my ass-deep pile of cases, questioning my profession, when my legal assistant appeared in my doorway.

      “Mr. Hale,” she said, her eyes as big as half dollars. “A man is here to see you.”

      Already in a piss-poor mood, I didn’t have the time or the stomach for interruptions. “Does he have an appointment?”

      “No.” Her voice shook. “But I think you’re gonna want to see him.”

      I glanced up, ready to blast her for her persistence, but I stopped short when I recognized the man filling my doorway.

      Skeeter Malcolm.

      I stood and tried to find my tongue, which seemed to have stuck to the bottom of my mouth.

      “I hate to interrupt, counselor.” There was a slight hint of condescension in the word.

      I motioned to the chair in front of my desk. “No trouble at all. Celia, hold my calls.”

      My assistant shut the door behind her, leaving the second most powerful criminal in Fenton County inside my closed office.

      I could see why she was nervous. Even if I hadn’t known who he was, his persona alone would have been intimidating. He was over six feet tall and his muscles filled out the T-shirt he wore. I’d never seen him up close and personal before, and I had to wonder how he ranked second to Crocker, who was shorter and less bulky. But pure brawn wasn’t enough to run a crime organization. It took brains too. Maybe Crocker had him outstripped there.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Malcolm?”

      He chuckled, moving along the perimeter of my office, picking up a scale off a small table. “It’s more like what you can do for me.”

      Still standing, I tried to swallow my anxiety. What was the worst this man could do to me? Okay, he could have me killed, but I wasn’t going to let anyone else push me around. It was time for me to take a stand. “And what might that be exactly?”

      When he heard my tone, he swung around to face me, surprise in his eyes. He set the scale down and moved closer to my desk. “I’d like to strike a deal.”

      I paused, weighing my words carefully. “To the best of my knowledge, you have no current charges against you. Do you anticipate any in the near future?”

      He laughed, but it was tight and forced. “I’m always at risk of facing charges, but no, I don’t anticipate any in the near future.”

      “Then I don’t see how I can possibly help you.”

      A slow grin spread across his face, not quite reaching his eyes. “You don’t say.”

      I stared him down, trying to keep my expression blank. I knew he wanted a reaction out of me, but I was tired of these men shouting jump and expecting me to ask how high?

      He slowly sat in one of the two chairs in front of my desk, raising his eyebrows in a challenge.

      Resisting the urge to heave out a sigh, I sank in my own chair and placed my forearms on the desk in front of me. “So what do you think I can do for you, Mr. Malcolm?”

      “I’d like to put you on retainer.”

      My eyebrows shot up this time. “Me? For what?”

      “As the head of my legal team.”

      “Surely you have your own attorneys. Why would you need me?”

      “You’re young. You’re fresh.”

      “You think I’m malleable.” I took a deep breath and tried to release some of my anger when I heaved it out. “I don’t take bribes, Mr. Malcolm, and I don’t intend to be corrupted. In fact,”—I leaned back in my seat with a nonchalance I didn’t feel—“I think you’ve come to the wrong side of the street. You should be talking to the attorneys in the courthouse if you’re looking to manipulate the court system. I hear they are easily swayed.”

      He laughed, a genuine sound that made him slightly less intimidating. Only slightly. “I’m not looking to corrupt anyone, with the possible exception of that sweet thing in your reception area.” He winked as he shot a glance over his shoulder toward the door. “What I am looking for is a man who will grow with me and my business.”

      “You mean get you out of trouble when you’ve been naughty?” I sounded more flippant than I intended.

      He smirked. “Exactly.”

      “You’re planning to expand your business?” I asked. “It seems like Crocker has most of Fenton County locked up tight.”

      He shrugged. “Things change. It’s good to be prepared.”

      “Why do I think you have trouble up your sleeve?”

      He lifted his bare arms and held them up, showing me both sides of them. “No sleeves here.” Then he leaned back in his chair. “The best sleight-of-hand tricks are always the ones that appear out of thin air.”

      So he was up to something. Malcolm had brawn and possibly brains, which meant he had a shot at taking Crocker down. But would he be any better? “I’m still not sure how I can help you.”

      “Like I said, I want to keep you on retainer. I’ll ask you questions from time to time about the legalities of a situation. You’ll represent me and a few key men in my organization should the need for legal counsel arise. In return, I’ll offer you money and protection.”

      “Protection?” I asked, incredulous. “From whom?”

      “You have to know you’re on Crocker’s list.”

      Well, shit. “I take it it’s not his Christmas list.”

      He cracked a grin, more genuine this time. “Definitely not.”

      “What earned me that honor?”

      “Questioning him in regards to the Thibodaux situation.”

      “So basically for doin’ my job.”

      He shifted in his seat. “Here’s what I’m looking for—a man who will shoot it to me straight, even if it’s not necessarily what I want to hear.”

      “Then let me offer you some free advice. Criminal activity equals bad. Non-criminal activity equals good.”

      Malcolm lifted his chin and looked me in the eye. I resisted the urge to squirm. “I like you, Hale. But don’t push it.”

      “Got it.” He relaxed and I sucked in a deep breath and said, “I won’t do anything illegal.”

      “Which is why I’m here. I want someone on the mostly straight and narrow.”

      “Mostly?”

      “I know you’re good at finding loopholes and technicalities to get charges dropped. That’s all I’m asking for. A top-notch attorney who thinks outside the box.”

      “That’s it?”

      “One other condition: If I ask you to take a case, you don’t refuse it.”

      I weighed my options. Crocker might be gunning for me. Malcolm was clearly smarter than I’d thought, and he was offering me protection. But the two men could end up in a turf war. Did I really want to be caught in the middle?

      “Did I mention the monthly retainer fee?” he asked. “I was thinking two grand a month.”

      I cocked my head. “About how many cases do you expect me to take?”

      He shrugged and smirked again. “Run-of-the-mill crimes. Nothing you can’t handle.”

      So we shook hands and I agreed to be his bitch. What can I say? I needed the money and I actually wanted to be on a team opposing Crocker. Lucky for me, Malcolm’s men were good at laying low—far better than Crocker’s malcontents. Still, I found out everything I could about the top men in his organization, preparing myself in case I got called in as legal counsel. We met weekly to discuss his business. The more I learned, the more impressed I became. Skeeter Malcolm not only controlled his men, but had a level head for business.

      Then, a year into my agreement with Malcolm, the Fenton County ADA left abruptly and Mason Deveraux took his place. I could see from the start that Deveraux wasn’t like his predecessor—in more ways than one. He wasn’t about to be bought, but he also looked down his genteel nose at everyone in the Fenton County legal system. By now, I had a solid practice and a lot more confidence. I wasn’t about to let some pseudo-Ivy League undergrad from Little Rock treat me like a piece of shit on his shoe.

      We came to heads one hot summer afternoon, about a week before the case he was trying got turned on its head when a juror proved Deveraux had the wrong guy. I was representing a colleague of Malcolm’s, which ironically enough, had nothing to do with Malcolm’s criminal business. He’d been picked up on a DUI inside Henryetta city limits by Henryetta’s finest of the fine—Officer Ernie Hagan—which was my ace in the hole. Too bad Deveraux hadn’t been around long enough to figure that out yet.

      Within ten minutes the DUI case had been thrown out due to Hagan’s incompetence, and I was standing in the hallway outside the courtroom, admiring the ass of the pretty blonde who worked in the personal property department. Rumor had it she had a fiancé, but I was considering asking her out anyway when Deveraux strode from the courtroom like he had a burr up his ass.

      I was pretty damn sure I was the one who’d put it there.

      “So Malcolm’s got you in his back pocket?” he demanded, a fire in his eyes.

      I lifted my eyebrows in mock offense. “I realize you’re incapable of recognizing inadmissible evidence, counselor, but I should hope you’d get my client’s name correct. I was representing Mr. Homer.” I grinned. “But then maybe you’re not a fan of reading up there in the big city.” It was a low blow. Deveraux had treated it as a simple DUI, but I’d spent a few sleepless nights figuring out how to weasel Homer out of it. I’d blindsided Deveraux, and his high society ego didn’t like it.

      “Homer’s a known associate of Skeeter Malcolm’s.”

      “So? The last time I checked, the U.S. Constitution allows me to pick whichever clients I would like.” With the exception of the handful of state cases I was still fulfilling to work off my scholarship. No need to tell him that part. “What proof do you have?”

      “So it’s pure coincidence you never represent Crocker’s men?”

      Even if I hadn’t been offering Malcolm legal advice, I would never represent another one of Crocker’s men. I steered as clear from the psycho as possible. But it did surprise me that Deveraux had noticed.

      I took a step forward. We were nearly the same height and I stared him in the eye. “I’m a defense attorney, Deveraux. It’s my job to provide legal counsel. In case you’ve forgotten, the crux of our legal system is that defendants are considered innocent until proven guilty.” I stepped back and smirked. “You need to ask for a refund on that fancy education.”

      He closed the distance between us, anger radiating from his eyes. “You’re just some backward lawyer in a backward town.”

      “If it’s so backward, what are you doing in it?”

      He spun around on his heels, seething, and left me standing there.

      Deveraux softened after that. I would have liked to think it was a result of me telling him off, but it was far more likely that several people had told him off. Whatever the reason, we were already pitted to be adversaries and I saw no reason to change the situation.

      But I grudgingly had to admit Deveraux was trying to clean up the county. The changing of the ADA guard had already begun to shake things up in the criminal underworld, but Crocker’s murder in early November knocked it clear off its axis. Crocker may have been batshit crazy at the end, but he’d run the underworld with an iron fist that his second-in-command just didn’t possess. It didn’t take a fool to figure out Malcolm was biding his time, waiting to make his move.

      A power-hungry man would have swooped in to take what he wanted from Crocker’s second in command, Bull, but just as I’d figured out during our first meeting, Skeeter Malcolm was a smart man. The abrupt change of guard would have been a hard pill for Crocker’s men to swallow. And while Malcolm could have taken over without paying a dime, such a show of force would have kept things unsettled for years. Skeeter was trying to make the transition as violence-free as possible. Unfortunately, the hand-off didn’t go smoothly. The sheriff busted the auction, and the chaos stirred up even more shit.

      But the Lady in Black was the real topic of conversation after the auction.

      Who was she and what was her connection to Malcolm? I had to confess, I was curious myself. So much so, I decided to ask.

      A month after Malcolm won the auction, he showed up for our weekly meeting. He’d already told me he wanted me to set up his will, reasoning he was at a greater risk of meeting his maker than ever before. I’d tried to tell him that wasn’t my area of expertise, but he’d insisted he didn’t trust anyone else with his business. He showed up at my office late on a Thursday evening, coming in through the back door like he always did.

      “No one’s gonna accuse you of making the walk of shame if you leave through the front door,” I said, handing him a beer from the fridge in my office’s mini-kitchen.

      He grinned and held up the bottle. “I’m doing it for your reputation, not mine.” He settled in one of the leather chairs across from my desk and propped his feet on it.

      I sat in the chair next to him and took a drink from my bottle. “People know we’re a thing,” I teased, leaning back.

      “They guess we’re a thing,” he said, then took a sip. “Rumors.”

      “Like you and the Lady in Black.”

      He froze, lowering the bottle.

      My heart thudded in my chest. In the year and a half I’d been in his employ, we’d reached a comfortable level of trust and friendship. But even though I knew Skeeter would never hurt me, the deadly gaze he was giving me chilled me to the bone.

      “She’s off limits.”

      “I don’t want to date her. I just want to know more about her.”

      He stared at me for several moments before lifting his bottle and taking a drink. “It’s not like you to ask questions.”

      I shrugged. “I’m intrigued.”

      “You and half the damn county,” he grumbled.

      “Everyone loves a good mystery. Where’d she come from?”

      “None of your damn business.”

      “You’re really not gonna tell me?”

      “No,” he barked, letting me know the topic truly was off limits.

      I studied him as he took another gulp, a storm brewing in his eyes. While he typically had a level head, lately he was also prone to extreme irritable moods. I could attribute it to his uneasy reign as the current king of the Fenton County underworld, but given his reaction to the mere mention of the Lady in Black, I couldn’t help wondering if she was part of it too.

      “Are you sleeping with her?”

      “What part of it’s none of your damn business do you not understand?”

      Well, I’ll be damned. Skeeter Malcolm had no qualms about discussing his conquests. His response only proved this woman meant something to him.

      But he moved on to talk of his estate and refused to discuss her any further.

      If any of us thought the excitement in the underworld was about to settle down, we were dead wrong. Word on the street had it that Mick Gentry, Fenton County’s former big-animal vet and current thug, was after Skeeter and Mason Deveraux.

      Still, nothing could have prepared me for the cold Friday night in January when I heard banging on my office door. It was late, and normally I would already have gone home, but I was planning to head up to Little Rock to visit some college friends that weekend. I needed to finish some final notes on a case set to go to trial the next week so I’d have the weekend free. When I heard the banging again, I reached for the handgun in my bottom desk drawer. Nothing good could come from someone showing up at my door this late—and this worked up—on a Friday night. Given the current climate, it wouldn’t hurt to be too careful.

      To my surprise, Mason Deveraux stood on the other side of the glass, looking like he’d just seen the ghost of Christmas future. I unlocked the door and pushed it open, blocking the doorway.

      “Mason Deveraux, Assistant District Attorney,” I said dryly. “It’s after office hours. Perhaps you should have called.”

      He swallowed, looking like he was about to be sick. “It’s just Mason Deveraux now. I no longer have that title.”

      I couldn’t stop my jaw from dropping. “What?” I didn’t exactly like the man, but there was no denying he was damn good at his job. “When?”

      “Tonight.” He shook his head, looking slightly dazed. “But that doesn’t matter. I’m here for another reason. I need to hire you.”

      I released a harsh laugh, but I contained my shock. Mason Deveraux was the last person on the face of the earth I’d expect to need my help. “I’m not interested. Go find someone else.”

      “It’s not for me.”

      I was intrigued; there was no denying it. “I’m listening.”

      “About an hour ago, my girlfriend Rose was arrested for her mother’s murder.”

      This man was throwing me off right and left. “That doesn’t make any sense. Daniel Crocker was charged with Agnes Gardner’s murder.” His eyes widened and I release a short laugh. “Yeah, I know your girlfriend. We’ve had a few encounters.”

      He shook his head in surprise. “I know about the Ebola encounter in the ER, but when else?”

      “Just yesterday. She and her friend Neely Kate hid out here while Skeeter Malcolm’s guy hung out in front of her office.”

      “What?” He looked blindsided. “Why was Malcolm’s guy looking for her?”

      “I honestly have no idea.”

      He was silent for several seconds. “Malcolm threatened Rose back in December.”

      That didn’t sound like Malcolm at all, but I wasn’t about to contradict him.

      He jerked his gaze back to mine. “What does Malcolm have to do with Joe Simmons? Is Malcolm in on it too?”

      I shook my head again. This was one convoluted mess, and I wasn’t sure I wanted any part of it. “Joe Simmons? Her ex? What does he have to do with anything?” I knew for a fact Malcolm would never team up with Simmons. But I didn’t see any reason to offer up that information.

      Deveraux ran his hand over the top of his head as he continued trying to put things together. “He arrested her. On his father’s behalf. He’s the one who got me fired.”

      J.R. Simmons? What in the hell was going on in this county? “I don’t get it. Why are you asking for my help? You hate my guts.”

      “Because until you told me Malcolm had his goons looking for her, I thought you were the only one who could help her. Turns out I was wrong.” Disgust covered his face.

      Dammit, this man pissed me off every which way to Sunday. “I’m obviously not your guy, Deveraux. Go find some like-minded sanctimonious bastard you can smoke cigars with and drink to your own smug self-righteousness. You’ll have plenty of time since your girlfriend will be serving a life sentence at McPherson.”

      I slammed the door in his face and locked it, not feeling as satisfied as I would have liked.

      Goddamn, Mason Deveraux. I might hate his guts, but I liked his girlfriend and her friend Neely Kate even more.

      I was about to consider changing my mind and calling him back, but one thing stopped me: J.R. Simmons. If the elder Simmons was involved, I didn’t want to be the one poking that hornet’s nest with a stick.

      I was close to finishing my notes and heading home when my phone rang. I considered letting it go, but one quick glance revealed it was someone I didn’t dare ignore.

      A call from Skeeter Malcolm on a Friday night could only mean trouble.
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      Something ugly was brewing in Fenton County.

      It had been brewing for some time. Long before I took over as the king of the Fenton County underworld. But there was no denying it had started a slow boil after the auction that had bought me my crown.

      Truth be told, my trouble with J.R. Simmons had been brewing for five years.

      When you play with fire, you’re gonna get burned.

      I’d been a fool to think I could get away with what I’d done. Years had passed without incident, lulling me into the false belief I was safe. Reality had struck a few weeks ago, when Deveraux called to tell me that I was on the Simmons hit list. The time had come to accept an ugly truth:

      J.R. Simmons was gonna take me apart piece by piece.

      And it had only just begun.

      Most enemies would go at you with a gun or a knife, or they’d pay someone else to do it. J.R. Simmons had arranged for two of my adversaries to be murdered in cold blood. And Rose suspected there was enough evidence on the scene to pin me as the prime suspect.

      I’d been a fool. I’d let myself hope I was off the hook. But J.R. had simply bided his time until I had something worth taking. Something it would pain me to lose. He assumed it was just my empire.

      He could never find out Rose had been helping me as the Lady in Black.

      But she’d already landed in his sights for an entirely different reason.

      Rose was the last person I had ever expected to be involved with Simmons, but then she had dated his son, so it stood to reason she’d catch his attention, particularly since she was so different from Joe Simmons’ usual women. Joe had always liked ’em fast and loose—the faster and looser, the better. Probably to wipe off the stench of the red-headed bitch his father had always intended him to marry. But Joe Simmons was a fool too. You can’t wipe the stench of dog shit from your shoe by stepping in a cow pie.

      Oh, I knew far more about Joe Simmons than anyone in this county suspected.

      I’d been born and raised in Henryetta, on the literal wrong side of the tracks, and I grew up chomping at the bit to get out of this town. When I was fourteen, I met J.R. at the gas station where I worked. He pulled up in his shiny black sedan, stepped out of his car in his fancy gray suit, and in that moment, I decided he had what I wanted. Then, as I pumped his gas, I told him so.

      A slow grin spread across his face and he handed me a business card. “When you’re older, look me up. Give the receptionist my card and I’ll put you to work.”

      I looked the card over as he drove off. On the front was his name and the address for his law office in El Dorado, and on the back was the number 12.

      I graduated high school by the skin of my teeth and took off the next day, driving my beat-up piece of shit car to El Dorado. I walked into the fancy office of the Simmons Law Firm in my ratty jeans and a button-down shirt I’d bought that morning at the Henryetta thrift store, acting like I owned the place, even if I was quaking inside. I’d never given him my name. What if he didn’t remember me?

      I handed the creased and stained card to his receptionist, who took it with reservation. She picked up her phone and eyed me with disdain as she said, “There’s . . . a boy here to see you. He doesn’t have an appointment, but he has a card that has the number twelve on the back.”

      She hung up the phone, keeping a suspicious eye on me as the door opened behind her and J.R. appeared in the opening.

      “Ah . . . James. You found me.”

      I gaped. Not only did he remember me, but he knew my real name.

      And so began my career with a man I grew to love and hate. But if I thought J.R. was my ticket to escaping Henyretta for good, I had another think coming. When I was twenty-five and firmly entrenched in his service, he called me into his home office. I’d only been there a couple of times, and usually when the family was away, but this was on a Wednesday afternoon in the middle of June.

      His butler let me in and led me into his office. His son Joe was coming down the stairs, but he ignored me after giving me a cursory glance. Not that I was surprised. J.R. Simmons’ employees were meant to remain in the background.

      J.R. was at his desk, leaning back in his chair. A wide smile lit up his eyes. “James, I have a very special job for you.”

      I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “It’s time for you to go home.”

      I shuffled my feet in confusion. “Home? Have I done something wrong?”

      He shook his head, still smiling. “No son, on the contrary. You’ve done everything right. I have nothing left to teach you. It’s time for you to go back to Fenton County and become the man you were destined to be.”

      Go back to Fenton County?

      He slid an envelope across his desk. “Seed money to start a business.”

      I picked up the envelope and shuffled through the bills, then looked up at him slack-jawed. “There’s over thirty thousand dollars in here.”

      “Fifty thousand, to be exact. Choose a business wisely, James.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

      He gave me a patient look. “Surely you knew I couldn’t keep you here forever.” When I continued to stare at him in confusion, he chuckled. “Do you remember what you said to me the day I pulled into the Sinclair station and you pumped gas into my car?”

      “I said I wanted to be like you.”

      “Exactly.” He beamed. “And you’ll never reach your goal working for me. It’s time for you to build your own kingdom.”

      I looked in the envelope again. “So this is a loan?”

      “No. It’s a gift. Call it severance. Call it an investment. I’ll still need you from time to time, but for the most part I’ll leave you be to build your empire.” He leaned forward. “Make me proud, James.”

      I nodded, a lump in my throat, equally honored, terrified, and devastated.

      So I went back and spent my money wisely. I’d always been good with numbers, so I opened a pool hall and became a bookie, quickly growing my income and buying respectable property under a dummy corporation in Texarkana, all while working on building illegal businesses across the county. I asked Jed to help me build my empire, promising him a share of the profits. He was several years younger than me, but we’d grown up together. I knew I could trust him to have my back.

      When I came back to town and people asked where I’d gone, I lied, saying I’d run off to Memphis to earn my fortune before returning home.

      Working for J.R. as one of The Twelve was like Fight Club. You never talked about it. Not if you were smart.

      Not even Jed knew what I’d done, and he was smart enough to know that if I wasn’t volunteering, he shouldn’t ask.

      My businesses grew, and sure enough, J.R. still called upon my services from time to time. But the more distance I got from him, the more I began to resent his disruptions. His business always pulled me away from my own—often for days at a time—and the absences were hard to explain.

      Most had to do with the messes his son had created. There was a reason Joe Simmons got out of all those charges for his misdeeds: J.R. always sent in the cleanup team to either pay off officials or convince the victims to drop charges. The convincing part was easy enough with money and, if necessary, physical violence.

      My resentment continued to grow. Then, five years ago, he came to me with a completely different sort of job.

      He’d summoned me to his business office in El Dorado on a Monday evening. He was waiting for me at his desk when I slipped in through the back door. He handed me a folder and waited for me to scan the contents. Once I was done, I gave him a leery look. “I don’t understand.”

      But I did. I understood all too well.

      “Do you have a problem with this, James?”

      I tossed the file onto his desk in disgust. “Hell yeah, I have a problem with it. I’m not doin’ it.”

      “You are.”

      “Is this some kind of test?”

      His voice hardened. “No, it’s an assignment.”

      I took a step back. “No. I’m not doin’ it.”

      “No is not an acceptable response. Let me explain the rules to you, James. They’re very simple. I tell you to jump and you ask how high.”

      I released a low growl. “You sent me back to Fenton County—the very place I was trying to escape when I first came to you. You told me to build my own empire and that’s what I’m doing. Do you answer to someone? Do you jump at their beck and call?” I shook my head in disgust and pointed to the folder. “I am not doin’ that. I can’t believe you’re askin’ it of me or anyone else for that matter. I’m done.”

      J.R. stood, his eyes cold and hard. It was a look I’d seen many times, but never once directed at me. “You’re done when I say you’re done.”

      “It’s time for me to cut the umbilical cord, J.R.”

      He pointed his finger at the exit. “If you walk out that door, you will regret it for the rest of your life.”

      I shrugged, my heart divided between grief and relief to finally be done with this man. “Then I’ll just have to learn to live with it.”

      I drove back to Fenton County, straight to the pool hall. Since it was a slow Monday night, Jed was tending bar. I took a seat at the counter.

      He gave me a sideways glance and handed me a beer. “You back from your business already?”

      “Got a problem with that?” I asked with more irritation than was warranted. I took a drag of the beer. I shouldn’t have been so surprised by his inquiry. I always left Jed in charge when I went to do Simmons’ bidding, although Jed never knew where I went or why. But this unfinished business with J.R. had left me justifiably anxious.

      He shrugged. “Your business is your own.”

      J.R. Simmons didn’t see it that way.

      So I waited for my punishment. Days turned to weeks. Weeks turned to months. Months turned to years. When it never came, I managed to convince myself that my previous loyalty had granted me safety.

      And then last spring, Mason Deveraux showed up in town, a bulldog for the law if ever I’d seen one. I knew deep in my gut that J.R. Simmons had somehow arranged it as a reminder of my disobedience. But then nothing happened for months. I figured I’d been paranoid.

      Instead, I’d been a fool.

      But I had an advantage most of J.R.’s adversaries didn’t—I’d spent seven years learning at the man’s knee. I knew his strengths and I knew his weaknesses.

      I wasn’t going down without a fight.
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      I usually spent Friday nights out in public view in the pool hall and the strip club. It was good to make a statement that these were my establishments, especially since there was so much unrest in the underworld.

      But on this Friday night, I was holed up in my pool hall office. I’d been on edge since my phone call with Rose earlier in the evening. Now that I’d finally admitted to myself that J.R. was moving against me, I needed to come up with a plan. Or at least beef up the one I’d already set in motion.

      Even after receiving Deveraux’s warning, I had been in partial denial. J.R. Simmons had treated me like a son for years, and the task he’d assigned to me was so vile there was no way he could have expected me to carry it out. He knew I had a soft spot for kids. Still, I didn’t get where I was today by sitting on my ass, waiting for things to come to me. I had given Jed a special assignment in case Deveraux’s tip held weight. Now it was time to take the offensive.

      My office door opened and I jerked up my gaze to see Jed enter the room. His arm was in a sling, his mouth taut from pain. He’d been shot earlier that afternoon while serving as Rose’s backup. I’d watched him endure more pain than most men could handle while the nurse I had on call for these kinds of injuries dug the bullet out of his bicep with only lidocaine as an anesthetic. I’d told him to go home, but he’d ignored the suggestion. Not that I was surprised.

      “Any news?” I asked, swinging my legs off my desk and onto the floor.

      He shook his head with a grim smile. “No. Our source in the sheriff’s department doesn’t know shit about the murders. The higher-ups are being more tight-lipped than usual. They could be coming to arrest you or they could be looking into Gentry.”

      Gentry was J.R.’s puppet, so I doubted he’d be hung out to dry for this. The fact that a sheriff’s deputy hadn’t come calling to ask for my alibi was troubling. Especially since my alibi was Rose herself, which I obviously couldn’t use. I suspected they were building a case against me and planned to ask their questions after my arrest.

      I pushed out a breath. “They’re coming for me. I can feel it. Gentry’s behind it all.” And behind him, J.R. Simmons. I slammed a fist on the desk. “Goddammit.”

      “They’re bound to have plenty of suspects. Scott Humphrey made more enemies than friends. We don’t know for sure that they’re gunning for you.”

      But I did. This had the stench of J.R. Simmons’ manipulation all over it.

      I jumped out of my chair and began to pace. “How’s that extracurricular project coming along?”

      “You mean looking for that guy in Pine Bluff?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      He gave me a hard stare. “He has something to do with J.R. Simmons, doesn’t he?”

      I clenched my jaw. “The less you know, the better.”

      “That’s a bullshit answer if I ever heard one.” He released a loud groan. “Why would Simmons be interested in you? And if he is, why are you wasting your time having me hunt down this guy?”

      “I have my reasons.” Even more so now that I knew he was gunning for Rose too. “What have you found?”

      He ran a hand over the top of his head in frustration. “Pete Mooney is a hard man to find. It would be easier if you let me send one of the other boys to check into it. With all this nonsense involving Gentry and Lady . . . I haven’t had much spare time to run off to Pine Bluff and dig around in person.”

      I scratched my chin, then shook my head. “No. Discretion is of the utmost importance. You didn’t find anything?”

      “I have a lead that he might still be alive, but no location.”

      I nodded and pushed out a loud breath in frustration.

      “Why’s the guy so important?”

      “He just is!”

      Jed moved closer and lowered his voice. “Skeeter. What’s goin’ on? I have a right to know.”

      I gave him a deadly glare.

      “Does Mooney have anything to do with all those times you used to disappear for days?”

      I pinned him with a dark gaze. “Maybe you should go home and rest, Jed. Merv can take care of anything that pops up.”

      He shot me a scowl. “You damn well know I’m not going anywhere.” While it was obvious he was in pain, I knew his pride had been hurt more. It would take some time before he got over being bested in a shootout with the daughter of the local bakery owner.

      I was about to suggest he take more pain medication when my phone rang. I considered letting it go to voice mail, but there was too much shit going on to let something slide. I was glad of my decision when I saw Merv’s name on the screen.

      “What’s up?”

      Merv’s voice was tight. “Something’s goin’ down, Skeeter.”

      Goddammit. “What?” I barked.

      “Deveraux’s been kicked out as ADA. He was fired in a secret meeting in the courthouse a couple of hours ago.”

      An itch tickled the base of my neck. “On what grounds?”

      “Dunno. Some special state prosecutor came down from Little Rock. They kept it all super secret. Word has it Deveraux took off home in a hurry. He didn’t even bother to clean out his office.”

      Shit. I knew why he’d taken off in a hurry.

      Rose.

      My stomach clenched with anxiety. “Let me know if you hear anything more.”

      “Will do.”

      “And keep an eye on the sheriff’s office. If they’re coming to arrest me, they better not show up at my door unannounced.”

      I hung up and immediately called Rose. I wasn’t surprised when she didn’t answer. She often waited until she could get somewhere private to call me back, but I had a bad feeling about this one.

      “What’s goin’ on?” Jed asked.

      “Deveraux just lost his job.”

      Jed watched me for several seconds. “Why does that have you on edge? You yourself said he was an inconvenience because he can’t be bought. Is this because he’s Rose’s boyfriend?”

      “I could give a fuck if her boyfriend lost his job!” I shouted. Everything was spinning out of control.

      Although Jed knew Rose was interested in Simmons’ involvement in the factory fire twenty-five years ago, he had no idea the extent Rose was in J.R.’s scheming either. Now I was wondering if I should tell him everything.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin when a sharp rap landed on the door. I needed to pull myself together.

      “This better be important,” I growled, jerking the door open.

      One of my lower-ranking men cowered in front of me, looking like he was about to shit his pants.

      “Sorry, Skeeter. I know you said not to disturb you, but there’s a woman who insists on seeing you. She says it’s important and that you better let her in.”

      I was about to ask who she was, but there was no need. A woman with long blonde hair and pink and purple highlights turned the corner in the hall, one of my other men trailing helplessly behind her. He reached for her arm, but she maneuvered out of his grasp and shot him an angry glare.

      “Keep your hands off me! I’m not leaving until I see him myself.” Then she glanced up and caught my eye and anger washed over her face. “Skeeter Malcolm! You call off your goons. I need to talk to you.”

      My chest tightened. Why was Rose’s best friend here to see me? It couldn’t be anything good.

      “Let her be.”

      The eyes of the man trailing her widened with fear. “She snuck past me—”

      “I don’t care!” I shouted. “Leave her here and get the fuck out front. And if one more person gets back here, don’t even bother coming in with them to try and explain. Now go.”

      Both men tucked tail and ran off. I held the door open wider for Rose’s friend. “If what you have to tell me is so damn important, get your ass in here and say your piece.”

      The fear in her eyes told me that my tone had been harsh. But my nerves were too strung out for me to care.

      Jed walked up behind me. “Neely Kate, it’s okay. Come on in.”

      Her eyes widened in alarm. “You know who I am?”

      Jed chuckled, then stiffened, probably jarring his arm.

      I didn’t have time for this. “Of course we know who you are. I make it my business to know who Rose is with and what she’s doin’. Besides, you were here just a couple of days ago, drunk as a skunk after your three-beer lunch. Now what’s got you so worked up to see me that you had to barge into my office?”

      My words seemed to shake something loose in her. Her eyes filled with fire, and she shook a finger at me. “Don’t you take that tone with me, Skeeter Malcolm. Contrary to what Mason said, I suspect you’re partially to blame for this mess.”

      “What mess? Deveraux losing his job?”

      She stood on her tiptoes, trying to get into my face. “Did you have something to do with that too?”

      “No!” I pointed to the now-closed door. “If that’s why you’re here, you can get the hell out.”

      She poked her finger into my chest, pushing me back a step. “Don’t you even think about getting rid of me! You got her into this mess. Now you’re gonna get her out of it.”

      My mouth dropped open. “I just told you I didn’t have a damn thing to do with Deveraux losing his job! What the hell do you expect me to do about it?”

      Without any trace of fear left in her, she punched my arm. “I’m not talking about Mason’s job, you imbecile! I’m talking about Rose getting arrested!”

      “What?”

      She put her hands on her hips. “Don’t you play stupid with me, Skeeter Malcolm. You make it your business to know more about what’s going on in this county than I do. There’s no way in hell this could have slipped past you.”

      Panic crept up my spine as I shot a look over my shoulder. “Jed.”

      He was already digging his phone out of his pocket. “Already on it.”

      Neely Kate had to be mistaken. I forced myself to stay calm. I needed all the facts. “I just talked to her around five. When did this supposedly happen?”

      She shook her head, some of her fire dying out of her. “There’s no supposedly about it. It happened at Rose’s farm right in front of Mason. He told me about it himself. And as to the when of it, I don’t know. Maybe an hour? As soon as Mason called me, I made a beeline for the sheriff’s office so I could give Joe Simmons a piece of my mind.”

      “Simmons arrested her?” I found that hard to believe. She might be with Deveraux, but Simmons was still in love with her. Everyone knew it.

      “It doesn’t matter if he did it himself or had someone do it for him. What matters is that he let it happen, and now he refuses to let her go.”

      “What are the charges?”

      “They’re accusing her of hiring Daniel Crocker to murder her mother.”

      Son of a bitch. J.R. Simmons had set things in motion, all right, and not just for me.

      “What do you plan to do about this?” she demanded.

      Rage filled my head and I fought to regain control.

      Still on the phone, Jed took one look at my face and stepped between me and the pushy blonde. “Neely Kate, we’ll let you know as soon as we hear something.”

      That only riled her up more. “If you think I’m leaving without any answers, you’ve got another think comin’!”

      Jed held up his finger with a look of exasperation. “Uh-huh,” he muttered into the phone. “Has she been officially charged? . . . Okay. Keep me posted.” He disconnected the call and looked me in the eye. “It’s true.”

      “What the hell is going on in this county?” I shouted, slamming my fist on the desk again, this time harder. “How did this get past us?”

      Jed sucked in a breath, worry in his eyes. “They kept it top secret. Only three people knew about it before it happened. The DA; Judge Berger, who issued a search warrant allowing the deputies to look for her on the premises if she didn’t come to the door; and Joe Simmons.”

      “That low-life weasel!” Neely Kate shouted. “I’m going to skin him alive!”

      I took several breaths. “We have to think this through.”

      “You have to get her out of there!” Neely Kate shouted, planting her hands on her hips again.

      “What’s Deveraux doin’ about it?” Jed asked.

      “He said he was goin’ to hire Carter Hale to defend her.”

      Jed snorted. “Hale hates Deveraux. He’ll never do it.”

      My chest grew tight and I grunted, “He’ll do it when I tell him to.”

      Neely Kate gave me a look of disbelief.

      “He’s on my damn retainer. He’ll do as I goddamn tell him.” I pulled out my phone and called him up.

      “Skeeter,” he answered. “Why do I have a feeling shit’s about to start raining from the sky?”

      “Because you’ve always been too perceptive by half. Rose Gardner is in the county jail awaiting arraignment. You’re gonna defend her.”

      “Rose Gardner?” he asked in disbelief. “You realize she’s Mason Deveraux’s girlfriend, don’t you? Why would you want to help her? You thinking he’ll get his job back and then owe you one?”

      “My reason for wanting you to defend her is my business and mine alone. In fact, you’re not to tell a damn soul that I asked you to do it. You hear me?”

      He groaned. “Deveraux just showed up at my door askin’ me to represent her and I sent him packing out of the sheer principle of me hating the man. This means I have to eat a damn slice of humble pie. And I fucking hate pie. This will cost you extra.”

      “I don’t give a shit if you have to eat every damn pie in Dena’s Bakery, you’re gonna represent her. Have I made myself clear?” My voice bounced off the walls and Neely Kate cringed.

      “Calm down,” Carter grumbled. “I already said I was gonna do it.”

      “Good. And when they announce bail, if she can’t pay it, I’ll take care of it.”

      “That’s a matter of public record, Skeeter. Do you really want your name tied to her?”

      “I know that, goddammit!” I took a deep breath. “This isn’t the first time I’ve posted bail! Use my Texarkana corporation to arrange it. No one knows it’s me. But let me make this clear—” I made sure my voice was harsh. “She’s not to spend a damn minute longer in jail than necessary, is that understood?”

      “Perfectly.” He knew there was more to the story, but he also knew better than to ask. “You know she’s a sitting duck in there . . . the girlfriend of the guy who put some of them behind bars.”

      Fuck. I hadn’t let my imagination go that far. My stomach cramped. “Get your ass to the courthouse and get her out tonight.”

      “I suspect she’s stuck there until Monday. I can’t see Judge Berger holding an arraignment over the weekend. But I’ll let them know I’m her attorney and petition for her to be placed in solitary confinement for her own safety.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll let you know when I have news.”

      After ending the call, I turned back to look at Neely Kate. “Hale’s takin’ her case. But she’s not safe in there. He’s working to get her out ASAP.”

      Fear filled her eyes, followed closely by resolve. “I’m paying a trip to Carter Hale myself. I want him to know that he’s gonna answer to me personally if anything happens to her.”

      I nodded. “Don’t be breathin’ a word to anyone I arranged this. Especially not the bail. I know she doesn’t have any money. She wouldn’t take any from me when I offered, and God knows, she wouldn’t accept this either. But she can’t stay in there.”

      “Okay.” She swallowed, her anger all burned up and replaced with fear. The fear had changed, though—she was afraid for Rose now, not afraid of me. “Thank you.”

      I gave her a brisk nod and Jed walked her out the door.

      When he returned about five minutes later, he found me pulling money out of a safe I had hidden in the floor.

      “Where the hell are you goin’?” Jed asked.

      I grabbed a bag out of the cabinet behind me and put my stash inside it. “I’m not stayin’ here like a sitting duck. I’m goin’ to take the bastard down myself.”

      “What bastard?”

      I grabbed my gun out of my desk drawer and slid back the chamber. “J.R. Simmons.”

      “Skeeter.”

      I added the gun to the stash and slung the bag over my shoulder. “You want to know where I was for six years? I wasn’t in Memphis like I told everyone. I was J.R. Simmons’ lackey. I was learning at the foot of the master until he sent me back here to build my empire, but I never escaped his clutches. When I used to leave for days at a time and put you in charge, I was working for him. But five years ago he asked me to do something so heinous, I refused to consider it. I quit. I was stupid enough to think he’d let me go, but he’s been plotting and planning all this time. Now he’s ready to unveil his scheme. But Rose is caught in her own web with J.R. Simmons and it has nothing to do with me.”

      “You think the older Simmons framed you for the murders and the younger one is helping him do it?”

      “I wouldn’t put it past either of them, but here’s what I know: The sheriff’s department is comin’ for me. I wouldn’t be surprised if they pulled into the parking lot any minute. Because J.R. Simmons plays the long game, and he plans to make me bleed until there’s not one drop of blood left. He’ll destroy everything and everyone I care about and I guaran-damn-tee you you’re on his list too. So go hide out at our safe house and wait for me to contact you.”

      I grabbed my coat off the hook on the wall and headed for the back door.

      “Skeeter!”

      I looked back to face him.

      His uninjured hand was clenched at his side and his eyes were hard. “This here is our county and our turf. We’re not going to let someone steal what we rightfully earned.”

      I gave him a grin. “Damn straight we’re not. We’ve built our business from the ground up and some suit with a stick up his ass isn’t gonna get the best of us Fenton County hardscrabble boys.”

      He nodded gruffly.

      “See you in a few days,” I said, then bolted out the door.

      I skipped my own car in the parking lot and headed for an older pickup I didn’t recognize. The sheriff’s deputies would be looking for my car. A stolen truck wouldn’t last me long, but long enough to get out of the county.

      After I got it hotwired, I grabbed a cowboy hat off the seat and crammed it on my head, then drove out of the parking lot. As I headed toward Little Rock, a swarm of sheriff’s cars rushed toward me, heading in the opposite direction. My heart slammed into my ribs, but they sped past, pulling into the pool hall parking lot several hundred feet behind me.

      My cell phone rang and I answered it without looking at the screen, expecting Jed to respond. “Yeah.”

      “James.”

      Icy cold fear washed through my veins, quickly followed by the heat of rage. “J.R.”

      “I warned you that you’d regret crossing me.”

      “Don’t mess with me, J.R. I’m not the kid you took in years ago. I fight back now.”

      He laughed. “You think you can fight, but in reality you’re a man who’s about to learn a painful lesson.” Then he chuckled. “And I’m going to enjoy watching you learn it. I’m taking you down, boy.”

      Not if I got to him first.
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