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      I woke to a kiss pressed against my shoulder and James’s palm pressed against my naked belly.

      “What time is it?” I murmured, opening my eyes. James’s room faced west, so the light was slow to infiltrate, sometimes a blessing but a curse on the mornings when I needed to get up and get going.

      “A little after six.”

      I rolled onto my back and stared up at him, my hand automatically reaching for the stubble on his chin. “What happened to the alarm?”

      “I turned it off.” His face lowered, and his lips brushed against my jaw, blazing a path to my mouth.

      My free hand reached for the back of his neck, and I held him in place, reveling in the slow, lazy pace he was setting. I knew it wouldn’t last for long. James didn’t do slow or lazy. He was all drive and ambition.

      His face lifted, and he grinned down at me. “Good mornin’.”

      I grinned too, brushing my thumb along his jaw. I loved the contrast of rough stubble with the smooth, hard lines of the rest of his body. “I have to leave early. That’s why we set the alarm.”

      “Not until I’m done with you.” A dark look filled his eyes, raw hunger and possession. When I left his house for the day, we had no idea when we’d see each other again, and he was trying to satiate himself until our next rendezvous.

      James’s hand slid up to my breast, and his thumb began to do things that drew a gasp from me. He tugged down the covers and exposed my chest to the room’s cool air, and his face lowered, his tongue gliding a path to my nipple.

      My back arched as he continued his torture, moving to my other breast. I closed my eyes and soaked him in. We’d just spent the weekend together, but it had only increased my hunger for him.

      His mouth covered mine, his kisses hard and demanding. I slid my hands down his back, letting my nails trail down the rise of his butt, but he was done with slow. He rolled onto his back and pulled me up to straddle his legs. Staring up at my naked breasts, he grabbed my hips and pushed into me.

      I leaned back and moaned, reveling in the full sensation and the way his fingers dug into my flesh.

      Taking control, he set a pace that drove me wild.

      It didn’t take long for us both to get our fill. He knew there wasn’t time to make it last.

      It was one last claim on me after our intimate weekend—we’d spent nearly thirty-six hours straight together, half of which were in public in Shreveport, acting like a normal couple who wasn’t afraid of being seen together. We’d gone out to eat. We’d toured the botanical gardens attached to the art museum and then toured the museum itself. He’d gotten tickets to a symphony and had taken me to buy a dress to wear. He’d even worn a suit, something I’d thought I’d never see, and we’d dined at an upscale restaurant before attending the Beethoven performance. Throughout the evening, I watched how comfortable he was with choosing the right silverware and stemware, how easily he wore that suit—a sharp contrast to the jeans and T-shirts he usually wore—and how he attended a symphony as though he made a habit of it, and I couldn’t help wondering where he’d learned these things. No, I knew who had taught him, but J.R. Simmons was an unpleasant memory I didn’t want encroaching on my time with James.

      Still, it made me wonder what else I didn’t know about the man lying next to me. He was such a fascinating contrast of fierceness and gentleness, yet I knew I was the only one he allowed to see the latter. Softness could be the kiss of death in James’s world, a sign of weakness.

      Now, I could see he was struggling to shed any vestiges of the gentleness he’d shown me. The time had come for him to don his Fenton County crime lord crown.

      He cradled me close to his side, his hand on my butt, and placed a kiss on my forehead.

      “You’ll need to be careful,” he said, his voice still gentle.

      “I know,” I said, fully aware of what he was referring to.

      A couple of days ago, danger had seemed a good distance away, something for my future self to worry about. Sure, I was in a secret relationship with the crime boss of Fenton County, and there was no denying Mason Deveraux, my ex-boyfriend, had returned from Little Rock with a bee in his bonnet and a mission to root out corruption. But it had seemed unlikely anything would come of it just yet. And while my sister had been told she only had a few months left to live, I sometimes let myself pretend the doctors were wrong.

      But I’d fooled myself into complacency, so much so I’d chosen the worst possible time to go away with James. My farm had been the scene of multiple murders over the weekend, and for once the violence had nothing to do with me. It had been driven by Kate, the mentally ill half sister of my best friend, Neely Kate. I didn’t know all the details, but everyone involved had insisted it would be best if I stayed away from home a little while longer. I might not have listened—I really wanted to see Neely Kate and reassure myself she was okay—but Neely Kate herself hadn’t hung around after the murders. That very night, Saturday, she’d gone to Little Rock to attend a fundraiser dinner. She’d insisted it would be foolish, and possibly dangerous, for me to return to an empty house, and besides, there would be crime scene techs and sheriff’s deputies scouring the barn and fields around it for evidence. Both of us would do best to stay away. Even still, I might have insisted on going back, but I had some peace of mind in knowing she had the best protection there could possibly be—her half brother and her boyfriend were both with her.

      “You can stay here for another day,” James said. “Give everything a little more time to cool down.”

      Surprised, I tilted my head to look up into his eyes. “You’re taking another day off?”

      “No. I’ve got too much to do since I took off earlier than planned on Friday.” He paused, then added, “And I’ll be gone Thursday afternoon and evenin’.”

      Everything in me wanted to ask him what he planned to do, but I stopped myself. Discussing his day-to-day life wasn’t part of our arrangement, and I practiced the same discretion for a different reason. He kept his dealings from me to protect me from the knowledge of criminal activities, and I kept mum about my life to protect him from trappings of the heart. We’d agreed to a fling, which meant no deep entanglements, even if it was apparent to both of us that this was so much more.

      Instead, I pushed up on an elbow and said, “You want me to stay here by myself?”

      He didn’t respond right away, probably because he was trying to be careful with his answer.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said. “It’s Neely Kate I’m concerned about.” I sat up and slid my legs over the side of the bed to get up, but he sat up too and wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling my back against his chest.

      I expected him to say something, but he simply held me close, burying his face into the curve of my neck.

      We sat like that for several long seconds, and I wondered what was going through his head. James “Skeeter” Malcolm was a man of few words, and none of them were about his feelings and emotions, leaving me to guess what he was thinking.

      “I have to get ready, James,” I said softly, then pushed his hand away and padded into the bathroom to take a shower. I’d expected him to follow, but when he didn’t join me, I figured he had to deal with some work issues. Lord knew there were plenty of them now that there were whispers of a Dallas crime syndicate, the Hardshaw Group, taking steps to slip into the county. Worse, they had an interest in Neely Kate, and had tried kidnapping her. Twice.

      Just as I was rinsing the conditioner from my hair with closed eyes, I felt him walk into the marble-encased shower and pull my chest to his. His hands sank into my hair, helping the water rinse my hair.

      I opened my eyes and smiled up at him. “I thought you’d left me.”

      Something flickered in his eyes—fear? Pain? I couldn’t read it, but the emotion had been unpleasant and fleeting. “I put on a pot of coffee. I knew you’d want a cup before you left.”

      It was things like this that caught me off guard—little things that mattered so little in the scheme of things, yet mattered so much to my heart.

      And therein lay the problem. I was getting way too attached.

      Before I could stop myself, I grabbed a bar of soap and began to wash his glorious, naked body. “Seeing you—all muscles and no fat—makes me realize I need to start an exercise routine. Especially after all that good food this weekend.” While I wasn’t overweight, I wasn’t toned either. I had enough padding to have some curves.

      His hand slid up my waist and cupped one of my breasts. “I like you just the way you are.”

      I lifted a brow. “That’s good—because the likelihood of me starting an exercise program is slim to none.”

      He laughed, a lighthearted sound I never would have associated with the man I’d met a year ago. Sometimes I wondered if he’d become this version of himself because of me or if it had been in there all along and he trusted me enough to let it free.

      We finished the shower in a playful mood. James got dressed and said he was heading downstairs to check his emails while I got ready for the day, but he soon returned to his bedroom with a cup of coffee and a piece of peanut butter toast.

      When I came down to the kitchen, my bag in one hand and the empty dishes in the other, he was sitting at the kitchen island with his laptop. He had his phone pressed to his ear. “I need that report on Carmichael. That’s what I’m payin’ you for.”

      Hopping off his stool, he hung up as he walked over and took the bag from my shoulder and set it by the door to the garage.

      After I placed the dishes in his dishwasher, I turned and gave him a sad smile. “I really have to go.”

      He stood less than a foot away, watching me with a blank expression. “I know.”

      His wall was back up and I resisted the urge to sigh. Instead, I looked into his dark brown eyes and said, “This weekend was amazin’.” My mouth twisted into a lopsided smile. “It’s hard to go back to the real world.”

      “Real world?” he murmured as he lifted his hand to the side of my neck, lightly caressing my jaw with his thumb.

      “Our normal lives. Without each other in them.”

      His hand stilled, and I worried I’d made him think I was asking for more.

      I reached up on my tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss. “I’ll let you know when I can get away this week.” When I started to pull away, he tugged me back, wrapping an arm around me, his fingers splayed on my upper back. His mouth covered mine, and the fire and passion in his kiss made my knees weak.

      His other hand grabbed my butt, pulling me close enough to let me know he was ready for another round. I was tempted—so tempted—but I was running behind as it was.

      “I have to go,” I murmured against his lips.

      “Just ten minutes.”

      I laughed as I pulled free, giving him a saucy grin over my shoulder. “Maybe we can meet somewhere durin’ the day this week and you can put those ten minutes to good use.”

      “Rose.”

      I turned back to face him, and his stoic expression was back, the one he wore most of the time.

      “Keep your gun with you.”

      And just like that, I was back to reality.
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      Neely Kate and Jed were on the front porch when I got home. As soon as Jed saw me pulling down the short lane from the county road, he kissed Neely Kate and then pulled her into a long embrace. He left before I got out of the car, waving goodbye as he drove past me.

      After I hugged the dickens out of Neely Kate and checked her over twice, we went into the kitchen and I made her tell me everything. I’d already heard a bit about Kate and the people she’d killed in our barn, plus Neely Kate’s trouble with the Hardshaw Group. But there were plenty of details I hadn’t heard about—like the fact that Kate had left a body in our basement before I left town—and then Neely Kate said something else that good and shocked me. She was pretty sure the reason the Hardshaw Group was after her was because she’d killed a man in Ardmore, Oklahoma, five years ago.

      “Kate knows about the murder in your past?”

      She nodded.

      Last Friday morning, we’d learned that Kate had escaped from the locked psych ward where she’d been sentenced to spend the rest of her life. I’d wanted to cancel my trip with James, but Neely Kate had been adamant that she’d worry something fierce if I didn’t go. Kate had tried to kill me once, and she might do so again. James had agreed with her, and ultimately, I’d let them sway me.

      Of course, I might have decided differently if I’d known all the facts.

      “Let’s talk about something else,” I said. “Like the fact that Kate put a dead body in our basement early Friday morning, and you didn’t tell me before I left?” I couldn’t help but raise my voice.

      She grimaced, still not making eye contact. “We all agreed it was better that way.”

      “And I’m assuming that ‘we’ includes Joe?”

      She nodded again.

      While Neely Kate had spent the first twelve years of her life living in a mobile home, wondering where her next meal was coming from, her half siblings Joe and Kate had grown up in the lap of luxury in a mansion. In some ways, they hadn’t been much better off—the household staff had raised them, and their conniving father had carved their future for them before they were out of diapers.

      “I take it that Joe found out about Jed?”

      Neely Kate had kept her boyfriend a secret from Joe for the last month and a half, not that I blamed her. Though Jed was trying to go the straight and narrow, he’d been James’s right-hand man for years.

      “How is Jed still alive?” I asked in a teasing tone.

      A slight grin wiped away the despondent look she’d had moments before. “It went as well as you can imagine, but I convinced Joe that we needed Jed to help us. He’s still not thrilled I’m dating him, but he’s not tryin’ to stop me either. He realizes that Jed loves me and will protect me with his life.”

      My eyes flew wide. “Wait. He told you that he loves you?”

      Her grin widened, lighting up her whole face. “Yeah. He told me Friday night.”

      I couldn’t be happier for her. Despite his criminal past, Jed Carlisle was a good man. Someone who would move heaven and earth for the people he loved. “It was as plain as day, Neely Kate, but I’m happy he finally admitted it.”

      Her eyes twinkled. “And showed me.”

      I gasped. “Does that mean…”

      She nodded. “Yep. We finally slept together.” Her face flushed. “He planned a whole dinner and made it so special…” A faraway look filled her eyes. “Who knew Jed Carlisle could be so romantic?”

      “I’m not surprised.” The man was smitten with her.

      “Neither am I, I guess,” she said. “The real Jed’s different than people would expect.” Her excitement seemed to perk her up. “He finally told me about his new business. He and Witt have opened their own garage.”

      That caught me by surprise. I’d known her cousin Witt was trying to open his own garage, but I hadn’t expected him and Jed to partner up. “Jed’s becoming a mechanic? I had no idea he knew how to work on cars.”

      “He said he used to work on them when he was growing up, and Witt’s been teaching him to work on newer cars. Did you see the car parked on the side of the house?”

      I nodded. I’d wondered about the shiny black luxury sedan.

      “He and Witt fixed it up for me. It’s mine, Rose! I’ve never had such a nice car before. He says he picked a dark color because it would be good for when we do stakeouts.”

      I stared at her in disbelief. Not because Jed had given her a car—he and Joe had both been trying to give her a newer car for weeks—but because she’d taken it. She hated charity of any kind, and I knew there was no way she could have paid for it. Her spare money was eaten up by the credit card debt racked up by her runaway husband, Ronnie. All eighteen thousand of it.

      “Yeah, I know,” she said when she saw the look on my face. “At first I told Jed no way, but he convinced me I was doin’ him a favor by takin’ it. He said he’ll have more peace of mind knowing I’m drivin’ a car less likely to break down in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Well, I’m glad he talked sense into you,” I said.

      She laughed, but it had a nervous edge to it.

      “What about Kate?” I asked. “James said they can’t find a hint of her anywhere. It’s like she disappeared into thin air. What’s she up to?”

      “There’s more I haven’t told you, Rose,” she admitted. Turned out two of the people Kate had killed were people from Neely Kate’s past. Branson Desoto and Stella St. Clair had come to town demanding money, and Kate had castrated the man and then killed them both.

      Staring at her in shock, I asked, “Why would Kate castrate a man?” I shook my head. “I guess she’s capable of just about anything, but I can’t make sense of it. Even for Kate.”

      I didn’t think she was going to say anything else, but then she blurted out, “He was my old boyfriend.”

      My mouth dropped open and I quickly closed it. “She did it to punish you?”

      “No, she did it to avenge me.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      Pushing out a sigh, she sat back in her seat, staring down at her lap. “Branson hurt me and somehow Kate found out, probably through the private investigators she hired to dig up my past in Ardmore. So she cut off his testicles and left them with a note addressed to me in his motel room, sayin’ he’d never hurt me again.”

      “You’re kiddin’.”

      “Nope. But then Jed disposed of them to make sure the sheriff’s department didn’t think I was involved.” She paused. “Although Joe knows… he knows a lot that the sheriff’s department doesn’t. He’s risking his job for me.”

      “He’s steppin’ up to be a good brother,” I said in a soft voice.

      “But at what cost, Rose?” she asked in a whisper. “Why would he risk his career and reputation?”

      Joe was chief deputy sheriff, so he truly had taken a risk. I couldn’t imagine he minded.

      “He did it because he loves you,” I said softly.

      “She said she killed them for me.” Her gaze lifted to mine. “Kate killed those people for me. Why?”

      I shook my head, unsure what to tell her. “Maybe in some sick, twisted way, she’s decided she needs to be a better sister.”

      “That’s what she said, but I don’t believe her. Just like I don’t believe she’s really out there right now tryin’ to find out why the Hardshaw Group wants me. There’s bound to be something in it for her. Especially since she hinted to Joe that she’d had some dealings with them while she was gone those two years.”

      Kate had dealings with the Dallas crime syndicate? I wasn’t necessarily shocked—nothing about her could shock me—but it struck me as an unlikely coincidence that she had ties to the very same crime organization that had supposedly been after the flash drive Daniel Crocker had (mistakenly) thought I had a year ago.

      “You can’t control what Kate does,” I said. “You’re not responsible for her actions, even if she claims to do them in your name.”

      “I know I should feel guilt or remorse over them dyin’, and while part of me is horrified, I can’t help feelin’ relieved that I never have to worry about them again.”

      “What did they do to you, Neely Kate?” I’d meant to lead in to it more gently, but something about her tone terrified me.

      Tears filled her eyes.

      “Never you mind about that,” I said. “We’ll deal with it later. For now, let’s talk about the dead man who was in our basement. Where is he now?”

      “Kate and her henchman must have moved the body, because when Joe came to check on it late Friday night, it was gone. But then it turned up on Saturday morning, nowhere close to here. He had evidence on him linking him to Pearce Manchester’s murder.”

      “Why would Kate put him there?” I asked. “Who was he?”

      “Jed thinks it was her messed-up way of trying to convince me she cares about me. As to who he is, his name was Neil Franken. Jed thinks he was a PI from Dallas, although he’s not sure who he was workin’ for. Maybe the Hardshaw Group. Maybe the family of the man I killed. Turns out he was in Ardmore last week, asking around about me. Somehow he knew I was here in Henryetta.”

      Time to bring up a subject I was pretty sure she didn’t want to discuss. “Why did you kill Pearce Manchester?” I asked quietly. “What happened?”

      “I strangled him,” she said matter-of-factly, but there was a vacant look in her eyes.

      I couldn’t imagine the woman in front of me strangling anyone, let alone having the strength to overpower a man with her bare hands. “Did he have something to do with the people Kate killed? Branson and Stella?”

      She nodded.

      “And you didn’t go to the police?”

      She looked like she was about to barf. “No. Branson’s brother and I buried him, then I hightailed it back to Henryetta and Granny’s.”

      None of this made any sense. “Was the man you killed your boyfriend?”

      “No.” She refused to make eye contact.

      Whoever he was, she was deeply ashamed of her connection with him. Why? “How did you meet him?”

      She pushed out a breath. “Through Branson.”

      Now we were getting somewhere. “Was Branson your boyfriend at the time you murdered Pearce Manchester?”

      She began to shake, staring at the table. “I was living with him, but I wouldn’t have called him my boyfriend at that point, no.” She paused. “When I was in Ardmore in July, Jed helped me dig up Pearce’s body. He hoped the murder couldn’t be linked to me if there was no body.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me any of this, Neely Kate?” I asked, trying—and failing—to keep the pain out of my voice.

      Her chin lifted, and her tear-filled eyes pleaded with me. “I knew you wouldn’t judge me for murdering him. I knew you’d understand.”

      “Then why?”

      Tears spilled down her cheeks. “There’s so much more, Rose. I know in my heart you won’t judge me for any of it, but once you know, you’ll never look at me the same. Please don’t make me tell you.”

      I swallowed past the burning lump in my throat. “You don’t trust me?”

      “What?” she asked in dismay. “I trust you more than anyone else in my life. It has nothing to do with trust and everything to do with how you see me. Please, Rose. Don’t make me tell you.”

      “Do Jed and Joe know?”

      She hesitated, then said, “Yes.”

      That hurt even more. Jed had helped her move a dead body, so I wasn’t surprised he knew the entire truth. But Joe? Why would she tell him and not me? Then a new pain stabbed me. “And Kate.”

      She didn’t answer, but the truth was obvious.

      I was about to question her further when a knock on the door interrupted me. “Who on earth would be knockin’ on our door at eight thirty in the morning?”

      Neely Kate got to her feet and walked over to her purse, pulling out the big revolver—a six-shooter that had belonged to her grandfather. “I don’t know, but we’re not takin’ any chances.”

      I started to protest, but Kate was still on the loose and a Dallas crime syndicate was after Neely Kate. On reflection, the gun seemed like a pretty good idea, and it reminded me that I needed to get mine before we left.

      We walked into the living room together, and while I headed for the window overlooking the front yard, she made her way to the door. One look through the sheer curtains, and I shot Neely Kate a dark scowl.

      But Neely Kate was already opening the door. I didn’t have a chance to warn her, not that she looked surprised to see the man greeting her. “What are you doin’ here, Mason?”

      “I wasn’t sure you were here. I didn’t recognize the car on the side of the house.” She gave him a stern look that reminded him he hadn’t answered the question, and he cleared his throat. “I came out here to clarify something in the sheriff’s report… and to make sure you’re okay.” Then he added, “The gun isn’t necessary.”

      “You had your say on Saturday night, Mason Deveraux,” she said, blocking the doorway. “And I’ll decide if the gun’s necessary or not. Kate Simmons left multiple dead bodies on this property, so you can’t blame me one bit for answerin’ the door with a gun.”

      She’d left four if you counted the man in the basement, but Mason didn’t know that.

      “Fair enough,” he said, “but Kate’s not here. Just me.” He paused for a beat. “Is Rose back? I see her truck out front.”

      “You’re worse than Miss Mildred,” she said in disgust. “Snooping around, checkin’ out the cars parked out front.”

      “It’s not like that, Neely Kate.” His voice hitched a little at the end, and I knew from experience that this meant he was getting irritated, even if his tone sounded polite. “I couldn’t help noticing the cars parked out front. You can’t fault me for that.”

      “Why are you on our front porch?” she asked in a skeptical tone. “Why not have me come to your office?”

      “Because, despite what you think, I’m still your friend,” he said in a patient tone. “There’s no reason to drag you to the courthouse. I thought it might be more comfortable for you here.”

      “So you could spy on us?”

      “No, but I do want to look at the barn again.”

      If I hadn’t known my friend, I never would have noticed her slight flinch.

      “Did my and Joe’s statements not tell you what you need to know?” she asked, still blocking the door.

      “This might be easier if I come in,” he said.

      “We can do it out here,” she insisted, taking a step onto the porch. She shut the door behind her.

      I frowned. I suspected hearing what was in her statement was the only way I’d get the full story, plus I was curious about what Mason would find in the barn. He took his job very seriously, and he’d always liked to investigate crime scenes himself rather than rely on police reports. He was extra careful with murder cases, especially since he’d almost wrongfully convicted my business partner, Bruce Wayne Decker, of murder. Asking to see the crime scene wasn’t all that unusual for Fenton County ADA, Mason Deveraux, only Mason was no longer the ADA. He was here as a special investigator with the Arkansas Attorney General’s office.

      I needed to sit in on this discussion. Since the last few times I’d seen Mason hadn’t gone well, I decided to take a friendlier approach. I hurried to the kitchen and poured a fresh cup of coffee, fixing it the way I knew he liked it, then set it on a small tray, quickly adding Neely Kate’s cup as well as my own.

      Not wanting to miss a single word, I headed for the door and pushed it open, finding them sitting in the wicker chairs on the porch. Mason was digging into his bag and pulling out a legal pad.

      They both glanced up as I came out, Mason with a surprised look. “Good morning, Rose. I hope you had a nice weekend.”

      Neely Kate had texted me on Sunday morning, warning me that Mason had already figured out that my cover story—that I’d gone to Shreveport with my Aunt Bessie—was bogus.

      “I had a lovely weekend. Thank you for asking, Mason. Would you like some coffee?” I asked in a tone as sweet as tea.

      Both he and Neely Kate stared at me in disbelief. I’m sure Mason expected me to blast him for mentioning my weekend, and Neely Kate likely expected me to kick him off my land. Instead, I held out the tray. “I figured a conversation like this would go down easier with coffee this early on a Monday morning. Would you like a cup? It’s freshly brewed.”

      Mason seemed at a loss for words, but he quickly recovered and took his cup. “Thank you.”

      Neely Kate gave me a look that suggested I was a traitor, but she seemed to put it together the next instant. Understanding flashed through her eyes as she took her own coffee. I picked up my mug, set the tray on the table between them, and rested my butt against the porch railing. “Sounds like I missed a bit of excitement this weekend. I still can’t believe Neely Kate didn’t call me back.” I gave her a sweet smile. “But then, she knew how excited I was about my weekend and she hated to ruin it.”

      “I thought you were going with your aunt,” Mason said, shifting in his seat.

      “That’s the story we planned to tell Violet, should she ask, but we never expected anything like this to happen.” I took a sip of my coffee. “But Neely Kate still felt compelled to keep my secret. That is a true friend… especially when her devotion puts her in an uncomfortable situation.”

      Pure terror filled her eyes, but thankfully Mason didn’t turn to face her, instead narrowing his eyes at me. “So where did you go this weekend?”

      “Oh, I was in Shreveport,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Obviously my Aunt Bessie wasn’t with me, but thanks for callin’ and gettin’ her all worried. It took me a few minutes to calm her down.”

      His lips pressed into a thin line.

      I stood upright. “Look, Mason. I’m a grown woman, which means I don’t need an adult to come with me if I want to leave town for the weekend.” A million questions flashed in Mason’s eyes, so I added, “I know you’re dyin’ to know what I was doin’ in Shreveport, but frankly, Mason”—the last two words had a little bite to them—“while I appreciate your concern, it’s none of your business. Still, in the spirit of cooperation, I was there for a job interview.”

      He couldn’t have looked more shocked than if I’d told him I was becoming a nun. “A job interview?”

      Neely Kate looked equally caught by surprise, though—thank heavens—his eyes were fixed on me.

      I grimaced. “I know. I never planned to leave Henryetta, but Violet’s the only family I have left and once she’s gone…” I took a deep breath and let it out. “I don’t know. I figured maybe it would be time to try something new, create a life not tied to my mother and all the awful things in the past. So I found out the botanical garden at the Norton Art Gallery was hiring in their horticultural department and went for an interview.”

      They were hiring, so it would check out if he decided to dig deeper. Hopefully he wouldn’t go so far as to call and confirm I’d applied.

      “But what about your businesses?” Mason asked, still in shock. “I thought you loved the landscaping business.”

      “I do, but we both know the people around here are awfully judgmental, and sometimes I feel like I’m living under a microscope. I confess, sometimes I think it might be nice to have a fresh start.” There was enough truth to the lie to give it some heft. I smiled at Neely Kate, ignoring the guilt burning in my belly. “Thanks for keepin’ my secret. Even though your promise not to tell put you in an awkward position.”

      Mason gathered his wits. “You weren’t in Shreveport with Skeeter Malcolm?”

      I laughed. “What in the world made you think that?”

      His eyes darkened. “Are you seeing Skeeter Malcolm, Rose?”

      I leveled my gaze at him, not flinching away, but kept my tone light. “First of all, who I’m seein’ or not seein’ is none of your business, Mason Deveraux.”

      “It is if you’re sleeping with the crime lord of the county.”

      “Mason,” I said with a long sigh. “You’re back in town with a vendetta. You already warned me to get my house in order. Did you ever consider that maybe I’m thinkin’ about moving out of town because of you?” It was a low blow, and totally unlike me, but I had to get him to back off. There was too much at stake.

      The shock in his eyes was proof my statement had done its job.

      “I’m actually glad you’re here,” I said. “Neely Kate told me the bare minimum of what happened early Saturday morning, and if she walks you through it, I’ll get the full story.”

      The dark look she gave me let me know she did not approve of this plan, but I knew Mason Deveraux. Once he was set on doing something, he was like a dog with a bone. He wasn’t letting this go, so we might as well make the best of it. At least I’d get my answers.

      Again, he looked stunned. Finally, he said, “Well… okay. Why don’t I ask my questions while we’re checking things out in the barn?”

      “Great idea,” I said. “If you want to bring your coffee, I’ll hold it while you write your notes.”

      That may have been one step too far—for both of them.

      “I thought the barn was still a crime scene,” Neely Kate said. “Joe put a padlock on it and everything, and he told us to stay out in no uncertain terms.”

      Mason gave her a smile, looking angelic as he said, “Good thing I have the authority to go inside… and the code for the lockbox.”

      Realizing there was no getting out of it, she got to her feet and said with a scowl, “I’m gonna put some clothes on first.”

      Mason’s gaze followed her to the front door before shifting back to me. “Is business bad?” he asked with a worried look.

      “What?” I realized he was asking because I’d told him about my supposed job interview. “No,” I said, moving over to take Neely Kate’s seat. “It’s not that…”

      “Do you feel unsafe? I know you’ve had some run-ins with some criminal elements the past few months. Are any of them threatening you now?”

      How honest should I be? Mason was no fool, and he wasn’t my enemy either. Not really. I couldn’t help thinking he really did have my well-being in mind—even if I didn’t agree with him about what that meant. But if I confessed too much, I could implicate myself and the very people I wanted to protect.

      “I know you don’t understand what I’m doin’ as the Lady in Black,” I said, “and I get it. I’m sure it looks crazy. But I’ve staved off a battle between two major players in this county by getting them to negotiate. And I stopped another by determining the whereabouts of a missing man. I’m makin’ a difference in this county, whether you like it or not. Somehow I’ve earned those men’s respect, and if I can use it to keep peace, what kind of person would I be to refuse?”

      “Is that what he tells you?” Mason asked bitterly. “He’s going to get you killed, Rose.”

      “Do you mean Skeeter Malcolm?” I asked, then snorted. “No. He hates me doin’ it too.” I tilted my head and made sure I had his full attention. “But here’s the thing he’s figured out that most of the people in my life haven’t—no one can tell me what to do. I spent the first twenty-four years of my life letting my mother decide everything for me, from what I ate to what I wore to what I saw on television. And that was on me, because I let her. But I’ll be damned if I’ll let anyone tell me what to do anymore. Not Joe. Not Violet. Not you. Not Skeeter Malcolm. I’m the captain of my own fate, not anyone else.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone, frowning when he glanced at the screen. Then he stood and shoved it back into his pocket. I got to my feet too, anticipating I’d want to be on the same level for whatever he’d say next.

      “I think you’re mistaking adulthood with maturity.” There was a hard tone in his voice. “Just because you don’t have to listen to other people’s advice, doesn’t mean you shouldn’t.”

      My mouth dropped open at his audacity.

      “You think I’m out to get you, but I’m not. I want to make sure you’re far out of the way when the shit starts hitting the fan, because it’s comin’, I can guaran-damn-tee you that. You may be in the right, but what if you’re caught in the literal crossfire, Rose?” he pleaded. “What good will that do anyone? You’re gonna leave Neely Kate devastated, and what about Violet’s kids? They’re gonna need you after she dies.” He took a step closer. “There’s a lot more involved here than you. Think about that for half a minute.” He pushed out a groan of frustration as he turned his back to me. “Tell Neely Kate I got called back to the courthouse. I’ll call later to set up walkin’ through the barn with her.”

      I started to answer him, but by the time I had a response, he was already in his car driving away.
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      As I watched him head toward the county road, I stopped to think about what he’d said. I listened to other people.

      Right?

      The front door opened, and Neely Kate walked out wearing a pair of denim shorts and a T-shirt with our RBW Landscaping logo, which she’d embellished with glued-on gemstones. Her blond hair was pulled back into a high ponytail. “Where’d he go?”

      “He got a text and said he had to go to the courthouse. He’ll call you later.”

      “Why on earth were you gonna let him drag us into the barn to look around?” she asked, obviously ticked at me.

      “Because he’s gonna check it out one way or the other, Neely Kate,” I said, sounding as exhausted as I suddenly felt. “We might as well be with him.” I held her gaze. “This is nothing new for him. When he was the assistant DA, he always checked out murder scenes for himself, especially when the Henryetta police were involved. And we both have to admit he has a personal interest in this, outside of you and me. Kate kidnapped him and fully intended to kill him to get to me. He’s bound to be nervous with her still on the loose, and that was all her handiwork out there.”

      The anger drained out of her. “Yeah. You’re right…”

      “I don’t want to fight with you,” I said. “You’ve been through a terrible ordeal, so all I want to do is give you my love and support.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “I’m still jumpy after this weekend.”

      I pulled her into a tight hug. “You have every right to be. I wish I’d been here for you,” I said. “I feel bad that I wasn’t.”

      She shook her head. “I would have just been worryin’ about you. It made me happy to think you were havin’ fun. Besides, I hardly would have seen you anyway, what with bein’ up in Little Rock until last night.”

      She’d been dragged into another hostage situation and escaped alive, but she wasn’t safe. Not from Kate, however much she pretended to be a protective big sister, and not from the Hardshaw Group.

      I paused for a second, then lowered my voice. “Are we sure the Hardshaw Group is interested in you because of Pearce Manchester?”

      “That’s the million-dollar question,” she said as she stepped out of my embrace. “Scout’s honor. None of us know, but Jed’s scared to leave me alone, and Joe’s not too crazy about it either. They want me with someone at all times. The only reason Jed left this morning was because you called and said you were on your way home. He was gonna make me come to the garage with him.”

      I swallowed and clasped my shaking hands together. “Do you want me to have a vision?”

      Ever since I was a little girl, I’d had visions of things that would happen in the future. At first they were spontaneous, seen through the eyes of the person in front of me. Until a year ago, I’d never thought to force one, but I’d realized I could use the annoying ability for good. Neely Kate and I had used them to aid in our investigations.

      My relationship with the visions had recently changed, however. I hadn’t had a single spontaneous vision since a near-death experience, and the last forced vision I’d experienced had actually been a cluster of short scenes rather than a single one. James had been dead in one of them, something that still terrified me to think about, and in another… well, it didn’t matter much. The life of my best friend was hanging in the balance, and I had to ignore my personal fears.

      Her face went pale. “You mean to see why they want me?”

      I nodded. “You know it could help us protect you.”

      Hesitating, she said, “Yeah…”

      Before she could change her mind, I grabbed her hand and squeezed tight, asking the cosmos, Why is the Hardshaw Group interested in Neely Kate?

      My vision blacked out, and at first I was scared the universe was telling me that my best friend was going to die—something I’d always experienced in visions as an expanse of darkness—but the usual coldness didn’t fill me, and a scene slowly came into view.

      Jed and James were standing in our kitchen in the farmhouse, both wearing worried expressions. Jed shook his head. “No. There’s no way I’m gonna agree to that.”

      The vision quickly faded into a new one. Neely Kate’s husband Ronnie came into view. We were outside, beneath a stormy sky. I was sitting on the ground and he was leaning over me.

      “You shouldn’t have found me, Neely Kate.”

      The vision faded, and I was back on my front porch, staring into Neely Kate’s face. “You shouldn’t have found Ronnie.”

      Neely Kate gasped and jerked her hand free. “I’m gonna find Ronnie?”

      I took a breath, trying to ease the ache between my shoulder blades. “You did in my vision.”

      “What’s that got to do with Hardshaw?” she asked in confusion.

      “I don’t know. I asked why Hardshaw was interested in you and got two visions. In the first, Jed and James were in our kitchen lookin’ worried and Jed said he’d agree to something, although I have no idea what that something was. Then the vision changed, and you were outside in the dark, sittin’ on your butt, with Ronnie leaning over you saying you shouldn’t have found him.”

      She stared at me as though I’d told her I’d ripped up a million-dollar lottery ticket. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “My visions don’t always make sense.” I’d had another vision the day I’d seen James’s death (again)—in it, I was wearing an engagement ring while naked in bed with James. I hadn’t told anyone about it, but it hadn’t left my mind.

      Her brow furrowed, and she looked deep in thought until her eyes flew wide. “Why’d you have two visions?”

      “That’s another thing that seems to have changed.”

      “It’s not much to go on, but I guess we should tell Jed,” she said with a frown. “Maybe we can stop by the garage and you can see it.”

      There was something good to talk about. “I want to hear more about the garage,” I said. “When did that come about?”

      “That’s what Jed’s been workin’ on the past two weeks.”

      I grinned. “I knew he wasn’t tired of you. He was just workin’ on givin’ you the best present ever.”

      “He had one more surprise,” she said, looking serious. “He bought a house.”

      “Oh…” I realized what that meant, and while I was over the moon for my best friend, I didn’t want to think about her leaving me. At least not yet, because once she moved in with Jed, things wouldn’t be the same, no matter how much either one of us might swear differently. But if there’s one thing I knew, Neely Kate deserved every bit of happiness she could get. I wouldn’t be the one to stand in her way. “That’s wonderful.”

      It also meant he was getting serious, not that I was surprised. They’d only been dating a little over a month, but Jed was the kind of man who didn’t settle for mediocre. Once he found what he wanted, he went for it, heart and soul.

      “I’m not movin’ in with him, Rose,” she said softly. “I’m stayin’ here. We want to take this slow, but he made no secret that he wants us to be together. He got the house so we can be more protected when we’re together. Like you and Skeeter.”

      “You don’t have to stay for me,” I said. “I want you to be happy.”

      “I am happy,” she said, her face glowing with it. “For the first time in my life I have a good man who loves me. And I have you and Joe. I know the rest of my life is a mess, and my sister’s an on-the-loose maniac, but I’m still happy.” She made a face. “Is that weird?”

      I laughed. “I’m the last person you should ask that question.”

      “How was your weekend with Skeeter?”

      “Well, I spent a good portion of it worryin’ about you, but when I wasn’t…” I felt my face get hot. “It was… amazin’.”

      She smiled, but there was a sad look in her eyes. “I know you’re happy, but I’m also scared for you.”

      “I promise you I have no delusions this will last. We both know it will end.” And yet I saw a flash of that vision as I said it. I doubted it would come to pass—so many of them didn’t—but I couldn’t help being curious about it.

      “I’m scared you’re gonna fall in love with Skeeter Malcolm, Rose. You know that won’t end well.”

      It was too late for that, and she probably knew it. “I walked into this with eyes wide open. I know our relationship has an expiration date, but this weekend it was nice pretendin’ we were a real couple, you know?” I’d taken to being a couple in public with him a little too quickly. We’d both gone out of our way to be careful so no one at home would ever put us together, but this weekend we’d kissed in public. Multiple times. Nothing racy, just soft pecks, but it had felt so freeing to be with him out in the open.

      Until Mason had blown my cover story by calling my Aunt Bessie.

      “Yeah, I know,” she said with plenty of sympathy. She’d known all along this would happen, but she’d never say I told you so.

      “I think I did a pretty good job of diverting Mason. James is working on an alibi for Saturday afternoon, so hopefully he’ll let it go.”

      “Not likely,” Neely Kate muttered.

      True enough, but one could hope.

      “Enough gloominess,” Neely Kate said. “We don’t have any client appointments until eleven. “Want to get breakfast at Big Biscuit?”

      “How about we get it to go,” I said. “I’m eager to pick up Muffy from the nursery. I know Maeve didn’t mind watchin’ her this weekend, but I miss her, and I want to give her an extra tight hug for protectin’ you.” When the Hardshaw Group had attempted to kidnap her from the Blue Plate Diner. Muffy had attacked the man who’d snatched her, helping her escape from his clutches.

      “Good thinkin’,” Neely Kate said. “We’ll get her some bacon. She deserves it after savin’ me. You should have seen the way she latched on to his wrist and wouldn’t let go.” A guilty look filled her eyes. “I was scared to death he was gonna hurt her.”

      “She’ll do anything to protect the people she loves,” I said, my eyes getting misty. I couldn’t imagine my life without either one of them.

      Neely Kate cocked her head to the side and gave me a sassy smile. “Sounds an awful lot like someone else I know.”

      I laughed, then cast a glance at her shiny new car. It couldn’t be more than a couple of years old, proving Jed would do anything he could to keep the people he loved safe too. Neely Kate’s old car had been a death trap.

      “We don’t need the truck today,” I said, “and that appointment’s our only one. Want to drive together in your fancy new car? I need to swing by and check on a job site for Bruce Wayne, but we could do that together. You know he’s gonna want to see it.”

      A smile brightened her face. “That’s a great idea. Let’s clean up and head into town.”

      I picked up the coffee cups and tray, then followed her inside. We had the kitchen tidied up within a couple of minutes and grabbed our purses. My overnight bag was still sitting next to the front door, the reminder of my weekend making me sadder than I’d expected.

      Neely Kate must’ve seen the look on my face because she wrapped her arm around my back. “Just enjoy it while you can and expect it to hurt like Hades when it’s over. Then, when you’re ready to move on, maybe you’ll be ready to settle down. Or not. It’s entirely up to you.” An ornery grin lit up her face. “But if Violet’s still around, you know she’s gonna start matchmakin’.”

      “Don’t you know it,” I mumbled with mixed emotions. Settling down with a man had been what I’d wanted my entire life, but now it sounded stifling. “One thing at a time,” I said with a sad smile.

      “Don’t forget your gun!” Neely Kate called out as I brought the bag upstairs.

      Yet another reason why I wasn’t ready to settle down. We were often in positions where carrying a gun was the wise course.

      I left the bag in my room, got my gun, then headed back down and put it in my purse. We locked up the house, making sure to turn on the alarm. Neely Kate had just started showing me all the fancy features of her new car when her phone rang with a number she didn’t recognize.

      “Sparkle Investigations,” she said in a chipper voice.

      I shot her a scowl. She’d agreed to stop calling our investigation agency Sparkle Investigations, but we still hadn’t come up with an alternative both of us agreed upon. Of course, we weren’t legally supposed to be investigating under our own agency at all. We were still shadowing Kermit Cooper, the laziest private investigator in the world, which consisted of us doing all the work for free while Kermit got a nice check for lying around on his La-Z-Boy.

      Her eyes lit up. “Yes, ma’am. We work with Kermit on cases.” She paused for a half minute, then said, “We sure do work on missing person investigations. We have a one hundred percent success rate.”

      That’s because we’d only worked on two missing person cases. Three if we counted the missing parrot.

      “Just text me the address and we’ll meet you at the diner at noon.” Neely Kate hung up, her face beaming. “We’ve got a new case.”

      I couldn’t ignore the little thrill I felt at possibly working on another case, but I had to wonder if we should turn it down. “So I heard. Are you sure we should take a case with everything else goin’ on?” I asked. “Jed’s workin’ at the garage now. He can’t just drop everything and help us. And neither can Witt.”

      “We don’t need help.”

      I wasn’t nearly as confident as she apparently was. “You really believe that?”

      Her confidence wavered. “We don’t have to take the case. Let’s just hear her out.”

      “Who’s missing?”

      “The woman’s nineteen-year-old daughter. Sarah Freestone.”

      That made my heart pang, and my brain immediately started firing off questions. Had she run away? Was someone holding her against her will?

      Who were we fooling? We both knew we’d take the case.

      “I haven’t heard anything about a missing teenager,” I said.

      “She said the police refused to file a report. They think she ran off, but her momma insists she didn’t.”

      That sounded a lot like when Neely Kate’s cousin had gone missing. The police had thought she’d run off too, but Neely Kate had known better.

      “Then we better get goin’,” I said, walking around to the passenger side. “I really want that breakfast from Big Biscuit.”

      “I bet you worked up a big appetite this weekend,” she teased as she started the car. She rested her hands on the steering wheel and said, “Listen to that.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I don’t hear anything.”

      “I know,” she said in a gleeful tone. “No more engine knockin’ around and sounding like a jet getting ready for takeoff.”

      I grinned. “No offense, but if I ever get on a plane that sounds like your old car, I’m gettin’ right off.”

      Neely Kate was extra careful driving her car, looking multiple ways before she pulled out onto the county road. I planned to give Jed a huge hug the next time I saw him.

      She continued her careful driving, sticking to the speed limit even though it was obvious she had a lot more horsepower than her previous car, which had struggled to achieve over fifty miles per hour. We’d only driven about five minutes when we saw an old car on the side of the road. A woman in her late twenties stood on the passenger side, awfully close to the gully next to the shoulder. She was dressed in a blue sleeveless dress, her honey blond hair pinned at the back of her head. She had a look of confused frustration, one of her hands cupping the side of her face, as though she was trying to figure out what to do.

      “I’m gonna pull over and make sure she’s okay,” Neely Kate said, already turning on her blinker. No doubt she felt sympathetic toward the woman whose car looked as bad as her old clunker.

      “Good idea,” I said. “She looks flustered.”

      “And she’s from out of town,” Neely Kate said. “Those are Texas plates.”

      My stomach did a little somersault, but I told myself it was a coincidence. Texas was a huge state with a whole lot of people in it. No reason to think they were all out to get us.

      Neely Kate pulled up behind the small economy car. The windows were rolled down, making me wonder how long she’d been here, but I reasoned it couldn’t have been that long. Mason must’ve passed this spot fifteen minutes ago, and there was no way he would have driven right past her, meeting or no meeting.

      As soon as the woman realized we were stopping, she gave us a wary look and took a step backward, nearly falling into the ditch behind her.

      All thoughts of her being a potential threat flew out the window, and I got out, standing behind my opened car door so I didn’t look threatening. “Are you okay?”

      She flung her arm toward the car. “My car broke down and I don’t have a cigarette lighter to charge my phone. I thought it charged last night, but it got unplugged, and now it’s dead and I can’t call…” Her voice trailed off, and she left her sentence unfinished. “I’m fine.”

      Neely Kate had already gotten out. “Well, it’s a good thing we both have fully charged cell phones,” she said, walking around the front of the car. “You got someone around here to call?”

      The woman stared at Neely Kate as though assessing her threat level, before she shook her head and said, “No.”

      “Who were you gonna call?” Neely Kate asked. “AAA?”

      She started to answer, then said, “No. I guess a tow service.”

      “Do you know what’s wrong with it?” Neely Kate asked.

      “No,” she said, irritation creeping into her tone. The way she glared at the car made it clear what she was irritated with. “It started making a noise, then it just stopped running.”

      “I can look under the hood and check it out,” Neely Kate said. “My car was a total junker, and I was always havin’ to try to figure out what was wrong with it.”

      She grimaced. “I’d hate to trouble you.”

      “We’re already stopped,” Neely Kate said. “It’s no trouble at all.”

      “Well, in that case,” she said, sounding cautiously optimistic. “That would be great. Thanks. I really need to get back on the road.”

      “Don’t let Neely Kate’s girly-girl looks fool you,” I said with a warm smile. I shut my car door and then followed Neely Kate to the broken-down car. “She grew up on a farm and her favorite cousin is a mechanic.”

      The woman smiled even though worry still filled her eyes. “Then the right girls stopped to help me, huh?”

      “The only support I can offer is moral,” I said with a laugh. “I’m Rose by the way, and you probably already figured out that’s my friend Neely Kate.”

      Neely Kate gave her a little wave as she reached through the open window to pop the hood.

      “I’m—” She cut herself off, then said, “Carly.”

      That was weird, but she still seemed harmless. Now that she’d figured out we weren’t a threat, she seemed a lot friendlier.

      “Are you visiting someone in Fenton County?” I asked.

      “No, I’m just passing through,” she said. “My phone died, and this car is so old it doesn’t have a USB port to charge my phone. Like I mentioned, the cigarette lighter doesn’t work either, which means no GPS. I got off I-30 to find a gas station to go to the bathroom, and when I tried to make it back to the interstate, I guess I got turned around. I thought I was headed in the right direction, but clearly I’m not…”

      “I’ll say,” Neely Kate said. “You’re about an hour from the interstate, but we’ll get you goin’ in the right direction.” She looked over the engine, opening a few lids and peering in, pulling out the dipstick and putting it back. “But it might be a bit before you’re headed anywhere.” She unpropped the hood, which dropped with a loud thud. “You’re completely out of oil.”

      The woman’s mouth twisted into a grimace. “I’m guessing that’s bad.”

      A grim smile spread across Neely Kate’s face. “Yeah, it’s pretty bad, but at least you weren’t on the interstate when it happened. I bet there was a slow leak, and when the levels got low enough, the engine seized up. Did the oil light come on?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t know what that looks like.”

      “Well, lucky for you, my boyfriend and cousin have a garage and can look at it for you today.”

      The woman blinked, then blurted out in shock, “Your cousin is your boyfriend?”

      “What?” Neely Kate burst out laughing. “I know it’s southern Arkansas and all, but no. They’re two separate people. My boyfriend Jed, and my cousin Witt.”

      Carly’s face flushed. “Oh crap. Sorry.”

      Neely Kate laughed and waved a hand. “Don’t think a thing about it. Do you want me to call them and have it towed to their garage?”

      A serious look filled her eyes. “I guess I don’t have much of a choice, huh?”

      “Not if you want to leave Fenton County drivin’ this car,” Neely Kate said. “But you can always have it towed somewhere else. You can use my phone to look up other garages if you like.”

      “No,” she said, her brow furrowed. “Let’s call your cousin boyfriend.” A half-hearted grin lifted the corners of her lips, and I had to give her credit for having a sense of humor despite the breakdown and whatever else was bothering her.

      Neely Kate pulled out her phone and called Jed. She told him about Carly’s problem and explained where she’d pulled over. When she hung up, she stuck her phone in her pocket and said, “Jed’s sending a tow truck and says he’ll meet us at the garage.”

      “You don’t have to come with me,” Carly said, but it was obvious she didn’t want to be left alone. “I’m sure you have things to do.”

      “We’ve got time,” I said. “And we don’t mind.”

      “Plus,” Neely Kate added, “Jed said the driver was already headed out this way on a call that had been canceled. The truck should be here in no time.” She moved to the front of her new car and rested her butt on the hood. “Are you on vacation or on a business trip?”

      “Neither,” Carly said, looking a little anxious at the question. She glanced down at her phone, then lowered her hand as though remembering it was dead.

      I turned to Neely Kate. “Do you have a charger cord in your car yet?”

      “Jed put one in there along with a spare,” Neely Kate said with a laugh. “He said I’d have no excuse for lettin’ my phone die.” She reached out her hand toward Carly. “I can plug it in for you.”

      Carly tightened her grip on the phone as though worried my friend would snatch it up. “Thanks, but it’s an old phone, so I doubt your cord will work. I’ll just plug it in myself.” She grabbed the charging cord from her car, then stooped into Neely Kate’s car and plugged in the phone.

      She sure was protective of that phone. Was she hiding something?

      “Are you on your way to visit family?” Neely Kate asked, obviously not willing to let it go.

      Carly hesitated, then said, “I’m on my way to visit my cousins in Georgia. They’re going to be worried about me if I don’t check in soon.”

      That was likely a lie. She might be warming up to us, but she was still cautious. Smart woman.

      “Neely Kate’s brother is the chief deputy sheriff,” I said. “I understand that we’re complete strangers, so you’re smart to be wary. If it would make you feel better, I’m sure Joe wouldn’t mind comin’ by or at least sending another deputy to stay with you until the tow truck comes.”

      Her eyes flew wide. “No. That’s okay. I’d rather not involve law enforcement.”

      Neely Kate and I exchanged looks. She was definitely running from something, perhaps illegal. Still, she seemed harmless enough and I found myself still wanting to help her.

      She must have noticed, because she quickly added, “I don’t want to take them from something important.”

      “Okay,” Neely Kate said with a warm smile. “If you feel comfortable enough with us, we won’t call him.”

      Guilt flooded Carly’s face. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to insinuate you weren’t trustworthy. I’m just… nervous. I literally have no idea where I am.”

      “Well,” Neely Kate drawled, “you’re about twenty miles north of the Louisiana border and about two hours south of Little Rock, but don’t you worry. Jed and Witt will get you fixed up.” She pointed down the road. “There’s the tow truck now.”

      The truck pulled up beside us, made a U-turn, then parked in front of Carly’s car.

      “It’s gonna be a hot one today,” the driver said as he got out. “If you’re gonna break down, now’s the time to do it.”

      “Meaning he only wants to work while it’s cooler,” Neely Kate mumbled under her breath.

      He was wearing a pair of grease-stained overalls. He had a scruffy beard, his salt-and-pepper hair had needed a haircut about two years ago, and he likely hadn’t seen a hairbrush for a month or two.

      Some of Carly’s wariness returned as she watched him walk toward the car.

      “How long’s it gonna take to get it hooked up and delivered to Witt and Jed’s garage?” Neely Kate asked.

      “Not long,” he said, scratching his belly as he studied the car. “We can have it unloaded in a half hour.”

      Neely Kate cast me a questioning glance.

      “Carly,” I said. “We have a pretty clear morning, so we can take you to the garage and stay until the guys look at the car. We can help you figure out what to do next once we know what’s wrong with it. It sounds like your car might be there awhile.”

      She turned to watch the tow truck driver, then shifted her gaze back to me. “I’d hate to put you out.”

      “You’re not puttin’ us out at all,” Neely Kate quickly answered.

      While I knew my best friend really did want to help, the gleam in her eyes confirmed that she was dying to know Carly’s story.

      “I’m wantin’ to see their new garage, anyway,” I said. “So this will give me a good excuse. Then, after we get your car taken care of, we’ll introduce you to the best biscuits this side of the Mississippi.”

      Her eyes lit up. “I think I might risk getting into a car with a serial killer for the promise of good biscuits.”

      Neely Kate laughed. “She’s our kind of people.”

      Maybe so, but Carly was hiding something, and just like Neely Kate, I planned to find out what.
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      Carly reluctantly handed her keys to the tow truck driver. I wasn’t sure why. Did she think the driver was going to steal her clunker of a car? It struck me that the car didn’t match its owner. With her perfect blond highlights, impeccable French manicure, and name-brand purse slung over her shoulder, she looked like a woman who should be driving something a whole lot newer.

      We suggested she get out all her things, so she grabbed two large suitcases out of the trunk and a tote bag out of the back seat. We fit the luggage into the trunk of Neely Kate’s sedan while the tow truck driver looked on, scratching his beard, and then we got into the car, Carly in the back seat.

      “You have no idea how much I appreciate your help,” she said as she fastened her seat belt.

      “No problem,” Neely Kate said. “Where did you say you were from?”

      “I didn’t.”

      My phone buzzed with a text, and I checked the screen, surprised to see it was from James.

      Let me know if you run into any trouble today.

      I glanced down at the phone, smiling to myself.

      I typed back—You too. ;)

      Neely Kate watched as I sent the text, but I just lifted my eyebrows and didn’t say a word.

      The driver finished loading Carly’s car onto the wench, and then we followed the tow truck to the garage. It was a building just to the west of Henryetta on County Road 75. There were only a few cars in the small parking lot, and I recognized two of them—Witt’s and Jed’s. They didn’t have many customers yet, but they couldn’t expect to be overrun with business on their first day.

      They must have been watching because the garage door opened, and both men walked out as the tow truck backed up into one of the three bays. We got out of the car and watched as they got Carly’s clunker unloaded and rolled into the garage.

      “This is gonna cost a buttload of money,” Carly murmured to herself.

      I had a feeling she was right. The worried look on her face suggested she wasn’t sure she had enough to pay for it. Yet another mystery.

      We walked into the waiting area of the garage, and I was surprised by how fresh and clean it looked. The back door opened, and Jed walked through, his gaze zeroing in on Neely Kate within a millisecond. His face lit up with a huge smile, and in that moment I knew it wouldn’t be long before Neely Kate moved in with him. She’d be crazy not to. Most women would kill to have a man look at her like that.

      I cast a glance at Carly, and sure enough, she was watching too. She looked to be on the verge of tears. I knew she was worried about the cost of the repairs, but these tears looked like they were related to the way Jed was watching my best friend.

      Oh my word. Was she one of Jed’s ex-girlfriends? But then again, after Jed swept Neely Kate into his arms and gave her an affectionate kiss, he turned his attention to the woman beside me and showed no recognition whatsoever.

      “Witt’s looking under the hood right now, but if it’s really out of oil, you’re likely lookin’ at a pretty costly repair that’s gonna take us some time. It’s not gonna be easy to get parts for a 95 Ford Escort. We’re either gonna have to order parts or start callin’ around to junkyards to find them.”

      Her mouth drew down. “How much are we talking?”

      “Hard to say until we get it torn apart, but probably close to a couple of thousand.”

      Her face paled. “Isn’t there some kind of patch job you can do?”

      Witt walked in through the door behind the counter and said, “If the engine seized up, then this is bigger than a patch job.” He stood at the edge of the counter, wiping grease off his hands. “The oil’s like sludge. How long’s it been since the car was driven before you took it out?”

      She pushed out a sigh. “I don’t know. Maybe a couple of years. Maybe longer.”

      Both men looked surprised at that, but Witt said, “Yeah, it’s a wonder you even got the thing started. I can’t believe the battery wasn’t dead.”

      “We had to jump it.”

      We? The more I heard, the more intrigued I became. I could only imagine what Neely Kate was thinking.

      Witt gritted his teeth and grunted. “Well, for future reference, you can’t let a car sit that long, then just up and drive it, but we’ll deal with that part later.” He paused. “I’m gonna be real honest with you.”

      “Okay.”

      “Your car’s older than dirt and it’s got close to two hundred thousand miles. Frankly, it’s not worth the cost of repairs. We’ll have a better idea of how much it’ll cost after I dig into it, but I suspect it would be in your best interest to scrap it and buy something else.”

      Her eyes widened in shock. “I need to have a running car. Sooner rather than later.”

      “Let me take a look, but the soonest I could have it done is tomorrow, which is unlikely. The longest is probably around three or four days, depending on how quickly we can get parts. Depending on what those turn out to be.”

      She frowned. “What if you give me an estimate, and I decide it’s not worth repairing? How much will I owe you?”

      Jed and Witt exchanged looks, then Jed turned back to her. “One hundred.”

      “But then you’ll have to put it all back together, right? How much will that cost me? I don’t have a lot of money.”

      Witt started to answer, but Jed interrupted, “Witt’s the expert and I’m his apprentice. How about you let me tear it apart under Witt’s supervision? We won’t charge you since I’m using the experience to learn.”

      Her eyes narrowed in skepticism. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I really do need the experience,” Jed said. “And I had an old Escort back in high school. Call it nostalgia.”

      “What happens if I decide not to fix it? Obviously I won’t be able to drive it away.”

      “You could sell it,” Witt said. “A junkyard would likely buy it, but they’ll want a title.”

      She didn’t meet his gaze. “I don’t have one on me. And I need to get back on the road as soon as possible.”

      “You could always rent a car,” I said. “But that doesn’t take care of the issue of this one.”

      She shook her head, looking adamant. “No. I can’t rent a car.”

      Jed glanced at Neely Kate, then back to Carly. “Are you in some kind of trouble?”

      Alarm filled her eyes. “Trouble? Why would you think I’m in trouble? I just don’t want to waste my vacation stuck in some tiny Arkansas town.” Then, realizing what she’d said, she grimaced. “Sorry, no offense.”

      “None taken,” Witt said with a lazy grin. “Most of us feel the same way. But we could hold on to the car until you can get the title sent to us.”

      “What happens if I can’t get you a title?” she asked.

      Both men looked at each other again before Jed said, “Then we’d have to presume it’s not yours.”

      “It’s mine,” she said a little too hastily. “But I’m stuck here, and no one can get the title out of my safety-deposit box for me.”

      It was a reasonable answer, yet the way her gaze darted to the side suggested she was lying.

      Everyone was quiet for a few moments before Jed said, “How about this? We’ll tear it apart and see what’s what. All of this is speculation until we know what’s going on under the hood.”

      She nodded, looking embarrassed. “Yeah. Okay.”

      Witt said, “It’s likely gonna be a few hours. You want the girls to drop you off at a motel?”

      Carly looked apprehensive. “Is there a place in town that doesn’t require a credit card?”

      Neely Kate made a face. “Yeah, the Broken Branch Motel, but that place isn’t fit for a mangy dog. If you need a place to stay, you can stay with me and Rose.” Then, as though realizing she’d potentially overreached, Neely Kate lifted her gaze to mine. “Isn’t that right, Rose?”

      “Of course,” I said, trying to hide the fact I didn’t totally share Neely Kate’s enthusiasm. It seemed one step too far, and besides, Kate was still a free woman—one who’d shown she didn’t think a thing of trespassing. Still, I did want to help. “And if you’re needin’ to make some money, I can give you a temporary job at the nursery. My sister’s been sick, and Anna, one of the workers, took a few days off to spend time with her momma. We could use the help.”

      She looked terrified. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. I don’t know anything about babies.”

      Neely Kate laughed. “Not that kind of nursery. They sell plants.”

      Pink infused her cheeks. “Oh. Right… I’ve never worked in one of those before either,” she said, “but I’d appreciate the opportunity. I’m a quick learner.”

      “It’s decided,” I said. “When we leave here, we’ll pick up our breakfast and then drop you off at the nursery.”

      “Thank you.”

      Jed didn’t look pleased with this turn of events. “Rose and Neely Kate. A word.”

      Carly’s mouth twisted to the side, as though it had only just occurred to her how unconventional it was for two people to offer a stranger a place to live and a job within a couple of hours of meeting them. She likely hadn’t figured out that Neely Kate and I wore unconventional like a form-fitting T-shirt. Thumbing toward the door, she said, “I’m going to wait outside.”

      Jed didn’t say anything, just kept his gaze on her as she walked out the front door.

      “Witt,” Jed grunted. “Keep an eye on her and see what she does while she’s waitin’.”

      “On it.” He headed through the door into the garage.

      “What’s goin’ on, Jed?” Neely Kate asked, sounding irritated.

      “What’s goin’ on is you just invited a strange woman to sleep in your house. Do you really think that’s a good idea after everything that transpired this weekend?”

      “What’s that poor woman gonna do?” Neely Kate asked in exasperation. “She’s clearly running from someone or something.”

      “Or she’s running to Henryetta,” Jed said with narrowed eyes. “I looked through her glove box. There’s no registration card. Forgive me for typecasting, but she seems too polished to be drivin’ an old pile of shit.”

      “You think she stole it?” I asked. The woman we’d found on the side of the road didn’t look or act like a car thief.

      “Maybe she did steal it,” Neely Kate said, “but I know a woman in trouble when I see one, and she’s running from somethin’.”

      “The car has Texas plates,” Jed added, fixing her with a stare, “and someone from the Hardshaw Group tried to kidnap you this weekend. Seems like a pretty big coincidence to me.”

      “The connection occurred to us,” Neely Kate said. “Before we met her. Do you truly think Carly is with the Hardshaw Group?” When Jed didn’t answer, she said, “So she just so happened to have car trouble five miles from our farmhouse in the hopes we’d find her? Do you realize how crazy that sounds?”

      Jed held his ground. “I wouldn’t put anything past those people.”

      “Okay,” I said, my brow furrowed. “Let’s say she is with the Hardshaw Group. Then what’s she doin’ here? Why not just send a bunch of goons to snatch Neely Kate?”

      “They want something from her,” Jed said. “I’m guessing it’s a code or something that can’t be replaced, and they thought that Pearce Manchester had it on him when he disappeared. Somehow they’ve connected him to Neely Kate. Maybe they decided to try something different after their botched kidnapping attempt.”

      “Sendin’ Carly?” Neely Kate asked.

      “She could be actin’,” Jed said. “What do you know about her?”

      Neely Kate lifted her shoulder into a tiny shrug. “Not much,” she said, “and granted, it seems suspicious, but I’d bet my next paycheck that she’s runnin’ from someone and too scared to admit it.”

      “I have to agree with Neely Kate,” I said. “She seemed scared of us when we pulled up, and you heard her, she wants to pay cash and not use a card. I think she’s runnin’ from something.”

      Jed swore under his breath. “I don’t like it.”

      “Even if she is here to watch Neely Kate,” I said, “we’d do better to keep an eye on her, and that’s gonna be easier if we keep her close.”

      “I still don’t like it.”

      Neely Kate walked over to him and captured his face in her hands. “Trust me on this,” she said, looking him in the eyes. “She’s in trouble and I’m not leavin’ her high and dry. I’m not lettin’ what happened to me happen to some other poor girl. Where would I be if Miss Zelda hadn’t helped me when I first got to Ardmore?”

      Her statement, and all the things she’d left unsaid, was further confirmation that I didn’t know half the story about Ardmore.

      He wrapped his arms around the small of her back, locking his fingers together. “I can’t help worryin’, NK. I love you. Now that I’ve got you, I can’t let anything happen to you.”

      She gave him a soft smile. “I love you too, and I’m gonna be just fine. I’ve got my gun, and so does Rose.”

      Jed didn’t look convinced. He looked like he was about to say something, but she kissed him and grinned. “We’ve gotta go. There are biscuits at Big Biscuit callin’ my name.”

      He laughed. “Far be it from me to stand between you and some biscuits.”

      She kissed him again, then broke free, heading out the front door before he could stop her. The look on Jed’s face, somewhere between love and worry, reminded me of my vision. We’d forgotten to share it with him.

      “Jed,” I said, “I forced a vision of Neely Kate.”

      He gave me a stunned look, then said, “It must not have been too bad if you two didn’t tell me right away.”

      I made a face. “It was… confusing.”

      He moved closer. “How so?”

      “I asked why the Hardshaw Group was interested in her. But my visions have changed lately. I didn’t get a direct answer, just a couple of snippets.”

      He studied me for a moment. “What did you see for Neely Kate?”

      I told him, then waited for his reaction.

      His eyes widened in surprise. “Ronnie Colson? What’s his connection to Hardshaw?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. Ronnie was no hardened criminal. Turns out I didn’t know him too well, but he always seemed to go along with whatever Neely Kate wanted. At the time, I figured he just wanted to make her happy.”

      He frowned. “I think I need to do more digging into Ronnie Colson. He’s not from around here, is he?”

      “No, he’s from the panhandle of Texas.”

      He perked up. “Texas.”

      I gave him a wry look. “Texas is a big state, Jed.”

      “I need to know when he left. Why he came here. How long he knew Neely Kate. How they were introduced.”

      “Neely Kate’s the one with some of those answers, although I do know the last one. They met through Witt. He and Ronnie used to work together.”

      He nodded. “I’ll see what Witt knows, and maybe you can get some answers from Neely Kate this afternoon. I’ll talk to her tonight, but she’s more worried about that woman in the parking lot than her own well-being.”

      I gave him a soft smile. “That’s Neely Kate for you.”

      A gentle look filled his eyes. “I know.”

      The door behind the counter opened, and Witt walked back in. “She didn’t do anything,” he said. “She paced the parkin’ lot, lookin’ plenty worried, but that was it.”

      “She didn’t make any calls?” Jed asked.

      “No.”

      “She said her phone was dead,” I told them. “She couldn’t charge it in her old car, and that’s how she got so turned around and lost, but her phone looks like a burner, so it wasn’t likely to give her directions.”

      Jed frowned. “Where’s she headed?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. First she told us she wasn’t on vacation or a business trip, but then she got scared and told us her cousins in Atlanta were expecting her. I could see it was a lie. She just wanted us to think someone knew where she was.”

      Witt pushed out a breath. “Too many things aren’t addin’ up. I’m sure as shit that car is stolen, but there’s no way Neely Kate’s gonna leave that woman high and dry. Not when she thinks she’s in trouble.”

      “I want to help her too,” I said, “but I’m also a little more suspicious than Neely Kate is. We’ll leave her at the nursery with Maeve and go about our day without her. And if bringin’ her home doesn’t feel right, we’ll figure out another arrangement.”

      “Do you really want to put Maeve in that position?” Jed asked.

      “If at any point she seems dangerous, I’m callin’ the whole thing off, but I agree with Neely Kate—she’s runnin’ from something. She’s harmless.”

      Witt quirked a brow. “Maybe we should be more worried about what she’s runnin’ from.”

      We were all quiet for a few moments. Then Jed said, “I’m gonna run the registration on the car. You see if you can find out her full name. All we’ve heard is her first name.”

      I nodded. “Will do.” I took a couple of steps toward the door before turning back. “Thanks for bein’ there for Neely Kate. Not just with this, but with everything. You’re the best thing that’s happened to her in a very long time. Thank you for that.”

      He gave me a teasing grin. “No warnings about bodily harm if I hurt her?”

      I shook my head, remaining serious. “No. You are the absolute last person I’m worried about hurting her.”

      “Hey!” Witt protested with a grin.

      I chuckled. “And Witt is a very close second.”

      Now I needed to figure out where Carly fit on that list.
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      Carly was silent as we drove into town. I wanted to believe she was worried about how she was going to pay for her car, but Jed and Witt had made me anxious about why she was running. Should we be pushing for answers?

      We bought enough takeout food to feed a small army at Big Biscuit, then headed to the nursery. I was excited to see Violet’s car in the parking lot. The last couple of weeks, we’d taken turns bringing her to the nursery to work for a few hours. The fact she’d driven herself to work was a definite improvement.

      Muffy was already at the front door. When she saw me get out of the car, her tail wagged so hard it was a wonder she didn’t fall over. She jumped up on her back legs and scratched at the door in her desperation to get to me. Leaving Neely Kate and Carly behind, I hurried to the door to let Muffy out. My little dog burst free, and when I bent down and scooped her into my arms, she licked my chin and wiggled in my arms.

      “Did you miss me?” I asked, kissing the top of her head. But even as I loved on her, I realized I couldn’t bring her with us. Not if we were meeting the mother of the missing girl after our landscaping appointment. I couldn’t help my disappointment. “I’m sorry, girl.”

      Maeve stood next to a plant display with a watering can. She beamed at me as I walked in with Muffy still in my arms. I walked over and pulled her into a hug, squishing Muffy between us.

      “Thank you for taking care of her, Maeve.”

      “Pft,” she said as she set the watering can down. “She’s a good dog who pretty much takes care of me.” Her gaze landed on Carly. “And who do we have here?”

      “Maeve Deveraux,” I said, “I’d like for you to meet your new help for the next few days.”

      I purposely didn’t mention Carly’s name, hoping she’d volunteer more information about her identity.

      Carly stepped forward and offered her hand. “Hi, I’m Carly, and I appreciate you letting me fill in while your employee takes a few days off, but I should warn you that I don’t know anything about plants.”

      Maeve shook her hand. “Welcome, and any help is appreciated. I promise you that you’ll know more about plants when you leave.”

      “We brought you and Violet breakfast from Big Biscuit,” Neely Kate said, setting the bag on the counter as she held out a small piece of bacon to Muffy.

      Muffy scarfed the piece down and immediately begged for more, so I handed the squirming dog to my best friend. “I saw Violet’s car here. Is she in the greenhouse?”

      “She’s in the back, potting some plants.” A warm smile lit up her eyes. “Did you have a good weekend away?”

      I didn’t like lying to her—she was more of a mother to me than the woman who’d raised me—but I also didn’t want to put her in an awkward situation with her son. Then it struck me that Mason would likely tell her about my supposed interview. “Yeah, I did. I should warn you.” I lowered my voice. “I told Mason that I was there for a job interview, but don’t you worry if he mentions it. I have no plans to sell the nursery.”

      She studied me for a moment, then led me toward the curtain-covered entrance to the back room. “Did it work?”

      I blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “Did it get him to back off?”

      My stomach cramped. “Maeve…”

      “I know you’re seeing someone, even if you’re being extremely discreet.”

      My mouth dropped open in shock, and I averted my gaze. I knew she’d hoped Mason and I would get back together, and for a long time, I’d felt the same way.

      She rested her hand on my arm. “You’ve done nothing wrong, Rose. Mason had his chance, and he was too set in his stubbornness to take it. Still, if I’m being honest, I suspect you have some wild oats to sow.”

      I glanced up at her in surprise.

      “You deserve happiness,” she continued. “You put so many people’s happiness above your own. You need to live your life so there’ll be no regrets when you have a family of your own.”

      I gave her a sad smile. “I’m not sure Mason sees it that way.”

      “Mason’s hurting, but he’s in a pain of his own choosing. I let him wallow in it for a few months, sure he’d come to his senses, then I tried to talk sense into him. When he came back into town…” Her eyes clouded. “Let’s just say he had a different mission than I had hoped.” She shook her head, tears filling her eyes. “I’ve told him this won’t end well, but he won’t listen to me. Especially when it comes to my predictions.”

      The hair on my arms stood on end. “Did you have a premonition?”

      While I had full-on visions of the future, Maeve got premonitions, which were usually vague enough to be open to interpretation, but they were almost always right.

      Tears filled her eyes. “There’s still time to change things, but not for much longer.”

      “What do you see?”

      She swallowed. “A great fight between many men and women, but Mason is the head of one side, with Joe beside him, and some very evil men are on the other. But some are caught in the middle.” Her gaze held mine as she wrapped her hand around my wrist. “One of them is the man you’re seeing.”

      I felt light-headed at that, not just because of her warning, but because I was suddenly pretty sure she knew exactly whom I was seeing. Still, there was no judgment on her face, only concern.

      No. Judging wasn’t Maeve’s way of handling things. She was the most loving, accepting woman I’d ever known.

      “Have you had any visions?” she asked, pain filling her eyes.

      “Lately, I try to avoid them,” I admitted. “Especially for the last few weeks. After Mason came back to town… I had some that scared me.”

      That was an understatement.

      Maeve pressed on with her concerns. “Was Mason the cause of your terrifying visions?”

      I had to be careful with my answer. She might be on my side, but she was Mason Deveraux’s mother, not that I faulted her for that. Nevertheless, I hated to put her in an awkward situation. “I’m not sure.”

      The pain in her eyes told me she was certain he was.

      Just thinking about two of my recent visions, one of James’s death, and the other of him lying in bed beside me, his hand protectively covering my abdomen, made me anxious. I needed to change the subject. “If Violet’s driving, she must be feelin’ stronger.”

      Maeve gave me a sad smile. “She seems to have gained some strength over the weekend. Let’s hope it holds.”

      “Yes.” But I knew she was on borrowed time.

      With tears in her eyes, Maeve patted my arm, then turned and called out Carly’s name, offering to show her around.

      I pushed open the curtain and saw my sister sitting on a stool at the workbench with a pair of earbuds in her ears. She wore light blue capris and a sleeveless white shirt, which she’d covered with a crisp apron. She held a spade in her hand as she started transplanting a chrysanthemum into a ceramic planter.

      The sight of her bony arms brought tears to my eyes. Maybe she was feeling better, but she looked even thinner than she had before I’d left for the weekend and her hands trembled slightly as she worked. She’d wrapped a beautiful blue and ivory silk scarf around her head.

      “Hey, Vi,” I forced out in a cheery voice, loud enough for her to hear me.

      She turned to look at me and pulled out her earbuds as a slow smile spread across her face. “How was your weekend?”

      I flushed. “Good.”

      “I want details.” She patted the table next to her.

      “Finish that pot, then come into the shop. We brought breakfast from Big Biscuit.”

      A wry look filled her eyes. “Trying to distract me with the second-best biscuits in the state? It almost worked. Come help me.”

      I obeyed, taking the spade when she handed it to me. “Second best?” I asked. “Let me guess. Yours are the first.”

      She released a tiny laugh. “Well, of course.” She turned to me with raised brows. “I’ve never heard you complainin’.”

      “And you never will,” I said before considering the implication. My tongue stuck to the bottom of my mouth as horror washed over me.

      “I thought we were past the tiptoeing,” Violet said with a shake of her head. “I’m dying. It’s a fact. Pretending I’m not won’t do any of us a lick of good. They say laughter is the best medicine, and I could use some of that with you, Rose.” She gave me an ornery grin. “Now, details.”

      “I went to the botanical gardens in Shreveport. They were amazin’. Maybe we could go there one day after Ashley goes back to school.”

      She looped her arm through mine. “I’m not talkin’ about the gardens, and you know it. I want to know about your secret man.”

      My chest tightened. “You told me that I shouldn’t be seein’ someone I had to keep secret. You said you regretted breakin’ up your family for Brody.”

      My sister had carried on an affair with the Henryetta mayor while both of them were married. Violet had left Mike, but Brody had gone back to his wife after the backlash.

      She reached up and cupped my cheek, staring deep into my eyes. “I was wrong, Rose. You look happier than I’ve seen you in ages, and life is so short. Enjoy it while you can because none of us has any promise of tomorrow.” A soft look filled her eyes. “He must love you very much.”

      I was sure James loved me, but he’d never told me, and I wasn’t about to hold my breath waiting for those three words to cross his lips. He didn’t want to settle down, something I wanted even if I didn’t want it yet, and even if he changed his mind about wanting a more domesticated life, he had too many enemies to make it possible. People he loved could and likely would be used against him. One more reason to keep our relationship quiet.

      But I would never tell Violet any of that. She might think she approved of my relationship, but if she knew the real details, she’d change her mind. Besides, I didn’t want to worry her.

      “Yeah,” I said softly. I squeezed her hand and pulled away. “He loves me.”

      “I want to meet him.”

      My breath caught in my throat. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Violet.”

      “Why not?” She gave me the same no-nonsense look I’d seen her give her kids. “You’re gonna deny your sister her dyin’ wish?”

      I laughed. “How many dyin’ wishes are you allowed to have? Last week you said your dyin’ wish was to have fresh donuts from Jimmy’s.”

      She laughed. “A dyin’ woman is allowed as many wishes as she wants. Are you truly gonna deny me?”

      “Vi,” I said, turning serious. “He’s a secret, and only two other people know about him. I’d be puttin’ you in a terrible position if I told you about him.”

      “I can keep a secret, and I mean it literally when I say I’ll take it to my grave. It’s my last request before I die.”

      “You stop,” I said in a stern voice. “We both know you’re gonna have another dyin’ wish next week or more likely tomorrow, and knowin’ you, you’ll be ornery enough to hang on for another ten years, milkin’ it for all it’s worth.”

      “Can you blame me?” she asked with a laugh. “It’s like a dream come true.” Her smile faded, and she turned sober. “I need to know he’s gonna be there for you after I’m gone. I need to meet him for my own peace of mind.”

      “Then let me save you the visit,” I said. “He’s definitely not a happily-ever-after kind of guy. He’s a happy-for-now kind of guy, so he just might not be there when you’re gone, especially if you hang on for ten years like I hope. But I knew what I was gettin’ into when I started seein’ him, so it won’t be a surprise when it’s over. I’m a big girl. I don’t need a man to get me through anything.” I gave her a wry grin. “I got myself this far, didn’t I?”

      Her eyes turned serious. “Yes, you did, and I’m damn proud of you.” A fierce look filled her eyes. “But I still want to meet him,” she said stubbornly, digging in her heels. “Set it up within the next few days.”

      I pushed out a breath of frustration. If she’d made this demand a year ago, I would have told her to take a flying leap. She was definitely using her impending death sentence to her advantage. Still, I could see this came from a place of love. She was worried about what was going to happen to me after she was gone. I had to give her something.

      “I’ll consider it.”

      I might not have made a guarantee, but the look in her eyes told me that she considered it as good as done. Time to change the subject. “How are things going with Mike?”

      She and her estranged husband had reconciled, unbeknownst to me, while she was in Houston getting treatment. Though I hadn’t confronted either of them about it, not wanting to upset Violet, Mike had turned cold and distant toward me.

      “Fine,” she said a little too quickly, returning to work on the chrysanthemum. “I’ve thought about what you said about Momma’s house. I’ve decided to keep it and rent it out. The money can go into a college fund for the kids.”

      “And what does Mike think of that?”

      “He’ll find out when he reads my will.”

      I swallowed hard. “Is that the thing you warned me about in your will? Do you want me to oversee the rental property?”

      She refused to look at me. “Yes, I want you to oversee it if you can. My attorney already has one of those companies lined up to handle everything. You won’t have to lift a finger, though I’m hoping Joe will fix it up so they can get more money for it. There’s some money set aside for that. Part of a life insurance policy.”

      “Does Joe know you want him to fix it up?”

      “Not yet,” she admitted, patting the fresh soil around the plant. “But we both know he’s almost done redoin’ the house he’s in. This can be his new project.”

      “I’m sure he’ll do it,” I said, processing what she’d told me and trying to read between the lines. “You don’t have to tiptoe around it.”

      “It’s not Joe I’m tiptoeing around.”

      My stomach knotted with worry. “You don’t have to stay with Mike, Vi. You and the kids are more than welcome to come out to the farm. We can make the office into a beautiful bedroom for you so you won’t have to traipse up and down the stairs when you’re not feelin’ your best.”

      “The farm is your home, Rose. It belonged to your birth mother. I don’t belong there.”

      “That makes absolutely no sense. I never knew my birth mother, and I’ve known you for twenty-five years. You belong there if I say you do.”

      “I couldn’t put you out,” she said, keeping her gaze averted.

      “Are you really worried about puttin’ me out, or are you just sayin’ that because you wouldn’t feel comfortable there?”

      “Maybe a little of both.”

      Her answer had me worried. It sounded like she was only staying with Mike because it was the easy thing to do.

      “What’s Mike doin’, Vi?” I asked with a little more bite than I’d intended, and instantly regretted it.

      Violet shut down and gave me a look that suggested I was being ridiculous as she pulled off her gloves. “I’m starvin’. There better be a sausage biscuit in that bag.”

      “There is,” I said, but I couldn’t just let it go. I blocked her path, staring her straight in the eyes, and said, “You’ve spent most of your life worryin’ about what other people thought of you, Violet Mae Gardner Beauregard, and now is the time to let that go. You’re not happy. I can see it in your eyes.”

      “Of course I’m not happy,” she spat out in an irritated tone. “I’m dyin’.”

      “That’s not it, and we both know it,” I said. “You’re miserable at his house. Admit it.”

      She turned her gaze up to the ceiling and pushed out an exaggerated breath. “Things aren’t goin’ as I’d hoped, but what can I expect after what I did to him?”

      I gently grabbed her chin and forced her to look at me. “Is that you talkin’ or him?”

      Her haughty façade evaporated. “What difference does it make?”

      “It makes all the damn difference, Violet.”

      “He’s right.” Tears swam in her eyes. “I hurt him. I hurt the kids. I was selfish.”

      My chest felt tight and my eyes grew wide with shock and hurt. “And now he’s makin’ you pay for it?”

      “He doesn’t mean to, Rose,” she said in a pleading tone. “I don’t think he even realizes he’s doin’ it, but he’s still hurt by what I did. I can’t fault him for that.”

      “Well, that’s too daggum bad,” I said, my anger rising. My sister was dying, and instead of showering her with love, my brother-in-law was shoving her mistakes in her face. “You’re movin’ in with me.”

      “Rose,” she said with a sigh.

      “You’re movin’ in with me,” I said more forcefully as I started to cry, my tears hot against my cheeks. “And that’s that.”

      Violet reached up and patted my cheek. “What if I don’t want to move in with you? What if I want to move back into Momma’s house?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You always hated that house, even when you moved back after you and Mike separated. I can’t imagine why you’d want to go back now, but if that’s really what you want, I’ll make it happen.”

      “I love you, Rose.” Her chest heaved with a sob. “I had to see if you were doin’ this for you or for me. I’ll move in with you.” Then she collapsed into me, burying her face into the crook of my neck as she sobbed.

      Maeve appeared in the doorway, panic in her eyes. She gave me a questioning look.

      “We’re movin’ my sister out to the farm.”

      My life had just gotten ten times more complicated.
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      A few seconds later, it occurred to me that maybe I should have checked with Neely Kate first, but she would have never told me no. It also occurred to me that it might make her feel better about spending more time at Jed’s new house.

      Neely Kate gave us a worried look when we emerged from the back room. She grabbed a chair for Violet to sit in. Carly handed her a box of tissues from behind the counter. Violet took it, her facing reddening with embarrassment.

      “Since you’re wearing a Gardner Sisters’ apron, Maeve must have made a new hire in the fifteen minutes I was in the back room.”

      “I hired her,” I said. “You two need help with Anna bein’ off, and she needs a few days’ salary. Win-win.”

      Violet dabbed her cheeks. “You must think I’m a drama queen.”

      “She wouldn’t be wrong,” Neely Kate said with a wry grin. “You’re just usually not the center of it. You like to watch it all unfold.”

      Everyone laughed, and Carly gave my sister a warm smile. “As long as you get the glittery tiara to go with the royal title, who cares what people think?”

      Vi grinned and glanced up at me. “I like this one. Where’d you find her?”

      “On the side of the road.”

      Violet shook her head, her grin spreading. “You and your strays.” A year ago, there would have been derision in her tone. Now there was only love.

      If her comment bothered Carly, she didn’t let on.

      “We’re gonna need to get goin’ if we’re gonna make our appointments,” Neely Kate said.

      She was right, but I hated to leave Violet without discussing details about her move to the farm. I also hated leaving Muffy, but I figured I could get her later this afternoon. Besides, we’d likely be picking up Carly later.

      “I hate to ask this, Maeve,” I said with a sigh. “But can I leave Muffy here a bit longer? We could take her to our client meeting, but we’re meeting a PI client at noon and we can’t take her to that.”

      “PI client?” Carly asked, glancing back and forth between Neely Kate and me.

      “They’re not official PIs yet,” Violet said, “but they’ve solved some big crimes around the county.”

      Instead of looking impressed, Carly looked worried. Yep. She was definitely hiding something.

      “Of course you can leave Muffy,” Maeve said as she clasped her hands together. “She’s a sweetheart.”

      “Can you walk us out?” I asked her. “I have a question about the job Bruce Wayne is working on today.”

      Surprise flashed through her eyes, but she smiled graciously. “Of course.”

      I kissed Violet’s cheek and said, “You think about how soon you want this to happen. The sooner the better, as far as I’m concerned.”

      She looked less sure than she had in the back room, so I picked up her hand and squeezed. “Violet Mae Gardner Beauregard, you’ve spent twenty-five years takin’ care of me. Let me be the one takin’ care of you for a change. Please.”

      Her chin trembled, and she bit her lower lip as tears filled her eyes. She slowly nodded her head.

      I leaned down and kissed her forehead. “I love you, Vi,” I whispered.

      “I love you too, Rose,” she whispered back. I knew I’d cry if I stayed any longer, so I headed out the front door. Neely Kate and Maeve followed me, and I led them to the corner of the building, toward the greenhouse.

      Maeve wrapped an arm around my back and gave me a side hug. “You’re doing great, Rose.”

      I shook my head, my throat burning. “Mike’s hurtin’ her and I can’t let her face the brunt of his anger. I know she betrayed him last year, but she’s paid for it many times over. He’s makin’ her miserable.” I glanced up at Neely Kate. “I’m moving Vi and the kids out to the farm. I hope that’s okay. I should have asked you first, but she was—”

      “Oh, my stars and garters!” she exclaimed. “Of course! You don’t need my permission.”

      “But it’s your house too.”

      “And I just offered to let Carly stay with us, and she’s not even family.”

      “I think I want to put Violet in the office,” I said, feeling nauseated. “All those stairs might be hard for her when she’s weak.” I tried to swallow the lump in my throat. “She’ll stay until… until…”

      Maeve squeezed me tighter.

      I took a breath. “I think it will be easier if she’s on the first floor. Do you think Joe will help us set it up?”

      “Of course he will,” Neely Kate said. “And Jed and Witt too.”

      “And I’ll help too,” Maeve said. “Now that that’s settled, tell me what’s going on with my new employee.”

      We told her about Carly’s car and the expensive repairs it would need. “We only know a first name,” I said. “See if you can find out anything else.” I knew Maeve didn’t cotton to gossip, so I added, “Ordinarily I’d let it all come out on its own, but we’re worried she might be running from someone or something dangerous.”

      “I’m sure she’s not dangerous,” Neely Kate said in a rush. “We think she’s in trouble of some kind.”

      “But,” I quickly added, “if any of this makes you uncomfortable, let me know and we’ll find somewhere else to put her.”

      “Don’t be silly. Of course she can stay. I can even take her home with me if need be.”

      “Thank you, Maeve,” Neely Kate said. “We owe you.”

      “Pishposh,” Maeve said with a grin. “You girls take care of your business, and we’ll hold down the fort. And I’ll see what else I can find out about our guest.”
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      Since Neely Kate and I were working together, our eleven o’clock appointment went well. We’d learned to riff off each other in our investigations, and it had begun to creep into our landscaping interviews too. We finished in plenty of time to go by Bruce Wayne’s job site before our next appointment.

      It was a two-day install, but they were further along than I’d expected. Then again, Anna was away visiting her mother, so I was sure he was in no hurry to get home.

      He wiped the sweat off his brow as he walked over to us, letting out a low whistle. “I heard you got a pretty new car, Neely Kate.”

      She looked embarrassed as she walked over to meet him. “Yeah…”

      “Mind if I take a look at it?”

      Gesturing toward the car, she said with a teasing grin, “Sure, but don’t you get your muddy boots inside it.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” He ambled around it, peering inside. “I heard about Kate and what happened at the farm Friday night.”

      Neely Kate flinched slightly but said nothing.

      Bruce Wayne lifted his gaze to hers. “You okay?”

      “Sure,” she said dismissively.

      He refused to release his gaze and repeated, “Are you okay?”

      She sucked in a breath. “Honestly? I’m scared, but there’s no sense dwellin’ on it. The sheriff’s office is on the lookout for anything related to the Hardshaw Group and/or Kate, and Skeeter has the underbelly of the county watchin’ for the lot of ’em too. I’ll be fine.”

      “I also heard you picked up a woman from Texas on the highway just this mornin’.”

      Neely Kate propped her hands on her hips and rolled her eyes. “Did Jed call you?”

      “He’s worried. Asked me to keep an eye out for anything peculiar.”

      “Carly is harmless. For all I know, she’s running from them too.”

      “All the more reason to have her stay somewhere else,” he said. He glanced back at the crew, then turned to Neely Kate. “We’re wrappin’ up here. I thought I’d spend the afternoon with you ladies. I don’t like the idea of you bein’ alone just now.”

      My mouth parted in surprise. We’d used Jed and Witt for backup, and even James’s new right-hand-man, Reacher, but never once had we used Bruce Wayne. “Are you sure you want to do that?” I asked.

      The meek, scrawny man I’d first met a year ago had transformed into a more confident man with broader shoulders and biceps that filled the sleeves of his T-shirts. He wasn’t as imposing as James or Jed, and he was definitely no alpha, but someone would think twice before messing with him now. Even so, his record aside, he was about the furthest you could get from a hardened criminal.

      “You don’t want me to come?” he asked.

      “It’s not that,” I said. “Occasionally we need the person serving as backup to make a show of holding a weapon. With your probation… that’s not a good idea.”

      “Don’t you worry about me,” he said. “I can take care of myself.”

      “I’m not sure I like this plan,” Neely Kate said. “If anything happened to you on my account, Anna would kill me.”

      “Nothin’s gonna happen to me and nothin’s gonna happen to you either. Which is why I’m taggin’ along. The only question is if you want me to ride along with you or follow behind.”

      I cast a glance to Neely Kate. While I hated to put Bruce Wayne in this position, I’d feel better knowing we had someone with us. “Maybe you should follow behind,” I said. “We’re about to head to the Blue Plate Diner to meet a potential new client. You can sit in another booth and watch us if you’d like.”

      “You’re meetin’ a landscapin’ client at a diner?” he asked in surprise.

      “No,” Neely Kate said, lifting her chin. “We’re meetin’ a new PI client at the diner.”

      If she expected Bruce Wayne to protest our hobby like just about everyone else in our lives, she’d keep on waiting. In the past, he’d told me I was good at PI work and encouraged me not to give it up.

      He nodded. “I’ll sit a few tables away and keep an eye on you. Especially since that’s the place where the asshole from Dallas tried to kidnap you.”

      Neely Kate shivered slightly. It was a testament to how badly she wanted to take this case that she’d agreed to lunch there. But then again, Neely Kate was pretty fearless. She wasn’t about to let a potential kidnapping hold her back.

      “Okay,” I said, then turned to face our client’s front yard. “Those changes we made to the design last week turned out really good. Did you have trouble fittin’ the Japanese maple into the smaller spot?”

      “Nah.” He scratched the back of his neck. “The homeowners are happy with it too. The crew’s wrapping things up now, which means we’ll be ready to start on that job in Pickle Junction tomorrow.”

      “Maeve’s got all the plants ready to go,” I said. “You can pick them up first thing in the morning.”

      He nodded. “Sounds good. I’m gonna swing home and clean up, and then I’ll see you two at the diner. Where are you headed after that?”

      “I’m behind on my designs,” I said, “but if we take this case, we’ll likely spend the afternoon investigatin’.”

      An amused grin spread across his face. “You’ll take it.”

      I rolled my eyes. He knew us too well.
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      The Blue Plate Diner was usually crowded at lunch, but today there were about ten people waiting outside.

      “What in tarnation is goin’ on?” Neely Kate asked as she pulled into a parking space in the back. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen them this busy.”

      “Do you know what our client looks like?” I asked. “She might be standing outside.”

      We got out of the car and started walking toward the building. “She said she was wearing a pink shirt. I don’t see any pink shirts outside.”

      “Then hopefully she got a table,” I said. “Let’s go in and check it out.”

      Up to this point, Neely Kate had seemed pretty unaffected by the fact she’d been kidnapped here days ago, but now she stopped in her tracks and stared at the front door, the blood draining from her face.

      “We can find our client and tell her we’ll meet her somewhere else,” I said. “There’s no shame in bein’ freaked out to be here.”

      She studied the door for a couple more seconds, then drew back her shoulders. “No. I have to do this. Get back up on that horse and all that.”

      I could see in her eyes that this was the last place she wanted to be, but she took off before I could try to change her mind.

      We walked past the people on the front sidewalk and opened the door, only to find another crush of people waiting inside. Every table in the place was packed. A couple of women were wearing pink, but one of them looked upside of seventy. Neely Kate smiled at the other, a thirty-something blond woman dressed in a pink halter top and a pair of cutoff jean shorts, and she started walking toward us.

      “Neely Kate?” she asked, pushing her way through the crowd. When she reached us, she said, “This place is packed tighter than fleas on a mangy dog. Maybe we should go somewhere else.”

      “Neely Kate Rivers!” a man’s voice boomed across the restaurant. The speaker was a man with graying hair. He stood behind the lunch counter, and based on the apron he wore, he worked there. As she turned toward him, he ducked out from under the counter and started shoving people out of the way to get to us.

      “Hey, Mel,” she said.

      “Whatcha doin’ here, girl? Heard how popular you are now?”

      “What?” she asked in confusion.

      “Yeah,” he said as he stopped in front of her, wiping his hands on the apron around his waist. “Word got out that you nearly got kidnapped here, and I haven’t had an empty table in days. Everyone wants to see where it happened.”

      Neely Kate turned to me in shock.

      “You here to eat?” Mel asked.

      “Yeah, but we can wait outside. It’s pretty crowded.”

      “Wait?” he boomed. Turning to face the diners, he announced, “This here’s none other than Neely Kate Rivers, the woman who almost got kidnapped on Friday.”

      The room had been abuzz with conversation, but everyone had stopped talking to listen to Mel. Now they burst into excited chatter, many of the diners getting out their phones and snapping photos of Neely Kate.

      To my surprise, she shot me an exasperated look. Neely Kate normally loved the spotlight, but maybe the kidnapping was a little too fresh for her to revel in her newfound fame.

      I leaned closer and said, “Maybe we should go.”

      “Go?” Mel protested. “We’ll get you a table, right quick.” He walked over to a booth where two men sat, both working on pieces of pie. Mel leaned over and snatched up the plates of half-eaten pie. “Gentlemen, we’ll fix these up to go.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Doreen! Get the check. And some to-go containers!”

      “You don’t have to do that,” Neely Kate protested.

      “That’s okay,” one of the men said, scrambling out of the seat. “We don’t mind. Can I get a selfie with you?”

      Neely Kate’s brow lifted, then she shrugged. “Sure. I guess.”

      She stood next to the man as he pulled out his phone, put on a big cheesy grin, and quickly snapped a photo.

      Mel and a woman I presumed was Doreen took the plates and dishes to the counter, while a waitress quickly wiped the table down.

      “My turn,” the other guy said, shoving his friend out of the way and taking his own photo. “Do you mind if we take another one in front of your sign?”

      “My sign?”

      “Yeah. Over in the booth where you sat.” He pointed to the framed sign posted high on the wall over the window two booths down.

      This is the booth Neely Kate Rivers sat in before she was kidnapped and dragged out of the restaurant.

      Neely Kate’s mouth parted, and she gave me a dazed look.

      “Sorry, boys,” I said, pushing them out of the way. Before Neely Kate could recover enough to yell at them, I shoved her into one side of the booth. “Only one photo per person.”

      They grumbled as they headed to the counter to pay their bill.

      Our potential client had stood to the side, watching everything transpire with a dazed expression. She slid into the seat across from Neely Kate as I sat down beside my friend.

      “Sorry about that,” I said. “Turns out Neely Kate’s kind of popular here.”

      I worried that hearing her potential investigator had nearly been kidnapped might scare her off, but her eyes lit up as they latched on to Neely Kate.

      “Were you really kidnapped?”

      “Technically, it was an attempted kidnapping,” Neely Kate grumbled.

      I suspected she was ticked the goon from the Hardshaw Group had gotten her out the back door before she roughed him up and got away.

      “But that’s old news,” Neely Kate said. “Tell us about your daughter.”

      The woman’s eyes saddened as she turned to me. “You must be Rose. I’m Marsha Freestone. My Sarah’s missing. She took off to go party with some friends a week ago yesterday, and I ain’t seen her since.”

      Doreen suddenly appeared at the edge of the table. “Can I get you something to drink, Neely Kate? Or an appetizer? I can bring you a plate of fried pickles.”

      “You ain’t got appetizers on the menu,” Marsha said, looking confused.

      Doreen scrunched up her face and gave Marsha a piercing look. “Well, we got ’em for Neely Kate if she wants ’em.”

      “I’d hate to put you to any trouble,” Neely Kate said, then added in a wistful tone, “but fried pickles sure sound good.”

      “It’s no trouble at all. And what’d you want to drink?”

      “Iced tea would be nice.”

      Doreen spun around and headed to the kitchen.

      “She didn’t get our drink orders,” I said.

      Neely Kate gave me an apologetic look. “We can give them to her when she comes back.” She turned back to Marsha. “I’m sorry we were interrupted. The party was a week ago yesterday?”

      “Yeah. She and her friends were goin’ to hang out on Shute Creek. She mentioned they were gonna go tubin’.”

      “Did she make it to the party?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Everyone I’ve talked to said they didn’t know anything about a get-together.”

      That sounded pretty suspicious. “Do you think they’re lyin’?” I asked.

      “Maybe? I don’t know. She’d had a fallin’-out with her best friend, and she’d just broke up with her boyfriend the week before. She wasn’t much of a partier and only had a few friends…” Tears filled her eyes. “I don’t know.”

      Neely Kate reached over and covered Marsha’s hand with hers. “That’s okay. That’s what we’re here for. To look into those things.”

      “You said you called the sheriff?” I asked.

      “Not the sheriff.” She wiped her cheek with the back of her hand. “The Sugar Branch police force. They took my statement and said it sounded like she ran off.”

      I blinked. “Wait. When did Sugar Branch get a police force?”

      We’d investigated a missing person in Sugar Branch nearly a year ago, and I knew for a fact they hadn’t had their own police force.

      “The town voted on it a couple of months ago,” Neely Kate said. “They have two officers on staff.”

      “Only they’re a couple of incompetent fools more worried about writin’ traffic tickets than doin’ real police work like lookin’ for my Sarah,” Marsha said with plenty of venom.

      Neely Kate turned to face me. “The town’s hurtin’ for money, so they hired a couple of police officers to write traffic tickets. But rumor has it that’s all they do.”

      Marsha looked disgusted. “I called the sheriff’s department after they blew me off, but they said it was Sugar Branch’s problem.”

      Based on the steely look in Neely Kate’s eyes, I suspected Joe would get an earful later.

      Doreen appeared with a glass of tea and a plate of fried pickles, setting them both in front of Neely Kate. “Have you had a chance to look over the menu yet?”

      “I know what I want,” Neely Kate said. “What about y’all?”

      “I want a—” I started before Doreen cut me off.

      She crossed her arms and gave me a sour look. “Sorry. Mel says Neely Kate’s lunch is on the house, but that don’t extend to the rest of ya.”

      “That’s fine,” I said, “and very generous of you for Neely Kate, but Marsha and I still want to eat. I’m more than willing to pay for the two of us.”

      The waitress shook her head. “I can’t be seen bringin’ a bill over to the table, not after Mel’s made a big deal of giving Neely Kate her lunch for free.”

      “But he never once mentioned it,” I said. “So no one’s gonna know.”

      She pursed her lips, giving me a look that let me know she thought I was stupid. “He done posted it on the Facebook.”

      “Mel uses Facebook?” Neely Kate asked.

      “He done got us a page and everything,” she said with an eyeroll. “So now you know why I can’t take your order.”

      I gave Neely Kate an incredulous look.

      The warm smile that lit up my best friend’s face told me that she was up to something. “Miss Doreen, I need a moment to make up my mind, but in the meantime, can you bring my friends a glass of water? Surely you can do that since it’s free.”

      Doreen gave her a grudging nod, then headed to the kitchen again.

      “I know they’re about to give you a crown and all,” I said, “but I’m hungry. Maybe we should go somewhere else.”

      “How can you be starvin’ after you ate all that food from Big Biscuit?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I just am.”

      “What did you two plan to order?” Neely Kate asked.

      I told her I wanted a club sandwich, and Marsha wanted a chef salad. My phone vibrated with a text from Bruce Wayne.

      I’m in the parking lot and see you girls in the window. Let me know if you spot trouble.

      I glanced out the window, and sure enough, Bruce Wayne’s truck was parked directly opposite us.

      A minute later, Doreen appeared with one glass of water and set it in the middle of the table with two straws. “Here you go.”

      “What is that?” Marsha asked. “You expect us to share?”

      Our waitress gave her plenty of attitude. “Neely Kate said to bring a glass of water. That’s exactly what I did.”

      “I meant for each of them, Doreen,” Neely Kate groaned.

      Propping a hand on her hip, Doreen said in a put-out tone, “Well, you didn’t specify.”

      Neely Kate pushed out a loud sigh. “Well, okay then… I’m pretty hungry, so I’d like a chef salad with ranch dressing, a club sandwich with chips, and a cheeseburger with fries. Oh, and a coke.”

      Doreen gave her a long look, and I was sure she was going to tell her no, but then she plastered on a fake smile. “Comin’ right up.” Spinning around, she headed for the kitchen again, muttering about some people being ungrateful moochers. I suspected Mel might not be so excited to see Neely Kate again.

      “Doreen’s gonna be downright pissed when she sees us eatin’ your food,” I said.

      “Who says I’m sharin’?” she said with a serious expression. A grin burst through like the sun coming through the clouds. “Which one of you wants the coke?”

      Marsha shoved the water toward me. “I would have preferred a Mountain Dew, but beggars can’t be choosers.”

      “I’ll get you one next time.” Neely Kate’s smile faded. “And I’m really sorry about this. I had no idea they’d act so crazy.”

      “Don’t you worry,” Marsha said. “I just want someone to look for my girl. You’re the first ones who’ve seemed interested.”

      “You asked other private investigators?” I asked in surprise. Was there something about this case we didn’t know yet?

      “The Sugar Branch police,” Marsha said. “The sheriff’s department. The state police. The FBI. Finally, my cousin Hilde told me to call her second cousin twice removed since he was a PI.”

      “And Kermit Cooper told you to call us?” I asked.

      She made a face. “Oh, not Kermit. Hilde’s second cousin twice removed said I couldn’t afford him and gave me Kermit Cooper’s number. When I called him, he told me to call Neely Kate. Y’all are the first ones to actually seem interested in helpin’.”

      “Did Kermit give you some kind of deal?” Neely Kate asked.

      I’d been wondering the same thing, but ultimately it didn’t matter. Kermit never paid us a dime, saying our experience was payment enough. We couldn’t sit for the Arkansas Private Investigator exam without either an associate’s degree or two years of experience with a licensed PI, and he was our best chance at getting the requisite experience.

      No wonder he’d passed along Neely Kate’s number. We’d do all the work while he lay around his trashy mobile home watching Law and Order. What did he have to lose?

      “At first,” Marsha said, “he told me no, but then I stared bawlin’, and he told me to call y’all. He said you’d love a good sob story.”

      Neely Kate frowned. “Yep. Sounds like Kermit.” She pulled her pink sparkly notebook out of her purse along with her glittery pink pen with a pink puff ball on the end. She opened her notebook and wrote Sarah’s name at the top.

      Marsha stared at her with her mouth hanging open.

      Neely Kate glanced up. “What?”

      Marsha shook her head. “Nothin’. I just ain’t never seen so much pink glitter that wasn’t part of a stripper’s costume.”

      That caught my attention. “Do you work at the Bunny Ranch?”

      The Bunny Ranch was the lone strip club in the county. It also just so happened to be owned by my boyfriend, Skeeter Malcolm.

      “Me?” She laughed as she shook her head. “I don’t have what it takes to inspire a man to pay me to take off my clothes. Not anymore. But I stripped years ago, back when you two were in diapers.”

      Originally, I’d thought she was in her early thirties, which mathematically seemed near impossible for a woman with a nineteen-year-old daughter. Now that I was close enough to see the fine wrinkles around her eyes, I realized she was likely in her late thirties or early forties.

      “What do you do now?” Neely Kate asked.

      “I work night shifts at the convenience store in town. The Feed and Fuel.”

      “The one on County Road 22?” Neely Kate asked.

      Surprise covered Marsha’s face. “You know it?”

      “We visited there last fall,” Neely Kate said. “They had terrible donuts.”

      “Uh…” Marsha said, sounding confused. “They ship ’em in from Little Rock the day before.”

      Neely Kate made a face. “Figures.”

      “What shift do you work?” I asked, trying to get us back on track.

      “The evenin’ shift. From four to midnight.”

      “What about Sarah?” I asked. “What does she do?”

      She shook her head. “She ain’t no stripper, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Surely she has a job somewhere,” Neely Kate said.

      Marsha clasped her hands on the table in front of her, holding tight. “She used to work as extra help at Dr. Knight’s dental office. Then she got a job as a receptionist at that new vet’s office.”

      I gave Neely Kate a quick glance as I asked, “Which new vet?”

      “That damn-fine-lookin’ one.”

      “Levi Romano?” I asked.

      “Yep. That’s the one,” Marsha said. “He looks too damn pretty to be stickin’ his hand up a cow’s ass.” She made a face. “You know him?”

      “I’ve heard of him,” I admitted. She didn’t need to know we’d dated a few times. I hadn’t seen him except in passing for a month. “What happened to Mary, his old receptionist?” His receptionist had hated me, but then she hated just about every single woman who walked through the door, and probably some of the married ones too. I suspected the only woman coming into that office without an interest in dating the man was his sister Margi, who I’d heard was helping him run his practice now, although Mary probably had it out for her too, no doubt.  Not that I entirely blamed her. An awful lot of women had made appointments for the sole purpose of hoping Levi would ask them out. And now that I thought about it, I’d heard that Levi’s sister was working for him.

      “Sarah said he fired her.”

      “When did Sarah start workin’ for him?” Neely Kate asked.

      “Not long. A couple of weeks before she disappeared.”

      “So about three weeks ago?” Neely Kate asked.

      She nodded as she sniffed. “Sounds about right.” Reaching into her purse, she pulled out a tissue and wiped her nose.

      “What did Sarah think of her new boss?” I asked.

      Marsha gave me a wry look. “She was smitten with him. He was good-lookin’ and nice to her.”

      “Is that why her boyfriend broke up with her?” Neely Kate asked.

      She shook her head. “Sarah was the one who broke up with him. Said he needed to learn to be a real man like Dr. Levi.”

      I grimaced. “I bet that didn’t go over well.”

      “Sure didn’t, and her best friend Nina wasn’t happy about it either. Her boyfriend is Digger’s best friend.”

      “Digger?” I asked.

      “Digger Malone. That was Sarah’s boyfriend.”

      “What’s Nina’s last name?” Neely Kate asked as she took notes in a pretty cursive with lots of loops.

      “And her boyfriend’s name,” I added.

      “Nina Maxwell. Stewie Frasier is Nina’s boyfriend.”

      “Exactly how mad was Nina?” I asked.

      “She was downright pissed,” Marsha said, wiping her nose again. “But she’s not the kind of girl to hurt someone, if that’s what you’re gettin’ at. Especially Sarah.” She took a breath. “Those two girls fight like sisters. They’ve been friends since they were practically babies.” Shaking her head, she said, “Nina would never hurt her.”

      Maybe Marsha was certain of that fact, but I wasn’t shutting the door on the possibility.

      “So you’re friends with her mother?” I asked while Neely Kate continued to write.

      “We was,” Marsha said in a grudging tone. “But then Sheila slept with my man, and that was the end of that.”

      “Sarah’s daddy?” Neely Kate asked.

      Marsha shook her head again. “Nope. He took off before Sarah was even born. Todd was my boyfriend. When Sarah was in second grade.”

      “What about Nina’s mother?” Neely Kate asked. “What does she do?”

      “She’s dead. Died of a drug overdose back when Nina was sixteen. Nina moved in with us for a few months, then left to move in with her boyfriend.”

      Neely Kate paused from her writing to glance up. “Stewie?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you have a current boyfriend?” I asked.

      She narrowed her eyes and her back went ramrod stiff. “He didn’t have nothing to do with it either. Conrad took a shine to Sarah right away, even if she didn’t take a shine back. No way he had anything to do with it.”

      “We’re not insinuating any such thing,” Neely Kate said smoothly, glancing up again with a sweet smile. “We’re just bein’ thorough. Conrad might have noticed something off, so we’ll want to talk to him to see if he knows anything that can help us find Sarah.”

      “Oh.” Marsha’s shoulders sank, as though her back had partially deflated. “I guess you’re right. Sorry.”

      Marsha Freestone seemed awfully touchy, but then it was probably hard to consider the possibility that someone she trusted might have been involved in her daughter’s disappearance. That is, if there was foul play. For all we knew, Sarah had run off.

      I cast a quick glance to Neely Kate then back to our client. “We’re gonna need to know Conrad’s last name and where he works. Does he live with you?”

      She nodded. “Conrad Duffy, but he travels for work. He’s gone from Monday to Thursday night. He spends Friday through Sunday home, then leaves on Monday morning.”

      “So he left this morning,” I said. “Where did he go?”

      “Shreveport. Then Baton Rouge. Then New Orleans for a couple of days, then back. It’s his regular route.”

      “Is he a salesman?”

      Marsha nodded and said, “Yeah, for Blinket Supplies.”

      “What does he sell?” Neely Kate asked.

      “Some part for canning factories.” She shook her head. “I get confused about it.”

      “That’s okay,” Neely Kate said. “It’s probably not important. What’s your schedule like?”

      “I work night shifts on Tuesday through Saturday.”

      Which meant that Conrad was home alone with Sarah on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday nights.

      “What does Conrad think about Sarah’s disappearance?” I asked, trying to sound conversational.

      “He thinks she ran off.”

      “Has she run off in the past?” Neely Kate asked.

      “Not really. She’s gone to Nina’s before and stayed there for a couple of days, but I always knew where she was. She didn’t tell me this time. She didn’t run away.” There was desperation in her last two sentences. Marsha was scared for her daughter.

      “We need a list of all her friends,” I said. “Nina, Digger, everyone. And their numbers and addresses if you have them. Where they work.”

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      “Where did she graduate high school?” Neely Kate asked.

      “Sugar Branch High School last year.”

      “That wasn’t that long ago,” I said. “Did she have any enemies from school?”

      “Nah. Sarah got along with everyone.”

      “Except Digger and Nina,” I reminded her. “And Stewie.”

      “They’d tell me if they knew where she was,” Marsha insisted. “They’re worried about her too.”

      “Did she drive her car to the creek?” I asked. “Or did someone pick her up?”

      “She drove.”

      “And her car’s missin’ too?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is there a place people usually hang out at the creek down there?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Yeah, but we done looked for her there, and we didn’t see hide nor hair of her.”

      “You’re certain she was headin’ to the creek?” Neely Kate asked. “Maybe she just told you that.”

      Marsha shook her head. “No. I’m sure of it. She was wearin’ her bikini.”

      “You said we looked for her at the creek,” I said. “Who helped?”

      “Conrad. Nina and Stewie.”

      “And Digger?” I asked.

      She nodded. “He’s mighty torn up about her missin’. He’s blamin’ himself for it.”

      That caught me by surprise. “Why?”

      “He thinks if he’d been a better boyfriend, she wouldn’t have gone out there by herself.”

      “Does Digger have an opinion on what happened to her?” Neely Kate asked.

      “I don’t know,” she said with a sniff. “I didn’t ask him.”

      Was that normal? Wouldn’t she want to know what her daughter’s friends thought had happened to her? But Marsha wasn’t thinking logically. She was running on desperation. Maybe she was scared to know.

      “We’re gonna need directions to the place you think she went,” I said.

      “Okay.”

      We were silent for a moment until Neely Kate asked, “If Sarah wasn’t gettin’ along with her friends, who was she meeting?”

      “I don’t know.” Her voice broke. “She said she was meeting her friends, and I asked her if she’d made up with Nina, but she just ran out the door.” Marsha sucked in a shaky breath and tears flooded her eyes. “I never saw her again after that.”

      Neely Kate’s expression was sympathetic. “She hasn’t called or texted you?”

      She shook her head, swiping a tear off her cheek. “No. When she wasn’t home by midnight, I sent her a text. Around one I started callin’, but it kept goin’ straight to voice mail.”

      “What time did she leave the house last Sunday?” I asked.

      “Around noon.” She paused, and her chin trembled. “I was angry with her. I wanted her to stay and help me clean the house, but she said she was goin’ out to have fun. The last words she heard from me were angry ones.”

      Neely Kate reached over and grabbed her hand again. “She knows you love her.”

      “You said she knows,” Marsha said with a hopeful look. “You think she’s alive.”

      Neely Kate started to say something, but I interjected, “We don’t know, Marsha, but we’ll try our best to find out.”

      I reached for her hand. Neely Kate must have known what I was doing, because she sat back and let me grasp Marsha’s wrist.

      “Rose is right,” Neely Kate said. “We’ll do our best.”

      I had already tuned Neely Kate out, focusing on Marsha and her daughter as I closed my eyes and asked, Is Sarah dead?

      I was plunged into a murky gray, which usually meant that fate hadn’t yet decided—whatever I’d asked might or might not come to pass. Did that mean she wasn’t dead? Or that we’d never find her? I needed to change the question.

      Will we find anything out about Sarah?

      The vision shifted, and I was in Marsha’s head, sitting on a sofa with sagging cushions in a living room stuffed with other decades-old furniture, sobbing.

      Neely Kate was holding a small brown purse. “Are you sure this is Sarah’s?”

      I nodded, trying to catch my breath. “Where did you find it?”

      “In the woods,” Neely Kate said.

      “Where is she?”

      Neely Kate shot me, or rather Marsha, a sympathetic look. “I don’t know.”

      The vision ended, and I blurted out, “We don’t know where she is.”

      Marsha looked confused by my outburst and pulled her hand away.

      It looked like my visions weren’t going to give us a leg up this time. At least not yet.
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      Neely Kate looked grim and started to say something but stopped as Doreen showed up balancing three plates on her arms. She set them all down in front of Neely Kate, crowding them into a triangle with the burger in front.

      “Can I get you anything else, Neely Kate? Any ketchup? Or jelly?”

      “Jelly?” Neely Kate asked in confusion, then shook her head. “Never mind. No jelly, but I need silverware. We don’t seem to have any.”

      Doreen grabbed a set from a couple who had just sat down at a table in the middle of the room, ignoring their sounds of protest. “Here ya go.”

      Neely Kate stared at the plates and cocked her head to the side. “This is a lot of food. Can I get another set of silverware? I like to eat with a fork in each hand… helps me get the food down faster.”

      I was sure the waitress would say no, but she grinned from ear to ear. “Sure thing, hon.” She snatched the other set from the couple and set it in front of Neely Kate. “This is gonna be a great picture for the Facebook page.”

      “I thought you didn’t like the Facebook page,” I said dryly.

      Her mouth screwed to the side as she propped her hand on her hip and gave me a sassy glare. “I don’t, but that don’t mean I can’t post a photo on it.” Then she watched Neely Kate as expectantly as though she were a performing pony.

      Neely Kate grabbed up the two forks and gave the waitress a cheesy smile. “Here you go.”

      Doreen pulled a phone out of her apron pocket and held it up to snap the photo. “Okay. That one’s good. Now I want a photo of you eatin’ with both hands.”

      I had to hide my grin as Neely Kate hesitated.

      “Go on now,” Doreen ordered.

      Neely Kate stabbed some French fries from the plate with the club sandwich, plus a forkful of fries from her hamburger plate, then ate a bite of fries off each fork. For someone who didn’t seem enthusiastic about the diner, Doreen was snapping as many pictures as a paparazzo.

      “I’m not gonna lie,” Neely Kate said. “I feel weird about you takin’ pictures of me eatin’.”

      “Okay,” Doreen said, stuffing her phone into her apron pocket. “I’m gonna take a quick break, but you let Matilda know if you need something.” She gestured toward a waitress at the front of the restaurant.

      “Thanks,” Neely Kate said. “We’ll be fine.”

      As soon as Doreen slipped into the back, Neely Kate pushed our plates toward us, then handed the fork in her left hand to Marsha.

      “It’s clean,” Neely Kate insisted. “I didn’t touch the tines.”

      Marsha lifted her shoulders into a tiny shrug, then took the fork and dove into her salad.

      We were all quiet for a couple of minutes, eating our food, before Neely Kate asked, “Do you think Sarah really met friends that day?”

      Marsha took a moment to answer. “I don’t know,” she finally said. “I want to think so, but I just don’t know.”

      “Do you think she really went up Shute Creek?” I asked.

      Tears filled her eyes. “I don’t know that either.”
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      A half hour later, we left the restaurant with a recent photo of Sarah. She’d left in a rusted white 2000 Ford Taurus, and when Marsha last saw her, she was wearing cheap black flip-flops and a pale blue string bikini, covered by a sleeveless, button-down, white eyelet top tied at the waist, and a pair of cutoff jean shorts. Marsha had also given us contact information for all the people on Neely Kate’s list.

      Marsha left before us, saying she was still hungry. We all knew better than to order anything else. When Neely Kate and I tried to leave, half the restaurant—including the staff—wanted to have their picture taken with my friend. I pushed her out the door when a crowd of new people showed up, wanting photos, and we sat in Neely Kate’s car, looking over the list and trying to figure out where to start.

      “We need to split up,” Neely Kate said. “We’ll cover more ground if we do.”

      “No way,” I said with a firm shake of my head. “I’m not leavin’ you alone. Not with those thugs in Dallas after you. Besides, I left my truck at home.”

      Her face scrunched up and she was about to say something when her phone rang. She glanced down at it and happiness filled her eyes.

      Jed.

      “Hey,” she said in a soft voice. “I’m in the car with Rose, and I’m gonna put you on speaker.” She started the car, and the audio system took over. “Can you hear me?” she asked.

      “Sure can,” he said, and I heard a smile in his voice. “I was calling about Carly’s car. Is she with you?”

      “No,” Neely Kate said. “She’s back at the nursery.”

      “I take it you didn’t find out anything new about her.”

      “Just that she seems eager to make some money. How’s her car?”

      “It’s not quite as bad as we originally feared. We still have to find parts, so the repair is probably gonna take a few days, but it’ll likely cost a whole lot less.”

      “How much less?” I asked. “She seems worried about that part.”

      “It’s not gonna be cheap, but it’s not gonna cost thousands of dollars either. The estimate Witt and I talked about is eight or nine hundred dollars.”

      That still seemed like a lot of money. I wondered if she could afford it. “Do you want us to call the nursery to tell her?”

      “Nah,” he said. “I’ll call her myself and find out if she wants to spend that much.”

      “We met with our new investigating client,” Neely Kate said.

      “So you’re takin’ the case?” Jed asked. “Is it dangerous?”

      “I don’t think so,” Neely Kate said, hesitating. “I think we need to split up, but Rose doesn’t want to.”

      “Absolutely not,” Jed said in a no-nonsense tone.

      “Do you have any other clients?” Neely Kate asked in a hopeful voice.

      “I can’t get away, NK.” I wasn’t surprised at the regret in his voice. “But promise me you won’t go out on your own.”

      “I won’t,” she reluctantly agreed. “Besides, Bruce Wayne is watchin’ us, so if push comes to shove, he can go with me.”

      “Did you get a chance to look up the registration for Carly’s car?” I asked.

      Neely Kate shot me a surprised look but remained silent.

      “Yeah,” he said. “It’s registered to an Austin Kelly in Dallas.”

      Dallas? Neely Kate and I exchanged worried glances.

      “Did you look him up?” I asked.

      “Do you take me for an amateur?” he teased. “He’s an architect and he’s not married.”

      “Do you think she’s his ex-girlfriend and stole his car?” I asked.

      “Something feels off,” he said. “He’s an architect, and the property value of his condo is seven hundred and sixty thousand dollars, so he definitely has money. I don’t know why he’d even have a car that old with up-to-date registration, let alone why a woman like her would be driving it.”

      “Maybe he gave it to her,” Neely Kate said. “She doesn’t seem like the type to steal someone’s car.”

      I hardly knew Carly, but I was inclined to agree with Neely Kate. “Does it look like this Austin Kelly has any ties to the Hardshaw Group?”

      “None that I could find, but I never would have tied Pearce Manchester to them either, so frankly, that doesn’t mean squat. I’m gonna keep digging, though. What do you two have planned for the afternoon?”

      Neely Kate shot a look at me. “We’re investigating a missing nineteen-year-old. We’ll likely start off by interviewing people.” She grimaced. “I think we should start with her so-called friends.”

      I nodded. “Agreed.”

      “Let me know if you run into any trouble,” Jed said.

      “We will,” Neely Kate said, then hung up. She pushed out a breath. “I need to see what Joe knows.” She pulled his name up on her phone screen and pressed send.

      “Everything okay?” he asked after a couple of rings.

      “I don’t know, Joe,” she said in a tight voice. “You tell me.”

      Silence hung over the line for a beat. When he answered her, he sounded resigned. “What did I do now?” Under less dire circumstances, it would have tickled me that they’d already established such a typical brother-sister relationship.

      “We’re investigating a missing persons case that the sheriff’s office refuses to investigate.”

      “I’m not aware of a recent missing persons case.”

      “I’m not sure who the mother talked to, but they told her that they couldn’t help because she lives in Sugar Branch.”

      Joe groaned. “Shit.”

      “What the heck, Joe? She wants to find her daughter, and the Sugar Branch police refuse to help her.”

      “I don’t know a thing about it, I swear, but it’s a complicated situation with Sugar Branch, Neely Kate. Part of the reason the town hired a police force is because half the citizens are none too happy with sheriff deputies. It could go from bad to ugly if we insist on encroaching on their investigation.”

      “They don’t have an investigation!” she insisted.

      He groaned again. “My hands are tied. If I intervene, the sheriff will have my head.”

      “So you’re just gonna let her stay missin’.”

      “It sounds like you and Rose are handlin’ it,” he said.

      “We wouldn’t be if somebody was doin’ their job.”

      “Come on, Neely Kate,” he cajoled. “You know you and Rose will do a heck of a lot better job lookin’ into it than the Sugar Branch police. I hear they’re about as incompetent as the Henryetta force. And we all know you live for these cases.” When she didn’t answer, he said, “I’ll help you in any way I can behind the scenes, but I can’t be actively involved in this. That’s something, right?”

      This was a total one-eighty from when we’d investigated our first missing person case nearly a year ago. Joe had nearly had a stroke when he found out we were playing like we were PIs.

      Her face scrunched up with suspicion. “You’ll help us?”

      “You’re gonna be lookin’ into it anyway, right?”

      “Well, yeah…”

      “Is it dangerous?”

      “We don’t know yet,” she said, her tone softening. “We just interviewed the mother. Her nineteen-year-old daughter left to spend the day with her friends at Shute Creek and never came home. Sounds like she was on the outs with her friends at the time, and they all claim they didn’t have plans with her. She’s been missin’ for a little over a week.”

      “You think she ran off?” Joe asked.

      Neely Kate glanced at me, and I lifted my shoulders into a slight shrug.

      “We don’t know yet,” Neely Kate said. “It’s too soon to tell, but nothin’ feels dangerous at this point.”

      “You’re lookin’ into this with Rose, right?” he asked.

      “I’m not leavin’ her alone, if that’s what you’re askin’,” I piped up.

      “That’s exactly what I’m askin’,” he said. “If she’d let me, I’d lock Neely Kate up in the farmhouse until this is resolved. The moment either one of you see a hint of danger, you contact me immediately, you hear?” he said, his voice tight with worry.

      “We hear,” Neely Kate said solemnly.

      Joe was silent for a second before he asked, “Have you got your gun?”

      Neely Kate flashed me a worried look. “Yeah.”

      “Rose?” he asked.

      I involuntarily glanced at my purse. Did I want to admit it? But I had a permit… “Yeah.”

      “Good.”

      Now I was really alarmed. If Joe wanted us to carry our weapons, he must be really worried.

      “How are you doin’, NK?” Joe asked. “After… everything this weekend?”

      “I’m okay,” she said with a tight smile. “And besides, we’ve got Bruce Wayne followin’ us as backup.”

      “Bruce Wayne better not be carryin’ a weapon,” he grumbled. “There’s enough attention on this mess with Kate that I won’t be able to bail him out of trouble if he’s caught carryin’ one while protectin’ you.”

      Fresh worry gnawed in my gut. “We’ll make sure he stays out of trouble.”

      He was silent, but I knew what he was thinking—Bruce Wayne wouldn’t do us a lot of good if he wasn’t carrying a weapon. If anything, he was putting himself in danger.

      “Before you go,” he said. “I talked to Maeve a little while ago.” His tone softened. “Violet’s movin’ in with you girls?”

      “And the kids,” I said past the lump in my throat.

      “Things not goin’ well with Mike?” he asked.

      “She wasn’t specific,” I said, “but that’s the gist I got. Would you mind comin’ over and helpin’ me figure out how to make the downstairs office into a bedroom for her?”

      He was silent for a moment. “I’ll come over tonight and take a look. I can’t imagine it will take much work to get it ready. We’ll need to move out the office furniture and install some curtains over the glass doors.” He paused for a second. “But she could move in upstairs first,” he said. “Then she won’t have to wait on us.”

      “I thought about that,” I said, “but we all know she’s comin’ to my house to die.” My voice grew tight. “I’m torn about puttin’ her upstairs and movin’ her down when she gets really sick. It will feel like I’m movin’ her to her literal deathbed.”

      He was silent again for several seconds, and when he answered, his voice cracked. “I’ll be over tonight. Probably not until seven or later.”

      “Okay,” I said, relieved he was making this a priority. “Thank you, Joe.”

      “Of course,” he said. “For the next couple of days, I want regular check-ins, okay? I want to know you girls are safe.”

      “Okay,” Neely Kate said.

      “I love you, Neely Kate.” Joe’s voice was husky with emotion. “Please be careful.”

      “I love you too, Joe,” she said, her eyes pooling with tears. “I will.”

      Oh, how times had changed. A week or two ago, she would have been irritated at him for keeping tabs on her. In a strange way, Kate had bonded her brother and sister together.

      We sat in silence for several seconds after Joe disconnected the call.

      I cast a worried glance at Bruce Wayne’s car. “I’m inclined to agree with Joe. I’m not sure it’s a good idea for Bruce Wayne to be following us. If there’s trouble…”

      “Yeah, I know.” She didn’t sound happy about it.

      “We should give him another job,” I said. Then I gasped. “What if we have him look into Carly?”

      “What? That’s a terrible idea.” A dark look crossed her face. “I can’t believe you and Jed are checkin’ her out in the first place.”

      “And with everything else goin’ on, I can’t believe you’re against it,” I countered.

      “Leave that poor woman alone. She’ll tell us what she’s up to when she’s darn good and ready.”

      “She’ll likely be several states away before she’s ready.”

      “Which means it won’t affect us at all.”

      “Except she’ll be stayin’ with us,” I countered.

      Neely Kate looked stricken. “You don’t want her to stay with us?”

      “That’s not it, Neely Kate,” I said, letting exhaustion creep into my voice. “Of course I want to help her, but what if she brings her trouble to our front door? You have to admit it would be better to get a warning of what might be blowin’ in instead of lettin’ it surprise us. Not to mention we have plenty of trouble of our own. We could be puttin’ her in danger.”

      She frowned as she mulled it over. “Bruce Wayne’s not gonna be happy about this. He wanted to help us.”

      “He might take it better if we pitch it as a way to protect you.”

      She let out a long sigh. “Okay. You’re right.” She reached for her car door handle. “It’s my mess. I’ll take care of it.”

      She hopped out and was heading toward Bruce Wayne’s car before I could ask her what she planned to say. When she reached his car, she opened his passenger door and climbed inside, shutting the door behind her.

      I pulled out my phone and placed a call to James.

      “Rose?” he asked, sounding anxious. “Is everything okay?”

      I could understand why he was concerned. I was breaking our agreed-upon rule not to call each other during the day unless there was trouble. “I’m sorry. I’m fine. Everything is just so unsettled… I needed to hear your voice.”

      “What’s goin’ on?” he asked in a husky voice that sent a thrill through my blood.

      I took a breath, preparing to tell him about Violet and Carly and our soon-to-be full house, but there was nothing he could do to help me with either situation. When it came down to it, I’d rather tell him in person. “We have a new case. A missing woman from Sugar Branch.”

      He paused, then said, “A new case? You think that’s a good idea with everything else goin’ on?”

      “I doubt it’s related to the Fenton criminal underworld. It’s a missing nineteen-year-old woman, and I suspect her friends know something about it. Nothing too dangerous.”

      “Just because it doesn’t involve organized crime doesn’t mean it’s not dangerous.”

      I sighed. “You’re right, but it feels like small potatoes compared to everything else we’ve dealt with lately. And Kate. I have my gun and so does Neely Kate. We’re protected. Have you found out anything else about Hardshaw movin’ in?” James had started asking around as soon as he heard about Neely Kate’s kidnapping.

      “No. Not a peep, but everything’s eerily quiet since Deveraux came back to town.”

      “He’s makin’ people nervous?”

      “He’s out for blood, and I’m at the top of his list. It makes people reluctant to share information.”

      That caught me by surprise. “Why?”

      “They’re afraid I’ll turn on ’em tryin’ to make a deal.”

      I sucked in my breath. Was it wrong that I wished James would turn on someone to save himself? To leave this life behind? But despite all his bluster about not being a man of his word, I’d learned Skeeter Malcolm was honorable with the men he ruled. He was fair. “So you think something’s goin’ on that you don’t know about?”

      “I don’t know,” he grumbled, “but Jed picked a hell of a time to strike out on his own. It doesn’t look good with everything else goin’ on.”

      “Like he thinks you’re about to turn traitor?”

      “No.” He paused. “It’s more like a no-confidence vote.”

      My blood turned to ice. “James, I need to see you.”

      “Lady, it’s not all that dire.” But his tone lacked his usual confidence.

      “I still need to see you.” I needed to tell him about my vision of Neely Kate and Ronnie. “I need your opinion on something.”

      “Then come over to my house tonight.”

      I groaned. “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because Neely Kate and I have a house guest.”

      That caught his attention. “Who?”

      “I’d rather not get into it on the phone.”

      James wasn’t as eager to let it go. “You can’t mean Jed. He’s stayed over plenty of times. Is it your sister?”

      I sighed. “Not tonight, but I need to talk to you about that too.” This was stupid. I felt like a clingy girlfriend—despite all the responsibilities heaped on my shoulders, or maybe because of them—I wanted to be with him. But I sure as hell didn’t want him to know that. Play it cool, Rose. “Maybe I can get away tomorrow night, but I’m not sure yet.”

      “Rose.” His voice was husky again. “I want to see you too. If I’m honest, I want to see you too damn much. We’ll figure something out.”

      He hung up and I stared at the phone, realizing I was digging myself deeper and deeper into this relationship. Neely Kate had told me I wasn’t capable of having a fling, and come to find out, she knew me better than I knew myself. I was going to get my heart broken one way or the other, but it was too late to worry about that now. My more immediate concern was the news about James’s status in the underworld. The criminal world wasn’t much into honor, yet they couldn’t abide a snitch. If they really thought James would turn, his life was in danger.

      It felt like a goose walked has across my grave as I thought of Maeve’s premonition.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      I glanced up in time to see Neely Kate getting out of Bruce Wayne’s car. She wasn’t exactly smiling as she walked toward me, but she didn’t look upset either. She climbed inside and picked up her sparkly notebook.

      “How’d it go?” I asked as Bruce Wayne drove past us toward the street. He gave me a little wave.

      “Good.”

      “What did you tell him?”

      “That Jed’s worried about Carly’s connections to Dallas, and we’d like his help checkin’ her out. He was more than happy to change jobs.”

      It occurred to me that I’d kept Bruce Wayne out the periphery of all our messes to protect him, but now I could see that he wanted to feel needed. I felt like a terrible friend. “Good. Who knows, maybe he’ll find something.”

      “Yeah,” Neely Kate murmured with a small grin, nodding absently as she flipped open her notebook.

      “That doesn’t bother you?”

      “That he may find something?” she asked, scanning the notes in her notebook. “Why would it?”

      “You seemed opposed to researching Carly before.”

      She glanced up. “I’m opposed to snoopin’ on her, but I also understand. And Bruce Wayne seems like the least invasive way to go about it.”

      I frowned. What did she mean by that? Did she think he wouldn’t be as effective? I secretly hoped Bruce Wayne found as much or more than Jed, even though Jed had better resources.

      Before I could ask, she turned to the notes she’d taken inside and pointed to the middle of a page. “I think we should meet with Nina first. Sarah’s best friend should know something. And Levi should be easy for us to get an interview with,” she said. “He’ll be open to talkin’ to you.”

      I wasn’t too thrilled about seeing Levi, but there was no avoiding it. He might know something her mother and friends didn’t. Still, I didn’t see any reason to rush over to the vet’s office.

      “I say we hold off on Levi for the moment and concentrate on her friends, especially Nina. She’ll be able to tell us about Sarah’s relationship with her mother… and Conrad,” I added.

      Neely Kate’s face darkened. “Agreed.” She peered at the page again. “Nina works at the Sunshine Café in Sugar Branch.” She gave me an ornery smile. “I hear they have good pie.”

      I snorted. “You don’t know anything about the Sunshine Café.”

      “Hey,” she said, putting the car in drive and pulling out of the parking space. “It’s hard to screw up pie.”
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      “Boy, were you wrong,” I said a half hour later. Neely Kate and I sat across from each other at a small table at the Sunshine Café. “This pie’s like a chunk of concrete.”

      We had yet to see Nina, but we’d ordered pie hoping to catch a glimpse of her. The pie had shown up—apple for me, lemon meringue for Neely Kate—but Nina still hadn’t appeared.

      I tried to cut into my pie with my fork. A piece shot across the table and hit a bald guy who was seated behind Neely Kate in the back of the head.

      He turned around and shot me a glare. He was younger than I’d expected, but pretty tough looking with his neck tattoos. The irritation in his eyes suggested he didn’t suffer insults well.

      “Sorry,” I said with a cringe.

      He continued to glare for a second, then his face softened. “Wilma’s makin’ pies today, and she don’t know shit about crusts. I’ve told her to use cold butter and not to overwork it, but she thinks she knows better.” He leaned closer. “You need ice cream.”

      “Uh…” I said as I struggled to adjust to his abrupt attitude shift. “Thanks.”

      He lifted his hand and shouted across the half-full café, “Wilma! Your pie crusts are shit today. Bring this little lady two scoops of ice cream!”

      An elderly woman’s face appeared in the window behind the counter. Her eyes darted daggers at the bald man, and she looked rough enough to be carrying actual daggers in her apron pocket. “Who don’t like my pie?”

      Based on the food covering the tables in the small restaurant, there had only been two recent pie orders. Her gaze narrowed in on Neely Kate and me in a heartbeat.

      Neely Kate took a bite of her pie and shoved it in her mouth. “Mmm…”

      “Traitor,” I mumbled under my breath. Then I lifted my fork. “I didn’t say I didn’t like your pie.”

      “I believe the word ‘shit’ was used to describe them,” the older woman said, now brandishing a butcher knife through the window.

      “I never said that!” I protested.

      “I said they were shit,” the burly guy said. “She was too nice to say so.”

      Eyes wide, I shook my head.

      The guy wasn’t about to let it go. “She damn nearly killed me when a chunk of hard-as-rock pie crust hit me in the back of my head. It was like Washington getting’ shot in the head seeing that burlesque show.”

      Neely Kate leaned back toward him and said over her shoulder, “You mean Lincoln? And I don’t think it was a burlesque show.”

      “Lincoln?” the guy asked in shock as he turned in the seat to face her. “Lincoln got shot?”

      Her face went blank as she stared at him. “Abe Lincoln? The former president of the United States?”

      He blinked in confusion, then said, “I thought you were talkin’ about Emmitt Lincoln. He done went missin’ and nobody’s seen hide nor hair of him for over a week.”

      Neely Kate shifted in her seat to get a better look at him. “Exactly how long ago did people last see him?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Why are you interested?”

      Neely Kate started to answer, but I quickly cut in, “Nancy here’s just a little too nosy for her own good,” I said, dusting off the alias Neely Kate used whenever we went undercover. “You never mind her.”

      He didn’t look totally convinced.

      Neely Kate didn’t react to my interruption other than to give him a half shrug and say, “I’ve always had a fascination with true crime, ya know?”

      Now he looked even more suspicious. “Who said he was involved with a crime?”

      Well, crap.

      “Nancy,” I said, scooting across the booth seat. “We’re gonna be late for your haircut appointment.”

      “At the Cut and Curl?” our waitress asked as she plopped a bowl of chocolate ice cream on our table. Her name tag read Molly. She was young, though probably a little older than Nina.

      “Uh…” I said. “Yeah.”

      “Why are you bringin’ chocolate ice cream to go with apple pie?” Neely Kate asked.

      The waitress put her hand on her hip and asked with a sneer, “Why wouldn’t I bring chocolate?”

      “Chocolate ice cream and apple pie?” Neely Kate asked, sounding incredulous.

      Neely Kate was the queen of weird food combinations, so I wasn’t sure why she found that so preposterous. I needed to diffuse this situation. “I’m sure it would be quite delicious, but we really do have to go.”

      “Would you do me a favor?” Molly asked, reaching into her apron pocket. “Would you give this piece of paper to Imogene?”

      I turned to Neely Kate, wondering what she’d do. She reached out and took the folded white paper. “Sure. Which one is she?”

      The waitress looked as if Neely Kate had lost her mind. “Their only stylist after Nancy left her high and dry.”

      “She’s Nancy,” the big guy said, pointing a thumb at Neely Kate.

      “It wasn’t me leavin’ Imogene in the lurch,” Neely Kate said defensively. “There are plenty of Nancys in the world.”

      The big guy didn’t look entirely convinced.

      Neely Kate scooped the last piece of pie into her mouth and slid out of the booth, saying, “Beth Ann, pay the bill. I’ll meet you outside.”

      At least I think that’s what she said since her mouth was full of concrete pie.

      I almost stopped her from going out alone, but it seemed more prudent to separate her and the big guy.

      Offering the waitress a tight smile, I dug into my purse and said, “Sorry about not finishin’ the pie. How much do I owe you?”

      She waved her hand in dismissal. “You’re not the first person to leave their pie unfinished when Wilma’s doin’ the bakin’.” She pulled her order pad out of her pocket and flipped a couple of pages. “That’ll be $19.99.”

      “For an inedible slice of pie, one semi-edible slice, and two waters?” I asked in disbelief.

      “And two scoops of ice cream.” Then she shrugged and held out her hands. “What can I say? Wilma’s mighty proud of her pie.”

      The man in the next booth chuckled, and I suspected I’d been hoodwinked.

      I could have put up a fuss, but instead I rolled my eyes and slapped a twenty and a five on the table, feeling grumpy that I’d wasted twenty-five bucks on absolutely nothing…

      Well, that wasn’t entirely true. We’d found out that Emmitt Lincoln had disappeared around the same time as Sarah, and that he might have been conducting illegal activity. Still, that didn’t seem like much. It was one more mystery that likely wasn’t even connected.

      Standing, I asked, “Do you happen to know when Nina Maxwell will be workin’?” Might as well throw caution to the wind.

      The waitress snatched the money off the table and stuck it in her pocket. “Today’s her day off, but she’ll be working the breakfast and lunch shift tomorrow.”

      “Thanks.”

      I found Neely Kate in her car, tapping on her phone. She glanced up when I got inside. “Jed said Carly gave him the green light to work on her car and he thinks it will be ready to go on Wednesday.”

      “Did he say if he found out anything else about her?”

      “No.”

      I wondered if she was hiding something from me, then felt guilty for considering it. It was a sure sign we’d let too many secrets sneak between us. I planned to address that, but now didn’t seem the time.

      “Nina’s off today and will be workin’ the breakfast and lunch shift tomorrow,” I said. “I figured for twenty-five bucks, I might as well get something useful out of our visit.”

      “You don’t want to wait until then, do you?” she asked.

      “Shoot, no. I say we try her place, but what about your promise to Molly? Why’d you offer to give that paper to Imogene at the Cut and Curl?”

      Neely Kate gave me a big grin. “For the same reason we went there last November. To hear the latest gossip.” She held up the rectangular paper in her hand. “Now we have an excuse.” She opened the flap and frowned. “Only I can’t make heads or tails of it.”

      “You looked?” I asked in disbelief.

      “Well, of course I looked,” she said as though I were a fool.

      I leaned closer to get a look. “What’s on it?”

      She gave me a sly grin. She’d known I would cave. “Numbers.”

      Sure enough, four sets of numbers were listed on the paper. “Eleven, twenty-five, twenty-two, seven,” I read out loud. “I see why you’re confused.” I glanced up at her. “Lottery ticket numbers?”

      “I don’t think so,” Neely Kate said. “The Powerball’s six numbers, but they can be double-digit. Even if this was for the Powerball, she’d need more.”

      “Maybe they’re sharing a ticket,” I said. “Imogene and Molly each pick a few.”

      Neely Kate frowned. “Maybe. The jackpot is up to eighty million, and they draw on Wednesday night. But why not just text their numbers?”

      “Maybe one of them doesn’t have a phone.” I sat up straight, guilt eating at my gut. “What are we doin’? It’s none of our concern what those numbers mean. We had no business lookin’. We only need to deliver it.”

      Neely Kate laughed as she slipped the paper into a slot in her console. “Then Molly shouldn’t have given it to complete strangers.”

      I turned to her, brow furrowed. She had a point. “That is weird, isn’t it?”

      “It’s dadgum Fenton County. Weird is the county motto.”
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      Nina Maxwell lived on a dirt road in a ramshackle house that looked like it was about to collapse. A rusty blue pickup missing a back tire sat out front, propped up by a stack of cinder blocks. A medium-sized gray dog was chained to a tree by the side of the house. It began to bark as soon as Neely Kate parked in the dirt-packed driveway behind the truck.

      The front door opened, and a young woman stood in the doorway, shooting a glare at us.

      “Not much of a welcome,” I muttered as I got out of the car and started toward the front door.

      Neely Kate followed behind me, but we both stopped in our tracks when the woman lifted a shotgun and pointed it right at me.

      “That’s close enough.”

      My heart hammering like a jackrabbit, I lifted my hands. “Nina?”

      “Whaddaya want?”

      “We’re not here to hurt you. I’m Rose and this is my friend, Neely Kate. We want to talk to you about Sarah.”

      She didn’t lower the gun. “What about her?”

      I wanted to gauge Neely Kate’s reaction, but I didn’t dare take my eyes off the woman and her gun.

      “Sarah’s mother gave us your name,” Neely Kate said. “She hired us to find out what happened to her.”

      The young woman slightly lowered her gun. “Why does she think I can help?” she asked, her tone marginally less aggressive.

      “She doesn’t know if you can,” I said. “But we’re talkin’ to everyone who was close to Sarah, trying to figure out what might have happened.”

      She stared at us for several long seconds, then lowered the gun barrel to point at the floor. “Come on in,” she said in a resigned tone as she disappeared into the house.

      Neely Kate rummaged through her purse and took out her gun.

      “Do you think that’s necessary?” I asked with my heart in my throat.

      “I don’t know,” she whispered. “What if she’s waiting to ambush us?”

      “Wouldn’t she have shot us out here?”

      “Not necessarily. She could get away with it if she shoots us in her house, but she’d likely be charged if she shoots us out here.”

      Neely Kate had a point. Still…

      “Don’t you think she’s more likely to shoot us if we walk in with our own guns out?” I shook my head. “I’ll go in and you wait. If she attacks me, then call Joe.”

      Neely Kate started to protest, but I bolted for the door and went inside. If I’d considered Nina a serious threat, I would have whisked Neely Kate away. But something told me Nina wasn’t the threat—she was scared spitless of something or someone, and I intended to find out who or what that was.

      The front door opened into a living room containing second- and third-hand furniture. There was no sign of Nina, so I headed through the door to the small kitchen, where Nina was standing in front of a sink washing dishes. The butt of the gun was on the floor in the corner, the barrel leaning against the wall.

      “What do you want to know?” she asked.

      I gestured toward the cluttered table pushed up against the wall. “Mind if we sit?”

      “I’ve gotta get this done before Stewie comes back. He’s gonna be pissed if the kitchen’s still a mess.”

      “Don’t you be takin’ crap from no man,” Neely Kate said from behind me. “Tell him to clean it up himself if he wants it cleaned so bad.”

      While I was thinking the exact same thing, confronting her with our opinions seemed like a bad idea. We needed her to cooperate.

      She turned around to face Neely Kate, anger washing over her face. “What did you just say to me?”

      Sighing, I stepped between them. “Nina, Neely Kate didn’t mean to sound so judgmental. She’s walked away from some difficult experiences with men, and it upsets her when she thinks other women might be going through what she did.”

      “We’ve all got our own cross to bear.” Nina’s bluster faded, and she walked back to the sink and picked up a dirty plate. “You two feel free to sit. I’m gonna keep workin’.”

      “That’s fine,” I said, shooting a look at Neely Kate. “We know we’re interrupting your day by showing up unannounced.”

      “Like I said, I’m not sure I can help you. I don’t know nothin’ about where she went.”

      I sat closer to Nina, and Neely Kate chose the chair closest to the door, but we would both be able to see her reactions depending on which way she turned her head. “Marsha says you and Sarah have been friends for years.”

      A soft smile warmed up her face. “We was. We met through our mommas when we were babies.”

      I caught her use of the past tense in reference to their friendship. The look in Neely Kate’s eyes clued me in that she’d caught it too.

      “Did you and Sarah go to school together?”

      She made a face as she took a plastic scouring pad to some food dried onto a plate. “Up until my junior year. My momma died, and I moved in with Stewie. I tried to finish up, but I needed to work too, and Stewie didn’t like it that I was gone at night. He likes me to be here when he’s home.”

      Neely Kate kept quiet at that statement, so I was surprised when Nina slowly turned to face us. “I know you don’t think much of me for puttin’ up with Stewie Frasier, but if it weren’t for him, I’d have been sent to a foster home or ended up on the streets.”

      I leaned forward with an earnest look. “It’s not our place to judge you or your situation, Nina. We’re only tryin’ to find out about Sarah. I’m sorry if you took Neely Kate’s previous statement as judgmental.”

      She nodded, brushing a tear from her eyes with the back of her arm. Her hands still covered in soap suds, she pulled out the middle chair and sat down, then picked up a rumpled towel on the table and dried her hands. “Sarah and I have been friends forever, but Stewie didn’t like her much.”

      “Why?” I asked softly.

      A wry grin lifted the corners of her mouth, and she looked over at Neely Kate. “Because she was a lot like your friend there. She didn’t like the way Stewie treated me and wanted me to leave him. I lived with her and Marsha for a few months before Marsha hooked up with Conrad… that’s Marsha’s live-in boyfriend. She’s deluded herself into thinkin’ he’s gonna marry her someday.” She shook her head in disgust and reached for a cigarette package on the table. “As if. His interests lie in other areas, if you know what I mean.”

      Neely Kate and I exchanged glances. I was pretty sure we did know, but just to be sure, Neely Kate said, “No. We don’t.”

      She shook out a cigarette and flicked her lighter, sucking in a deep breath, then blowing out the smoke. “He’s into sweet young things.” Her mouth quirked. “Old guy, hot newly turned seventeen-year-old girl with no family to throw a fit… So I left.”

      I was going to have to hold Neely Kate back when we interviewed this creeper. Heck, I’d have a hard time not shooting him myself. “Did he try it with Sarah?”

      She took another long drag, then let it out. “She never admitted it, but I’m pretty damn sure he did.”

      “Did Marsha suspect?” I asked.

      Nina released a bitter laugh. “If Marsha had caught him trying to screw her underage daughter…” She took a moment, staring at the wall. “I suspect she would have looked the other way. She wanted to have a fancy boyfriend, and Conrad checks all those boxes. He hasn’t put a ring on it, so she’s careful not to rock the boat. You know what I mean?”

      Only too well.

      “I think Sarah had finally had enough. She started beggin’ me to move out with her. She couldn’t afford to do it on her own, and she didn’t want to move in with Digger, not that he was askin’,” she said in disgust, then took another long drag and blew it out. “She pushed me hard after she got her new job. That vet was payin’ her ten bucks an hour.”

      “Marsha said Sarah broke up with Digger because of her new job,” I said.

      “Because Dr. Romano treated her well,” Neely Kate added.

      Nina flicked her ashes in an empty mug half-filled with coffee old enough to have developed a light brown skin. “I suppose that was part of it,” she said after a moment. “Dr. Romano treated her with respect, something no man had ever done before, and she was pissed enough at both Conrad and Digger to say she was done with the lot of ’em.”

      “Marsha says you ended your friendship with Sarah because she broke up with Digger.”

      Tears filled her eyes and she glanced down at the cigarette in her hand. “I suppose there’s some truth to that.”

      “What’s the rest of the truth?” Neely Kate pressed.

      “Stewie was madder than I ever seen him. Sarah told Digger that she was breakin’ up with him and she and me were movin’ in together. I don’t think she meant to tell him. It was one of those heat of the moment things, you know?” She took another drag from her cigarette.

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      Nina blew out a cloud of smoke. “Anyway. Stewie tore the house apart and found my secret stash of money, so that was that. No movin’ out. And he took my phone so I couldn’t call her. Then Digger told her I hated her guts and never wanted to speak to her again.”

      “Surely Sarah didn’t believe that,” I said.

      “She didn’t. I work the Saturday morning shift at the café, and Sarah came in the morning before she disappeared. She told me how sorry she was about spilling our secret to Digger and said she’d come into a stash of money that was big enough for the two of us to move anywhere we wanted. She said she was gettin’ it on Sunday and asked me to run off with her Monday morning after Stewie went to work. Only she never showed up, and then Marsha came around and said she was missin’.”

      “Do you think she ran off without you?” Neely Kate asked.

      She shook her head. “No way. She said we were sisters. She never would have left me here. Besides, she had no reason to bullshit me like that if she was runnin’ on her own. She would have just gone.”

      “Where do you think the money came from?” Neely Kate asked.

      “I dunno.” She took another lungful of smoke and dropped her cigarette into the mug. “It wasn’t hers,” she said as she exhaled. “I think she found it.”

      “Where?”

      She shrugged. “Conrad, maybe. Possibly Digger and Stewie.” She gave me a sideways look. “They’re both dealin’ drugs. She could have found their money, but I don’t think so. For one thing, she acted like she had a ton of money, and those two bozos never have that kind of cash, and for another, Stewie would be sweatin’ if she’d taken the money they owed Denny.”

      That piqued my attention. “Denny Carmichael? The meth dealer?”

      She made a face. “That’s the one. You don’t want to mess with him. Stewie and Digger are small fry. They don’t make much money dealin’, but Denny’s killed people for less.” She scoffed. “Stewie’s tryin’ to prove he’s big and bad so he can move up Denny’s food chain.”

      “You mean his supply chain?” Neely Kate said.

      She shrugged. “Same difference.”

      “How long have Stewie and Digger been good friends?” I asked.

      “A few years. They met in school, then dropped out together to work at the tire store. Sarah met Digger because of me.” Guilt covered her face. “Stewie didn’t like me hanging out with her. He didn’t like me doin’ anything without him. I thought it was sweet at first. What a fool.” She shifted on her seat as though squirming with embarrassment. “Anyway, I didn’t want to give up Sarah, so I figured we’d see more of each other if they were datin’.”

      “And it worked?” Neely Kate asked.

      “Yeah. She was miserable, but she loved me enough to put up with him until she got her new job. She saw workin’ for that vet as a way out of this hellhole.” She paused, her fingers twitching. “At least until she told me about that money.”

      “Are you sure she’d come into some money?” I asked. “Could she have just told you that to get you to leave?”

      “Why would she do that?” Nina asked. “I would have found out in half a day.” She shook her head. “No. I believe she figured out a way to get a lot of money, and I think someone found out and killed her for it.”

      “Did you tell the police?” I asked.

      She gave me an incredulous look. “They don’t give a shit. No one does.”

      “Marsha does,” Neely Kate said. “She hired us to find her.”

      Nina tapped another cigarette out of her package and lit it. “How much is she payin’ y’all?”

      I made a face, reminded that we were doing Kermit’s work for him, and Neely Kate said, “We’re not at liberty to discuss that.”

      Nina laughed. “Well, whatever she’s agreed to pay ya, don’t hold your breath. She’ll stiff ya. Just like she’s stiffed a long string of other places.” She took a drag of her cigarette, then said, “Did Marsha tell you about Sarah’s money?”

      “Did she know about Sarah’s money?” Neely Kate asked.

      Nina laughed again. “The only reason Marsha would go to this much trouble to find her daughter is if something was in it for her.” She tapped her ashes into the mug, then pointed her cigarette at me. “Ten to one, Marsha knows about the loot.”

      That was an interesting suggestion. Marsha Freestone had been convincing as a worried mother. Was she really after Sarah’s money?

      “What hours do Stewie and Digger work at the tire store?” I asked.

      “The store’s open from nine to five, but Stewie doesn’t usually come straight home. They go to Tiggy’s Bar off County Road 22 to get a couple of drinks. Stewie says he needs to unwind.”

      I bet he did.

      “Sounds like they spend a lot of time together,” I suggested.

      “Yeah. They’re practically tied at the hip, another reason I encouraged Sarah to date Digger.” Tears filled her eyes. “What if he killed her?”

      “You think Digger killed her?” Neely Kate asked. “Why?”

      “He was pissed that she broke up with him. He keyed her car and slashed her tires. Stewie said he even showed up at her new job.”

      “With the vet?” Neely Kate asked.

      Nina nodded. “Digger hated her workin’ up there. He was jealous of that doctor because Sarah liked him so much. I think that’s why he slashed her tires. He probably thought she’d bring her car to his tire store and he’d be able to work his magic on her, only the dumbass slashed her tires at work. In Henryetta. Why would she tow her car all the way from Henryetta to Sugar Branch?” She shook her head in disgust. “I heard the vet helped her get her tires replaced.”

      Now we had something solid to discuss with Levi Romano when we saw him.

      “Have you got a photo of either one of the guys?” Neely Kate asked.

      She shook her head. “Stewie still has my phone and all my photos are on there.”

      “What about Facebook?” I asked. “Do you or Sarah have photos on there?”

      “Yeah,” she said, but they’re all set to friends only.”

      “Here,” Neely Kate said, handing Nina her phone. “Sign in on my phone and friend us so we can look around.” She tilted her head. “You don’t happen to know Sarah’s username and password for Facebook, do you?”

      She shook her head as she took Neely Kate’s phone. “No, but I know it’s one of those auto-stored things on her computer.”

      We shot each other a look. We needed to find her computer.

      “Does she have a laptop?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she said as she signed herself into the Facebook app on Neely Kate’s phone. “Who should I look for?”

      “Let me give you my card,” Neely Kate said as she started digging through her purse. She pulled out a pink business card.

      I quickly pulled an RBW Landscaping business card out of my purse and placed it on the kitchen table. “Here’s my card. I’m Rose Gardner, and she’s Neely Kate Rivers.”

      Neely Kate looked over her shoulder at the phone and pointed. “Yeah, that one’s me.”

      I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket a few moments later. I pulled it out and quickly accepted the friend request, then scrolled through Nina’s photos.

      “That’s Stewie and me,” she said, pointing to a photo of the two of them wearing swimsuits with a creek behind them.

      “Where was this taken?” I asked.

      “At Shute Creek. We liked to party there.”

      “All four of you?” Neely Kate asked.

      “Yeah. There’s photos of Digger and Sarah too.”

      “Did lots of people go to the place where you hung out?” Neely Kate asked.

      “Not many,” Nina said. “The beach is pretty rocky, but as long as you’re wearing shoes, it don’t matter. We like it because it’s so much less crowded than the more popular spot.”

      “Can you give us directions?” Neely Kate asked. “Sarah told Marsha she was going to Shute Creek to meet friends on the Sunday she went missing. Marsha said she was wearing her swimsuit under her clothes. We’ll want to look around.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “You go down County Road 22 until you get to County Road 85. You hang a right. Then there’s a tiny sign on the left that says Shute Creek picnic area. It’s nothing special—just a couple of picnic tables and a small beach.”

      “Thanks,” Neely Kate said, writing the directions in her notebook.

      “You said you think Marsha would have looked the other way if Conrad had molested Sarah. Did they not get along?”

      “The crazy thing is they did. Sarah liked it better when Marsha didn’t have a man though. It was like she put Sarah on hold whenever there was a man in her life.”

      “Did Sarah resent her for it?” Neely Kate asked.

      Nina frowned. “Not really. She just understood that was how her mother was.” She paused. “Don’t get me wrong. Marsha hurt her plenty of times over the years over men, but Sarah wised up to it back in eighth grade. She knew the men came and went, and she only had to bide her time.”

      “Thank you, Nina,” I said, standing up. “If anything you think might be helpful comes to mind, we’d appreciate it if you’d let us know.”

      “I know Stewie has your phone,” Neely Kate said as she took her own phone from Nina and shoved it into her pocket. “But maybe you could call us from the Sunshine Café.”

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      We headed for the door, but Neely Kate stopped on the front porch and turned back to look at Nina. “You don’t have to stay here. We’ll find a safe place for you.”

      Nina gave her a wry grin. “I can’t afford to stop workin’. Stewie will just find me at the diner and drag me home.”

      “Then we’ll press charges,” Neely Kate said.

      Nina laughed. “The Sugar Branch police? Johnnie Frasier is Stewie’s cousin, and Flem Horton is as mean as they come. He’d probably hit me for talkin’ back to my man.”

      “We’ll get you another job up in Henryetta,” Neely Kate insisted. “You don’t have to live like this.”

      Nina gave her a sad smile. “You’re sweet carin’ about me, but y’all need to put all your time into findin’ out what happened to my friend.”

      I took Neely Kate by the arm and started to lead her down the steps, but I suddenly remembered how Nina had greeted us. “Nina, why did you come to the door with a shotgun when we pulled up?”

      “You were strangers.”

      “True,” I said, remembering how our morning had started. “But I don’t typically answer the door with a gun unless I’m worried about an immediate threat.” I looked her directly in the eye. “Is something worryin’ you? Are you afraid someone’s gonna snatch you next?”

      Fear filled her eyes, but her back stiffened. Whatever I’d said had frightened her off. “I’m a woman alone out in the middle of nowhere. I’d be stupid not to answer the door with a gun.”

      I gave a slight nod. “True enough. Again, thank you for the information.”

      Nina stood on the front porch, watching as we got into the car and then drove down the lane.

      “Did you believe her explanation just now?” I asked.

      She bit her lower lip as she studied the road. Finally, she shook her head. “No.”

      “Me neither.” But was Nina’s reaction related to Sarah’s disappearance? Or did she fear the company Stewie kept?

      When I voiced all my thoughts to Neely Kate, she was just as perplexed.

      “I know you feel bad about Nina,” I said gently, “but she has to make her own decisions.”

      “I know,” she said with a quaver in her voice. “I know better than most people.”

      Neely Kate had been abused by her mother and her mother’s boyfriends, but I suspected she’d also been abused by her boyfriend in Ardmore. “Did Branson Desoto hit you?”

      She looked shocked by my question, but she only let it show for a split second. “I think we should go by Shute Creek to check it out,” she said, changing the subject. “But we also need to plan how we want to approach Stewie and Digger. We need to visit them next.”

      “I’m thinking Nancy and Beth Ann need to go the prowl at Tiggy’s Bar. But we need to talk to Jed before we do somethin’ like that. There’s no way he’ll let us do this without backup.”

      “I don’t need backup,” she said, holding her steering wheel in a tight grip.

      I fully planned to tell Jed, so I ignored her statement. “I think we need to separate them. Sounds like they’ll be trouble together.”

      “I can handle trouble,” Neely Kate said with a murderous look in her eyes.

      “I know you can handle it,” I said, although I was fairly sure Jed would string me up for letting her. “But we want answers and goin’ in guns blazin’ won’t get us anywhere. We’re gonna have to string them along. It sounds like Digger’s not the brightest bulb on the Christmas tree, so it might be easy to trick him into talking, but Stewie sounds shrewder. He’s gonna take more finesse.”

      “I’ll take Stewie,” she said.

      I pushed out a sigh. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      She shot me a glare. “You think I can’t handle him?”

      Her hostile tone caught me by surprise, but I wasn’t angry with her. I was worried. “That’s not it. You could handle him better than I can. Why are you so angry with me?”

      She didn’t shift her gaze from the windshield. “I’m driving over to Shute Creek,” she said in a gruff tone. “We can figure out what to do next once we’re there.”

      We were silent for the rest of the fifteen-minute drive to the picnic area. The sign to turn onto the road was partially covered with shrubs, so we almost missed it, likely one more reason it wasn’t very crowded. Neely Kate drove down a long dirt road until she pulled into a pea gravel parking lot that was missing most of its gravel. Three concrete picnic tables were clustered to the left, and the whole area was surrounded by trees with the exception of the twenty-foot section of rocky beach in front of us. I got out of the car and took in the view. It was easy to see why Nina liked the spot so much. The creek was just below an area of small rapids that didn’t look all that dangerous but provided a soothing sound of rushing water.

      I walked toward it and took a deep breath, feeling some of the tension leave my shoulders.

      Neely Kate joined me, and stood staring at the ten-foot-wide creek for several seconds before she said, “Sorry.”

      I turned to face her. “There’s nothin’ to be sorry for.”

      “I was mean to you.”

      I shook my head. “Stop. I can tell you’re worryin’ something fierce. You had to let out the tension and you ended up snapping at me. No harm done.”

      “I’m not really mad at you,” she said, tears choking her voice. “I’m just so…”

      I tried to look into her eyes, but she glanced away.

      “What, Neely Kate?” I coaxed. “Why are you so upset?” As soon as the words left my mouth, I realized how foolish they were. After her horror-filled weekend, of course she was upset. People had been murdered in front of her. Her sadistic sister was tormenting her. A crime syndicate wanted to kidnap her. Only someone as crazy as Kate would take all of that in stride.

      She lifted her face, tears streaming down her cheeks. “It’s time to tell you everything,” she said. “What really happened in Ardmore.”
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      “Okay,” I said, feeling relieved, but also a little nervous. She claimed I wouldn’t look at her the same after she told me. I didn’t think that was possible, but what if I was wrong? What if what she told me changed everything? “Do you want to sit at a picnic table?”

      She nodded, wiping a stray tear on her cheek, and turned to walk toward the tables. I walked next to her, wrapping an arm around her back, and she leaned into me, which I took as a good sign.

      When we reached the first table, I stepped onto the concrete bench seat and spun around to sit on top of the table so we could face the creek from up high. The encroaching trees gave the clearing a cozy feeling, and I hoped our surroundings would put her more at ease.

      She climbed up and sat down next to me, then rested her forearms on her thighs, leaning forward to stare at the view.

      We sat like that for several seconds, and I was about to give her more encouragement when she blurted out, “I was a prostitute.”

      I tried to hide my utter surprise, but she must have caught it anyway… or she just expected it. She turned her head to look back at me with a bitter smile. “Not so proud of me now, are you?”

      I refused to take her bait. “Actually, Neely Kate, I am.” I sat up straighter. “You’re a survivor. You do what you need to do to survive. You were in a heck of a situation in Ardmore, and you were desperate. Don’t you dare apologize for that.”

      “You don’t care that men paid to have sex with me?” she challenged.

      “Of course I care,” I said, trying not to get flustered. She was purposely trying to goad me into a stronger reaction. I might not know the psychological term for what she was doing, but I recognized it all the same. “I love you, Neely Kate, and I hate that you were in that situation. I also suspect you’ve let that decision eat at your soul. I’m sure it was even worse when you found out you couldn’t have babies.”

      Her back shook as she started to cry.

      I couldn’t stop myself from pulling her into a sideways hug. “If you think something like that’s gonna run me off, you’re sadly mistaken,” I said in a poorly executed teasing tone.

      “There’s more,” she said through her sobs. “There’s so much more.”

      I grabbed her upper arms and turned her on the table top to face me. “I don’t care, Neely Kate. I’m here, and I’m not goin’ anywhere, whether you like it or not, so come clean and let’s get this part over with.”

      She closed her eyes, shaking her head. “I know you won’t leave me. I never questioned that. But you won’t look at me the same.”

      “You keep tellin’ me that, but so far it’s not true,” I insisted. “You told me you killed a man, and I’m still here lookin’ at you the exact same way. You told me you were a stripper and a prostitute, and the way I feel about you hasn’t changed one bit, Neely Kate. You’re still my amazingly brave best friend.” Tears began to stream down my face. “You’re a fighter,” I added sternly. “Don’t you ever apologize for that.”

      Her gaze searched mine, her eyes swimming with tears. She sucked in a big gulp of air, stayed silent for several seconds, and then said in a burst of words, “My boyfriend kept me prisoner in his house, selling me for sex to whoever paid him. He locked me in a room and only let me out when he was home or when he took me to work at the strip club. Man after man used me for sex and sometimes to smack me around while they screwed me, all while Branson filmed the whole thing.” Her voice broke. “And I let him, Rose. I let him beat me down so far I almost gave up.” Defiance filled her eyes. “Now do you think I’m brave and strong?”

      I’d prepared myself for a dozen possibilities about the source of her secret. I’d wondered if she’d used drugs or sold them. If she’d stolen money. If she’d been arrested. If she’d had an affair with a married man. I’d even entertained the idea that she’d resorted to prostitution—despite my earlier shock—but I’d never considered this.

      My heart shattered into a million pieces as I imagined what her life had been like. What this precious woman had been through.

      Fresh tears filled my eyes. Her air of defiance grew, as though she was daring me to do what? Turn my back on her? No, she’d never expect that from me. She was the victim in all of this, and she knew better than to expect I’d judge her for that.

      Then, looking at the horror in her expression, I suddenly understood her true fear. Neely Kate was a fighter, but she’d gotten to where she was by kicking and screaming. She’d been damaged and beaten and treated like crap her entire life, but she’d never lain down and given up. She’d never wallowed in her misery. She’d just gotten up, dusted herself off, and kept swinging.

      She’d never expected me to leave her.

      She’d expected me to pity her.

      That was Neely Kate’s worst nightmare. That I would see her as less than the person she so desperately wanted to be—no, needed to be.

      Tears dripped down my face, onto my shirt, but I ignored them. “Yes,” I said, trying to sound stronger than I felt. I wanted to break down into sobs, but she needed me to treat her the same way I always had—as though she were the stronger person between us. “Yes. I think you’re brave and strong and resilient.” I lifted my chin and pushed down my grief and shock. “You were a victim, Neely Kate Rivers, but by damn, you got away. You came home. You’re a strong, amazing woman, and I couldn’t be more privileged to call you my friend.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and I could see she was searching for signs of duplicity. I’d sworn never to lie to her—okay, maybe we’d both made lies of omission—but I was breaking that promise now by pretending this was no big deal. I was acting strong because that’s what she needed from me. I could fall to pieces later.

      “Kate knew?” I asked in a matter-of-fact tone.

      She looked startled by my reaction and sat up straighter. “Yeah… I think so.”

      “That was why she castrated him.”

      She nodded.

      If Kate was intent on hurting my best friend, then why would she avenge her like that? Had she really done it as an act of twisted allegiance to Neely Kate? “And she killed him because of it too?”

      Neely Kate hesitated. “Basically.”

      “And Stella? You knew her from Ardmore?” I was proud of myself for sounding as cool as if I were interviewing someone during an investigation.

      She nodded. “I met her through her grandmother, who lived in the trailer next to the one my momma and I lived in when I was a kid. Miss Zelda took me in after I got to town, and Stella helped me get a job at the strip club.”

      “And Branson? How are he and Stella connected?”

      She looked away, but not before I saw the tears in her eyes. “The club.”

      “The strip club? Did he work there?”

      “He was a customer. I ended up going out with him, and at first he seemed nice. Sweet.” She glanced up at me, looking so small and broken. “I just wanted someone to finally love me, Rose. I was so stupid,” she said with a wail.

      I rubbed both her arms. “You weren’t stupid, Neely Kate. You’re the furthest thing from stupid. You trusted him and he took advantage of your trust. That is on him, not you.” I inwardly steeled myself to show no reaction as I asked, “How long did that go on?”

      Wiping the tears from her cheeks with the back of her hand, she said, “Six months or so. There’s something else I need to tell you.”

      There was more? Horror threatened to break me, but I locked it up tight and said in a strong voice, “Okay.”

      She glanced down at the ground, breaking down into tears again. “Toward the end, not long before I killed Pearce Manchester, Stella figured out that I was pregnant.” Her face lifted. “She took me to Oklahoma City to get an abortion.”

      I couldn’t hide my sorrow as the pain in my chest nearly made me gasp.

      “You think I killed my baby,” she said in a confrontational tone.

      No, but I was certain she thought so.

      Be strong. Be firm. But the look on her face weakened my resolve. It wasn’t in my nature to take in a story like this without feeling it in every bone of my body. I was a nurturer like Maeve. “Neely Kate,” I said with a shaky voice. “You did what you had to do.”

      “Did I?” she challenged in a confrontational tone. “Or did I take the easy way out? Stella had a thing for Branson, and she led me like a lamb to the slaughter. My baby was the sacrifice.”

      I hate that she blamed herself for this. My eyes felt hot with held-back tears, and I felt on the verge of falling apart. Of bawling. How could I be strong for her when I felt so broken?

      The answer came to me in a flash. The Lady in Black.

      I needed to be strong like the Lady in Black. My attitude changed instantly, as though I’d put the black hat and veil on my head. My back straightened again, and I asked in a direct tone, “Would you really want to have a baby in that situation? What in Hades do you think that man—no, that monster—would have done to a baby?”

      She looked down. “I don’t know.”

      “Your baby would likely have been hurt or killed before it was even born.” I took a breath. “Stella convinced you this was the best way to handle it?”

      She nodded.

      “And did you see another way?”

      She broke down again. “No.”

      “Don’t you dare sit there feelin’ ashamed, Neely Kate Rivers,” I admonished in a strict tone. “You did what you thought was necessary and best for all involved.”

      “Did I?” She pulled away from me, hopping off the table. “I did it to protect me! I was workin’ on a plan to get away, but Stella convinced me that Branson would find out about the baby and hunt me down. I was a coward.”

      I stood too, channeling the stern Lady in Black with every ounce of strength I had left. “And what do you think he would have done once he found you, Neely Kate?” When she didn’t answer, I said, “A monster like that would have been out to hurt you for leaving him. He would have used your baby as a tool to hurt you.”

      She started to cry again.

      “But you knew that, Neely Kate. You knew deep down that he wouldn’t rest until he hurt that baby.” I grabbed her shoulders and held on tight, forcing her to look at me. “You sacrificed the one thing you want most in the world to protect your baby from the pain it was bound to suffer. That’s courage, Neely Kate Rivers. That’s love.”

      She broke into sobs, collapsing on me. I wrapped my arms around her as gut-wrenching sobs wracked her body. I knew what she was thinking—that her infertility was her punishment for her having an abortion, but I also understood why she’d done it. She’d spent her life wanting someone to love her because of the abuse and neglect she’d suffered, and she’d never wish a childhood like that on her baby. Right or wrong, she’d made her decision, and I wouldn’t be her judge and jury, although I knew plenty of people would volunteer for the job. They were wasting their time. Neely Kate had punished herself far more over the last five years than any judgmental fool could.

      When she settled down, we sat on the table again. She told me the full story of Pearce Manchester. She’d planned to escape with the help of another dancer, but at the same time Branson had been working out a deal for her to “service” a big client from Dallas. A man who’d openly admitted he planned to inflict pain and physical abuse on her. Branson had caught on to her escape plans and dragged her to the meet.

      She didn’t say much about her experience with Pearce Manchester, only that she’d felt sure he was going to kill her. She’d strangled him instead, with the rope he’d used to bind her hands.

      Branson’s brother had shown up out of guilt, and found her with the body. He’d convinced her to bury the body rather than report the crime, and she’d agreed, knowing that the court of public opinion would convict her based on her profession alone—a stripper kills a wealthy Dallas businessman, and the son of a prominent oil baron to boot. Beasley had gotten into an accident on the way back into town. He’d been arrested for driving while intoxicated, and Neely Kate had caught the first bus back to Fenton County.

      When she finished, we were silent for a full minute before she asked, “Still think I’m brave and strong?”

      I reached for her hand and squeezed tight, shoving all my pain and horror down deep. “I think you’re even braver and stronger than I realized.”

      She turned to me in shock.

      “What?” I asked. “You thought that story was going to make me think less of you? It’s the exact opposite. You’ve lived through absolute hell, yet you’re the cheerful, optimistic person sitting next to me. What you lived through would break most people, Neely Kate, but it only made you stronger.”

      She looked speechless.

      “While the whole J.R. mess was goin’ on and I was keepin’ the Lady in Black from Mason, James told me something that has stuck in my memory.” I scooted to the side to face her better. “He told me that I’m not a hothouse rose, but a wild rose, and I thrive on hardship. It makes me stronger.” I squeezed her hand. “You and I are so much alike. We had crappy mothers. We want to be free of the pain of our past. But most importantly, whenever we face hard times, we get back up and keep right on fighting. We keep goin’ because we’re survivors.”

      Tears filled her eyes again. “I wasn’t a fighter when Branson kept me as his sex slave. I gave up, Rose.”

      My brows shot up. “You were held captive for six months? And how long did you give up? Maybe half that time? Three months, Neely Kate. Three months out of the twenty-five years you’ve been alive. I gave up years ago and never found the gumption to break free until I was twenty-four, so don’t you try to convince me that you’re weak. You’re still the strong one between the two of us. I don’t see you any different.”

      She started to cry again, and this time I held her close, gently rocking her as I stroked the back of her head. As I let my guard down, my horror at what had happened to her rose up. I may have dared to compare my pathetic life to hers, but her misery and pain far outweighed my own. Against my will, my mind’s eye conjured images of what she’d endured under Branson Desoto’s abuse, something that horrified me even more.

      Neely Kate’s biggest worry was that I would treat her differently, and I had to admit she’d had a legitimate concern. It was going to take everything within me to pretend she’d never told me any of this, otherwise I was going to baby the crap out of her.

      I heard the crunch of gravel coming down the lane from the county road. I realized I’d left my purse in the car—along with my gun and my phone—and I was pretty sure Neely Kate’s phone was attached to the charging cord in the console.

      We both sat up in full alert, and I was about to bolt for the car when James’s car pulled to an abrupt halt in front of us.

      “What in Hades is he doin’ here?” Neely Kate asked as she wiped her face with her hands.

      I shook my head slightly, staring at him in astonishment. “I have no idea.”

      How’d he even find us?

      His car door flew open and he was out in a flash, dressed as I’d left him this morning. His body was rigid, making his arm and chest muscles stretch his T-shirt even more than usual. He looked livid. “Why aren’t you answering your damn phones?”

      I gave a tiny gesture toward Neely Kate’s car. “I guess we forgot them in the car.”

      “What the hell are you doin’ out here?” he demanded as he slammed his car door shut.

      “We were about to look for clues in our investigation.”

      He looked incredulous. “You haven’t even started yet?”

      Neely Kate stood. “What does that mean? How’d you even find us?”

      “Jed found you!” he shouted. “He saw you’d been parked here for over an hour and you wouldn’t answer your damn phones! We thought…” His voice trailed off, leaving what they’d thought to our imaginations.

      “How’d Jed know where we were?” I asked. “I thought he didn’t have anyone following us.”

      “He doesn’t, but he put an app on Neely Kate’s new phone so he could find her in case she went missin’.”

      “He’s been spyin’ on me?” she shouted.

      I stood and put a hand on her arm. “Can you blame him, Neely Kate? He’s worried sick that you’ll get snatched up again, and if we’ve been here longer than an hour…” I turned to face James. “What time is it now?”

      “It’s damn near close to three thirty!”

      We hadn’t checked in with Jed since one, and we sure hadn’t told him what we were doing out here. I couldn’t blame him for being worried.

      It struck me that James had gotten here before Jed had. I walked over to him and grinned. “You were worried about me.”

      “Of course I was worried about you!” he shouted, then narrowed his eyes. “Why’s that so damn amusin’?”

      I reached up on my tiptoes and kissed him. “It’s not,” I said with a grin.

      “Then why are you still smilin’?” he asked, his voice full of accusation.

      “I still don’t get why you’re here if Jed was the one trackin’ me,” Neely Kate said.

      “He called me to see if I knew where you were,” he said, sounding irritated again. “And since I was already down in this area, he sent me the coordinates.” Talking about Jed must have made him realize his friend was still worried, because he pulled his phone out of his front pocket and placed a call.

      “I found ’em,” he said. “They’re safe and sound. They said they were here to investigate their case, but I found ’em sittin’ on a damn picnic table.” He paused. “Yeah, I’ll still be here.” He hung up and stuffed his phone back into his pocket.

      “Is Jed comin’ here?” Neely Kate asked, sounding outraged.

      “When he couldn’t reach you, he lost his shit,” James said. “Of course he’s on his way.”

      “You know where I am, why’s he still comin’?”

      “For the same damn reason I’m still here!” he shouted, although it was obvious he wasn’t really mad at her.

      I put a hand on his shoulder and rubbed lightly. “Okay. We’re here. We’re safe. Neely Kate and I should have checked in. We hadn’t planned on stayin’ here nearly this long, but with everything else goin’ on, we should have considered that you both might be worried.” I stared up at him. “I’m sorry I scared you.”

      His jaw worked as though he wanted to say something, but the look in his eyes suggested he was at a loss.

      “I had no idea that Skeeter Malcolm could be rendered speechless,” Neely Kate said with a tiny laugh. “Imagine that.”

      He shot her a look that said he’d found something to fill the void—an argument—but we heard the sound of another car speeding down the lane.

      James instantly moved in front of me and Neely Kate, his body tense, but he relaxed as soon as the car broke the clearing. Jed’s car pulled up next to Neely Kate’s.

      Jed didn’t waste time on accusations, just got out of the car and swept Neely Kate into his arms.

      “I’m sorry I worried you,” she said, holding on to him. All her protests and annoyance had faded upon seeing him—maybe because he’d known exactly how to handle the situation.

      “What were you doin’ here so long?” he asked.

      She leaned back and stared up at him. “I told Rose everything about Ardmore.”

      His eyes widened, his gaze shifting to me. “Everything?”

      Neely Kate leaned into him. “Everything.”

      “I’m done at the garage for the day,” he said. “Why don’t you come with me and let Rose drive your car home?”

      She jerked out of his arms as though he had jabbed her with a white-hot poker. “We’re in the middle of an investigation, Jed!”

      He didn’t tell her she sounded exhausted, though she did. He simply held his ground and said, “I think you and I need to sit down and discuss the Carly situation.”

      She put a hand on her hip and pointed a finger at him. “Jed.”

      “With everything else goin’ on, we need to look at her and this Austin Kelly more closely. She could be dangerous.”

      My stomach cramped. “What’s your gut telling you, Jed? Do you think either of them are with Hardshaw Group?”

      Jed grimaced. “I’m not sure, and that worries me.”

      “Who the hell are Carly and Austin Kelly?” James asked in a short tone.

      I pushed out a breath. “It’s a long story, but the short version is Neely Kate and I found Carly broken down on the side of the road this morning and called Jed to have her car towed to his and Witt’s garage.”

      “What does she have to do with this Austin Kelly and Hardshaw?” James asked.

      “She’s from Dallas,” Jed said. “She claims she got lost off Interstate 30.”

      “Interstate 30?” James asked in disbelief. “That’s a good hour’s drive away.”

      “She said her phone died and she got turned around,” Neely Kate said defensively.

      “But she hasn’t given any of us a last name, and her story about where she’s headed doesn’t line up,” Jed said.

      James’s back stiffened. “You have her car in your shop right now?” he asked. “Was it rigged to break down?”

      “No.” Jed took a few steps closer. “That’s just it. The car’s old and it looks like it hadn’t been driven in years until recently. A broken belt is what killed it. It looks like a natural break, plus there’s damage to the engine from the oil that’s been sittin’ in it for years. Someone poured new oil on top of the old oil, and frankly, it’s a wonder it got this far if she really drove it from Dallas.”

      “Or maybe they rigged it up, hoping it would last long enough to get the girls’ attention,” James said.

      “We found her about five miles down the road from Rose’s house as we were heading into Henryetta,” Neely Kate said. “That’s seems pretty far-fetched. Why go to so much trouble?”

      James studied her for a moment before turning back to Jed. “I take it you looked into who owns the car?”

      “The license plate has a current tag, but a little diggin’ shows it’s not registered to the car in our garage.”

      “She stole it?” James asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Jed responded. “The paperwork for the 95 Escort in my garage is registered to an Austin Kelly, but the license plate on the car is for a brand-new BMW in Austin Kelly’s name.”

      “Do you happen to know where this woman is now?” James asked.

      “Actually,” I said, “we do.”

      He swung his gaze to me. “Go on.”

      “She’s workin’ for Maeve at the nursery.”

      He stared at me as though I’d just turned into a unicorn, but he quickly recovered. “How the hell did that happen?”

      “She’s runnin’ from something,” Neely Kate said. “And we’re helpin’ her.”

      “Did she tell you that?” he asked.

      “We don’t know much more than what Jed has just told you,” I said.

      James shifted his weight as he studied me and Neely Kate in confusion. “Let me get this straight. You know absolutely nothing about this woman other than she’s supposedly from Dallas and her car broke down on the side of the road.” His forehead wrinkled. “Then you helped her get her car towed to Jed’s garage… Fill in the blanks for me. How does that turn into a job interview?”

      I pushed out a frustrated breath. “Look, I know it seems crazy, but she’s worried about payin’ to fix the car. She wanted to stay in a motel that takes cash. It’s obvious she doesn’t want to leave a digital footprint, which means she’s hidin’. While she could be here for devious reasons, I’m inclined to agree with Neely Kate. I believe she’s runnin’ from something.”

      James studied me for several long seconds. “So you gave her a job to keep an eye on her?”

      I didn’t hide my surprise. “Yeah, and if she really needs money, I’m helpin’ her. Either way, we know where she’s at and what’s she doin’.”

      His gaze penetrated mine. “She’s the houseguest you mentioned earlier.”

      I nodded.

      “Why am I not surprised?” James didn’t look very happy, but he asked Jed, “I take it you’re stayin’ at their house tonight too?”

      “Without a doubt.”

      James frowned, but he nodded. “If she’s runnin’ and she’s in a car that belongs to a man who has a possible connection to Hardshaw…” He shook his head. “Even if she’s no part of it and this is some huge coincidence, she could bring them to your front door.”

      “I know,” I said. “But what if she is running from Hardshaw? If she starts to trust us, maybe she’ll give us information that will help us figure out what we’re dealing with.”

      The look on James’s face suggested he wasn’t buying it.

      I sent him a pleading glance. “I don’t like it much either, but for now, it seems like the best plan.”

      James pinned his gaze on Jed. “Keep me apprised of the situation. I want to know everything you find out about either one of them.”

      Jed tipped his head. “I will.”

      I was surprised by James’s acceptance of the whole situation, but I kept it to myself.

      “If you’re done talkin’ about Carly,” Neely Kate said, “Rose and I need to work on the real reason we’re out here.”

      “And what’s that?” Jed asked.

      “Our missing woman was supposedly headed out here last weekend,” I said. “Or at least we think it was this spot. Sarah told her mother she was headed to Shute Creek to meet friends, and she and her best friend, Nina, used to come here with their boyfriends. But we know she wasn’t meetin’ them. Nina’s boyfriend has tried to keep her away from Sarah…which means we have no idea who she was supposed to be meeting here.”

      “We want to look around,” Neely Kate added. “Sarah’s mother said Sarah left wearin’ her swimsuit like she was comin’ to the creek.”

      “But she might not have come here at all,” Jed said.

      “True,” Neely Kate said, “but we need to check it anyway.”

      He nodded.

      James kept quiet as Neely Kate walked past him and made her way toward the water. Moments later, as if she’d just realized they intended to stay, she turned back to face them. “You two are makin’ me nervous standin’ there watchin’. You can both leave.”

      Jed folded his arms over his chest. “I’ve got nowhere to go.”

      James walked over to the picnic table and sat on the bench the wrong way, his back to the table. “You ladies go about your business, then I need to speak to Rose.”

      Neely Kate sent me a pleading look, but I shrugged as I walked toward her. Arguing wouldn’t get us anywhere. Besides, I wanted to talk to James too.

      “Just pretend they’re not there,” I said in a low tone when I reached her.

      Her lips pursed as she shot them a dark look. “Yeah, right.”

      “Jed’s not gonna judge us,” I said.

      “And Skeeter?”

      I grinned. “He wouldn’t dare.”

      “We don’t even know that Sarah came out here,” Neely Kate said as she moved closer to the creek.

      “True,” I said, lightly kicking a three-inch round stone on the shore with the toe of my shoe, “but why bother with the farce of comin’ to the creek? Why not just say she was runnin’ errands, or goin’ to see Nina?”

      Neely Kate tipped her head as she stared into the water. “True.”

      “So if she wasn’t meetin’ Nina, we need to find out who she was meetin’. Maybe it was someone she worked with.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Maybe she was meeting Levi Romano.”

      I pondered her question as I bit my bottom lip. “No. I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?”

      Shrugging, I said, “I don’t know. I don’t see him datin’ his employee. Besides, she’s so much younger than him.”

      “Look how much younger you are than Skeeter.”

      I frowned. “Sarah is practically a kid. I can’t see Levi goin’ out with her. I was thinkin’ about where she worked before.”

      “The dentist’s office? Yeah, good idea. Maybe she spent time with them outside of work until she broke up with her boyfriend.”

      “If she came out here,” I said. “I don’t see any traces of anyone bein’ here.” I glanced around on the ground. Then again, it looked amazingly clean. No sign of any trash at all. I was about to say as much when another thought struck me. “If she was here over a week ago, there have likely been people here since then. Any sign of her will probably be long gone.”

      Her lips pinched together. “In your vision, we found her purse in the woods. I think we should look for it in the trees around the clearing.”

      What she said made sense, but it made my stomach drop. If we found it, at least we’d know she’d really been here. At the same time, it would suggest foul play. “Do you want to split up? I’ll go to the left and you can go to the right?”

      “Split up?” she teased. “You’ve been against it all day.”

      “Jed’s watchin’ you like a mother hen,” I said with a laugh. “I think you’ll be fine.”

      She gave me a grimace and then we split off—me into the trees to the left and her into the trees to the right. I hadn’t wandered far before I felt James behind me. I didn’t hear him, which was saying something considering the ground was covered in dry leaves and sticks.

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” I said good-naturedly as I kept my gaze on the ground in front of me.

      “I’m not here as your babysitter,” he said behind me, but offered no other explanation.

      I glanced back at him. “Thanks for drivin’ out here and checkin’ on me.”

      “I know your reasonin’ for lettin’ that woman stay in your house, but it makes me nervous as hell.”

      “Trust me, if I felt threatened by her, I wouldn’t let her anywhere near my house. But I think Neely Kate is right about her runnin’ from something. And while I want to help her, Neely Kate needs to.”

      “Why? Seems to me she’s got enough of a shit show to sort out without adding someone else’s mess to the mix.”

      “Neely Kate was in a very difficult situation when she was living in Ardmore, and it makes her want to help women who are in trouble.” I paused and lowered my voice. “I think she wishes someone had helped her.” I kept walking, now turning parallel to the picnic tables.

      “Are you lookin’ for something in particular or just traipsing around in the woods?” he asked.

      “Believe it or not, I’m lookin’ for a purse.”

      “You think her purse is out here?”

      “I had a vision of Neely Kate bringin’ Sarah’s purse to her mother. Neely Kate said she found it in the woods. I’m not sure this is where we’ll find it, but it makes sense to look.”

      We walked a few more feet before he asked softly, “What’s goin’ on with your sister?”

      I stopped and turned back to face him. “She’s miserable with Mike, and I don’t want her last days to be in a house where she’s unhappy.”

      “You want her to move in with you,” he said. I knew he was perceptive, but it still caught me off guard at times.

      I studied his face for a reaction and saw none. “And the kids.”

      “That’ll change things between you and me.”

      “She’s my sister,” I said unapologetically.

      “I would expect nothing less from you.”

      Tears filled my eyes. “But you and me…”

      He gave me a cocky smile. “I’m not goin’ anywhere, Rose.”

      “But I won’t be able to get away to see you as much as I have, and when she gets really bad… I’m not sure if I’ll be able to get away at all.”

      He slipped an arm around my back and pulled me closer. “I understand.”

      But now that we were discussing this, I wondered if he would. We both knew our arrangement was temporary, it had to be, and he might decide this was a good time to end it. I wasn’t ready to let him go yet.

      “Rose,” he said, “we’ll work it out.”

      “Will we?”

      He leaned down and kissed me. “I told you—I’m not goin’ anywhere.”

      “Yet.”

      His eyes turned conflicted and he started to say something when Neely Kate called out, “I found it!”
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      I hurried through the woods toward the cars and caught a glimpse of Neely Kate through the trees. She was leaning over something on the ground. I crossed the parking lot and pushed through the brush until I reached her. Jed stood to the side with his arms crossed over his chest like he was a sentinel keeping watch.

      “Is this what you saw?” she asked.

      I peered at the small brown purse that looked barely big enough to hold a wallet and phone. “That’s the one in my vision. But maybe we should call the police before we disturb anything.”

      “They won’t come,” Jed said. “The Sugar Branch police don’t want to look into her disappearance, and without evidence of foul play, they likely won’t come to investigate. The only way you can get law enforcement involved is if you get the sheriff interested. Maybe you can call Joe.”

      Neely Kate shook her head. “Joe already told me he couldn’t get officially involved without startin’ a turf war. We’re on our own.”

      “Then you might as well look through the contents,” Jed said, “but put on gloves first. I’ll get some out of the car and see if I can find a plastic bag to put it in. In case they need prints. But take photos before you disturb it.”

      In my vision, Neely Kate had just handed the purse to Marsha, but Jed was right. We needed to preserve it as possible evidence.

      He headed to his car and I pulled out my phone to take photos from several angles while James stood back and watched. When Jed returned, he handed a pair of latex gloves to Neely Kate while holding a gallon-sized clear plastic bag in his other hand.

      She donned the gloves, then squatted next to the purse and pulled out a thin wallet.

      “It’s hers, all right,” she murmured as she read the license through the plastic window. “Sarah Ann Freestone, Sugar Branch, Arkansas.” She held up the wallet to show me her photo.

      “Is there any money in it?” James asked.

      Neely Kate took a peek. “About thirty dollars.”

      “So robbery wasn’t a motive,” Jed said.

      “Unless they wanted the money stash she came across,” Neely Kate said.

      “What money stash?” James asked.

      I turned to face him. “The day before Sarah disappeared, she told Nina she’d come into some money. Enough for the two of them to run and escape from their terrible boyfriends.”

      Neely Kate put the wallet back in Sarah’s purse.

      “How much money does she think the girl had?” James asked.

      “Nina wasn’t sure, but she doesn’t think Sarah found her ex-boyfriend’s drug money stash. She thinks this was bigger,” I said.

      “It wouldn’t take much money for them to make a run for it,” Neely Kate said defensively as she left the purse on the ground and stood. “A couple hundred for gas money. Maybe a thousand or two to pay for the first month’s rent somewhere. It could have been their drug money, which would have given Digger reason to…”

      “Kill her,” I finished. Neither one of us wanted to consider that possibility, but it seemed unlikely she would have run off without Nina.

      “We need to take the purse back to Sarah’s momma,” Neely Kate said. “We need to follow the vision.”

      “We’ve already strayed from the vision,” I countered. “Maybe we should just tell Marsha about the purse and hold on to it as evidence.”

      She nodded in agreement.

      “So what do we do next?” I asked.

      “We could talk to Digger and Stewie tonight, but I think we need more information before we let them know we’re diggin’ around.”

      Neely Kate’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Yeah. You’re right. We can head to the dentist’s office and talk to her old coworkers.”

      “We also need to talk to Conrad,” I said. “I’d prefer to do it in person, but I’m not sure I want to wait until Thursday night.”

      Jed frowned at us. “I don’t like the idea of you girls workin’ on your own down here. You need backup.”

      James shifted his weight. “I agree. Things are too unsettled right now.”

      I looked him in the eye. “Anything more you should tell me?”

      He hesitated, then said, “Nothin’ you need to worry about.”

      I knew we should tell them about Digger and Stewie’s connection to Denny Carmichael, but I suspected we’d meet strong resistance if they found out. We weren’t planning to directly approach or question Denny—I didn’t have a death wish—and if our investigation took us into his orbit, then I’d reevaluate. Better to keep it close to the vest for now.

      “We don’t need any bodyguards,” Neely Kate said as she snatched the plastic bag from Jed, then bent over and stuffed the purse inside it with her gloved hands. “We’re gonna talk to Sarah’s old coworkers and her new boss where she was a receptionist—” I shot her a silent thank-you look for not mentioning Levi’s name. James didn’t think too highly of him given that I’d been kidnapped while out on a date with him. “—then figure out how to get ahold of Conrad Duffy before he returns to town on Thursday.”

      “And go by the hair salon,” I reminded her. “We need to talk to Imogene.” We also needed to pass along that paper.

      Neely Kate gave Jed a satisfied look. “See? We likely won’t even get to it all before we pick up Carly at six.”

      Jed didn’t look convinced. “If you see any sign of trouble…”

      “I’ll call you straightaway,” Neely Kate said. “Unless I need to shoot someone first.”

      “That’s not makin’ me feel better,” he grumbled.

      “You know I’m all for backup,” I said, “but Neely Kate’s right. We’ll be fine. We’re goin’ by an office or two and a hair salon. How can that be dangerous?”

      James’s eyebrows shot straight up.

      “Okay,” I conceded. “We can find danger just about anywhere, but you have to admit it seems relatively safe. I wouldn’t be workin’ on this case if I thought it was dangerous.”

      “Neely Kate found a missin’ woman’s purse lyin’ in the woods, Rose,” James said in a frustrated tone. “Which means she’s likely been involved in foul play. Not much a person can do without their ID and credit cards. That automatically makes it dangerous.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Still…”

      “And then there’s this mystery money,” James continued. “If this Sarah chick stole money, then the person she stole it from is gonna be lookin’ for it. Or coverin’ their tracks if they found her with the money.” He shook his head and sucked in a breath. “I don’t like it.”

      “Nobody said you had to like it,” I said. “We’re not gonna stop our investigation.”

      He shot me an exasperated look. “I never said I wanted you to stop. Do I want you to be careful? Yeah. But with everything else goin’ on, I don’t know…” He took another breath. “This feels off. Even if she was just a receptionist with only a few friends. I want you to see if you can find the source of the missin’ money.”

      My mouth parted in shock. “You’re kiddin’.”

      “Would I kid over something so serious? You need backup, but it might be dangerous to put my own men on you. I’m worried how it will be perceived.” But his clenched fists and tight jaw clued me in that he’d much prefer to use his own guys.

      “I don’t like this either,” Jed said, his eyes shooting daggers at his former boss.

      “Just because you want to quit and pretend this world doesn’t exist doesn’t make it so, Jed,” James said in disgust.

      “I’m fully aware the criminal world still exists,” Jed countered with plenty of heat. “My girlfriend is a person of interest to a Dallas crime syndicate.”

      I’d seen the two of them together multiple times since they’d parted ways, but this was the first time I’d ever witnessed outright hostility between them. There had been plenty of tension, sure, but they’d worked together if the need arose, which it had a few times over the last month or so.

      “You claim you made a clean break,” James said, his voice low and tight, “but you sent a very different message when you made the rounds with Dermot and Reacher last Friday while I was out of town.”

      “I was tryin’ to help you, you son of a bitch,” Jed snarled. A vein throbbed on his neck. “You were gone, so I was tryin’ to determine if there was a threat to the county.”

      “You mean you were tryin’ to determine if there was a threat to your girlfriend.”

      “You sure as hell didn’t want me helpin’ her when she went to Ardmore,” Jed snapped. “And that’s exactly why I quit. You made me choose between Neely Kate and my job. It was an easy choice to make.”

      I stared at Neely Kate in disbelief. She looked just as stunned.

      “James,” I said softly.

      “Stay out of this, Rose,” he said, keeping his eyes on Jed. “You undermined my authority with that little stunt,” James continued. “There’s talk goin’ round that you’re about to make a power grab and you’ve got Dermot and Reacher in your back pocket.”

      Neely Kate’s eyes widened.

      Jed shook his head. “That was not my intention, and you damn well know it. We knew Hardshaw was interested in Neely Kate, and I thought it prudent to find out if they’d made a move into the county.”

      “And it couldn’t have waited?”

      “It was a judgment call, Skeeter!” Jed shouted. “It seemed emergent.” He shook his head, staring down at the ground. I figured he was trying to calm himself, but when he lifted his gaze, he still looked as angry as a hornet. “Two months ago, you wouldn’t have batted an eye about me goin’ around to question people.”

      “Two months ago you were workin’ for me! You were questioning them on my behalf! Last Friday you were askin’ on your own behalf.”

      “How bad is it?” I asked quietly. He’d already told me there was suspicion he’d flip and tell Mason everything… this couldn’t be good for him.

      Some of James’s fight faded, but he didn’t look defeated. Just determined. “Nothin’ I can’t handle.”

      “I wasn’t tryin’ to undermine you, Skeeter,” Jed insisted.

      “I know. You were lookin’ out for your girlfriend.”

      “Just like you’ve been lookin’ out for yours,” Jed countered, getting pissed again. “How many decisions have you made with her in mind?”

      “What the hell does that mean?” James asked, red-faced.

      Jed looked like he was about to spout a list of grievances, and I had to admit he’d have plenty of fodder, but instead he narrowed in on the most bitter one. “You offered to make her a partner in your damn business if she’d use her visions to help you.”

      “She turned me down!” James shouted.

      Disgust washed over Jed’s face. “I’ve worked my ass off for you ever since you came back to town with nothin’ but a wad of cash and a whole lot of piss and vinegar. I stood by you and helped you build the business to what it is today. You never once offered to make me a partner.”

      “My business?” James’s eyes narrowed to slits and he took a step closer to the man he’d always considered family. “My reputation is shot to hell. I’ve never recovered from that damn auction, and working with law enforcement in February didn’t help. Then, just after we nipped Wagner and Reynolds’s little revolt in the bud, you jumped ship!”

      “Why don’t you give it up, Skeeter?” Neely Kate said. “Leave that life behind, just like Jed.”

      James released a bitter laugh, shaking his head from side to side. “Give it up. Just who do you think will run this county if I abdicate?”

      She watched him for a second, then hesitantly said, “Dermot?”

      James laughed again, but there wasn’t any humor behind it. “No, not Dermot. There’s a whole lot of scramblin’ goin’ on in the underworld right now, and Denny Carmichael’s about to make a power play. Do you have any idea what he’s gonna do to your pal Dermot?” His brows lifted. “He’s not gonna invite him over for a tea party, that’s for damn sure. And as for Jed…” James pushed out an exhausted breath. “He just traipsed to Carmichael’s front door with Dermot and Reacher in tow, lookin’ very much like a man aimin’ to make a power play of his own. How well do you think that’s gonna sit with that maniac?”

      Neely Kate’s face paled.

      James took several heavy breaths, then started for the parking lot. “I’m done. I’ve got to try to fix this.”

      “James,” I called out, following him.

      He didn’t stop, just kept bolting toward his car. He’d gotten the door open and was about to get in when I reached him.

      Without a word, I grabbed his arm and turned him to face me, wrapping my arms around his waist and burying my face in his chest.

      His body remained rigid for several seconds, but I refused to let go, which he must have realized because he let out an exhale and sank into me.

      “I knew it was bad, but not that bad,” I finally said.

      “I didn’t want to concern you,” he whispered into my hair.

      “This is the sort of thing you’d normally talk to Jed about, isn’t it?” I asked. “But now you can’t.”

      He didn’t answer, which was answer enough.

      I tilted my head back to look up at him. “Tell me.”

      “Rose.” Determination filled his eyes. “No. I’m not draggin’ you any further into this world than I already have. I’m tryin’ to save you.” But something about the way he said it gave me pause.

      “You think Denny Carmichael’s gonna come after me.”

      “I’ve got men sniffin’ him out. I hear rumblin’s I don’t like.” He hadn’t answered my question directly, but it was answer enough.

      “Why would he want me?” I asked taking a half step back but keeping my hands on his hips.

      He licked his lower lip, then stared out into the trees. “I’m pretty damn sure he has the missing file.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “The one Kip Wagner claimed he had on me?”

      He nodded.

      “What do you think’s in that file, James?”

      “Nothin’ good.”

      I could barely catch my breath. “My visions?”

      “I don’t know, but there’s likely evidence you’ve been workin’ with me since last November. Maybe more.”

      I let that sink in for a minute. “How long have you suspected he had it?”

      “Since a few days after the incident.” The incident being when Kip Wagner had nearly killed me while we were trying to clear a PI client of pending murder charges. James had killed him instead, but I’d taken responsibility for his death, telling the police (rightly) that it had been self-defense. We’d found all of his blackmail files… all but the file on me.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      He leaned down and kissed me. “I didn’t want to worry you, and this is exactly why. I’ll take care of you, Rose. I swear it.”

      My hackles rose. “I don’t need you to take care of me, James Malcolm. I need you to help me take care of myself. I need to know what’s goin’ on.”

      “I’m takin’ care of it, Lady.”

      Lady. He didn’t call me that name as much anymore. But it was obvious Denny Carmichael wanted the Lady in Black, not little Rose Gardner. Too bad they just happened to be the same person. I decided to ignore the fact that he was being dismissive and get to the important question.

      “What exactly are you doin’?” I asked, my stomach in knots.

      His heated gaze returned to mine. “I swear to you, that man will never touch you.”

      Touch me? I felt like I’d been doused with cold water. The Lady in Black had worked almost exclusively for Skeeter Malcolm until I’d outed myself back in June and declared myself neutral. While we’d kept our current relationship on the down low, it wasn’t a huge secret that James had a soft spot for me. Denny Carmichael wouldn’t have to outright challenge James. All he had to do was pose a credible threat to me.

      “I’m gonna have a vision,” I said.

      He stared at me for a long moment, as if trying to decide if this was a good idea, then pulled my shaking hands from his hips and held them loosely in his own. “Good idea.”

      Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and asked if Denny was going to try to take over.

      The first vision was slow to manifest, and when it did, the colors appeared grainy and dull. I stood before a man who looked like he was in his forties based on the lines creasing his forehead and around his eyes. His hair was light brown and shaggy, and he wore a dirty T-shirt and jeans with grass stains on the knees. Dust covered his face. He stood in the middle of a field of patchy grass surrounded by a couple of houses, a barn, and some other buildings I didn’t recognize. A small group of men stood behind him.

      He took a blue rag out of his back pocket and wiped his face, taking his time about it as he looked to his right, away from me.

      “I don’t know nothin’ about it.”

      “That’s bullshit, and we both know it, Carmichael,” I said in James’s deep, threatening tone.

      A lazy grin spread across Carmichael’s face. “Prove it.”

      Then the vision shifted to the one I’d been thinking about for weeks. Vision Rose was lying on James’s bed and I was kissing my way down her naked stomach. An engagement ring, glittering with multiple stones, was on her left ring finger. I placed my hand over hers.

      “It’s gonna be okay, Rose.” My voice, James’s voice, was deep and full of emotion.

      “You don’t know that, James. Let me have a vision.”

      I shook my head. “No. We both know I have to do this, no matter how it turns out. I’d rather go into it not knowin’.”

      Tears filled Vision Rose’s eyes as she nodded. “Okay.”

      I placed a gentle kiss over her lower abdomen. “I’ll make sure you’re taken care of. I swear it.” I looked up into Vision Rose’s eyes. “I wish…”

      Twin tears streaked down Vison Rose’s face. “I know.”

      Then I was back in the recreation area by Shute Creek, staring up at James. “Carmichael told you to prove it.”

      I was shocked that was the part I’d blurted out, but also thankful. While I knew I needed to tell James about my second vision, especially since it was nearly identical to the one I’d had before, I didn’t want to tell him every detail.

      James’s jaw tensed and he took in a sharp breath, then released it. “So he really does plan to make trouble.”

      I gave him every detail I could think of from that part of the vision. “Any idea what you asked him about?”

      He shook his head. “It could be anything, although if I went to him directly, it had to be big.”

      “Bigger than this mess?”

      He hesitated, his lips pressed into a thin line, then nodded. “To go to him undermines my position even more than it’s already been compromised. I might meet him at a neutral location, but it sounds like I was on his turf.”

      “I suppose you would meet him if it concerned me,” I whispered more to myself than him, but he heard me.

      His eyes darkened. “I would move heaven and earth for you.”

      My stomach squeezed, and I knew I had to share part of the second vision with him. “There was more.”

      “Okay.”

      “I had another vision after that. Of you and me.”

      “Two visions?” he asked in surprise. “Did you ask two questions?”

      “No. Just one. But my visions have changed since I almost died.”

      “What do you mean they’ve changed?” he asked, his voice tight.

      “I’ve been having multiple visions at a time, one right after the other. Sometimes only two, sometimes more.”

      I could see the wheels turning in his head. The first vision I’d had after my near-death experience was the evening James had killed Kip Wagner to save me. He’d insisted he’d stay with me to explain it to the sheriff’s department, but I’d suspected it would go badly if he did. I’d forced a vision to see what would happen, only to see that he’d be arrested, found guilty in court, and then murdered in prison. I’d relayed the latter but hadn’t told him about the others.

      “You had more than one vision of me the night Wagner died,” he said, not sounding happy about it.

      I nodded.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      I couldn’t tell if he was hurt or pissed. Maybe both. “It didn’t seem important at the time. We were in a hurry to make a decision.”

      “That was nearly three weeks ago, Rose.”

      “I know. But I’m still not havin’ spontaneous visions and I haven’t forced many since that night.”

      “What else did you see just now?”

      I swallowed. “You and me. Lying in bed.”

      His mouth quirked up on one side. “So far that doesn’t sound half bad.”

      I gave him a small smile. “You were preparin’ to do something dangerous. I offered to have a vision to tell you how it went, but you said you had to go through with it either way, so you didn’t want to know.”

      He didn’t respond, just continued to hold my hands. After several seconds, he asked, “Any others just now?”

      “Not this time.”

      “Last time?”

      I took another breath to steady my nerves. “That night, I had multiple visions that led up to you being killed in prison. I don’t think those really matter. None of those things ever came to pass.”

      “And when you searched for what would happen if I left that night? The only thing you told me was you wouldn’t get charged for Kip’s death. What else?”

      “The same vision I just told you about. Nearly identical, but it went on a bit longer this time.”

      “And you didn’t think I needed to know about the previous ones?”

      “What good would it have done, James?” I said defensively. “We have no idea what you were about to do in that vision. Telling you wasn’t gonna change anything.”

      His eyes narrowed. “That’s not the real reason you kept it from me.”

      Crap. He really was too perceptive.

      “I’d rather not say. I…” I hesitated. “Let’s just say some things are better left to happen on their own.” But my mind was still reeling over the tender way he’d kissed my stomach. I was fairly certain I wasn’t pregnant now. I was on birth control, and even though I’d missed a few pills weeks ago, I’d had my period on schedule. My doctor had changed my prescription to stronger hormones after the last missed pills, but I’d need to be extra diligent to make sure I kept taking them on schedule. An accidental pregnancy was the last thing we needed right now.

      I could see the disappointment in his eyes, but there was no way I was going to tell him about the glittery engagement ring, let alone that I wondered whether I was pregnant in the vision. For one thing, Skeeter Malcolm was never getting married. He’d made darn sure that fact was pounded into my head before we took up with each other. I was certain James Malcolm never would either. His life was too dangerous for a family. And if he found out I was pregnant… I was certain he wouldn’t have tender feelings about it.

      Which meant the engagement ring must have come from someone else—a possibility that brought up an entirely new set of questions and concerns. One, who was the engagement ring from, and two, how did my future self justify being engaged to someone else and sleeping with James?

      I would never do such a thing. So what did it mean?

      “Anything else?” he asked, shaking me out of my musings.

      I blinked, trying to shake the feeling of dread that had washed over me. But he had a right to know this next part. “That night I also saw a vision of you talking to Carter Hale about being prepared for something. You said you needed to make sure she was taken care of. He knew what you were about to do.”

      The grim look on his face told me this wasn’t a huge surprise.

      “Have you already had that conversation with Carter Hale?” I asked.

      A smirk lit up his eyes. “Not that particular one.”

      “Care to be more specific?”

      “I have regular conversations with Hale,” he said. “I have an attorney on retainer for a reason.” I started to ask him to be more specific, but he released my hands and took a step back. “I can’t tell you anything else about Hale. What I can tell you is that I haven’t had a meetin’ about changin’ my will.”

      That only made me more curious—and nervous.

      “Lady,” he said, his voice gruff as he pulled me close again. “You don’t need to worry. I’ll make sure you’re protected.”

      But that statement was enough to ratchet up my anxiety.

      James Malcolm would likely hand over the keys to his kingdom to protect me.

      And for the sake of the county, I couldn’t let that happen.
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      James gave me a deep, soulful kiss, then said, “I’ve gotta go. Call me directly if you feel threatened.”

      “I will.” I knew he wanted to order me to go into hiding, but he knew better than to try. The more nervous and powerless I felt, the more eager I was to take action. He’d asked me to look into the money Sarah had come into—not because he wanted me to take risks, but because he understood me and believed in me.

      He nodded, then got into his car.

      “James,” I said, holding the edge of his car door.

      Sitting in the driver’s seat, he looked up at me.

      I bit back the overwhelming urge to say I love you. While it was true, I wasn’t going to tell him when there was no hope of him repeating the words.

      “Be careful,” I said instead.

      He nodded and shut the door, then backed up and drove toward the road.

      Neely Kate and Jed were standing on the other side of the parking lot, both of them watching me with worried looks. Who knew how much they’d heard.

      I shook my head and got into Neely Kate’s car, trying to swallow my fear. It struck me that I’d chosen the worst possible time to invite Violet and the kids to live at my house. Heck, there was a bigger chance we’d bring trouble to Carly’s feet, than that she’d do the same to us.

      Neely Kate got into the car a minute later, and Jed squatted next to the open door.

      “Rose,” he said, sounding uncertain. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “There’s nothin’ to say, Jed. It is what it is.”

      “You have to know I never held it against you that he wanted you to be his partner.”

      “I know, Jed,” I said softly, holding his gaze. “You made that clear when it happened. I never believed any differently. I still don’t.”

      “As for Friday… I never meant to undermine him.”

      “I know,” I said softly. “You did what you thought you needed to do. You had no idea about Denny.”

      He pushed out a breath, looking sick to his stomach. While James had claimed Jed was in personal danger, I knew Jed wasn’t worried about himself. He was worried about Neely Kate. And me. And, despite the way they’d talked to each other just now, James. “I think I should follow you girls.”

      I considered his offer and shook my head. “No. If we’re gonna do this, we can’t have a constant babysitter. Besides, Denny Carmichael’s not makin’ any kind of move right now and we’re both carryin’ our guns. I think we’ll be safer if we’re not followed. Otherwise, it makes us look more suspicious. Like we actually have a part in this power play.”

      “You have to know that Lady is involved in all of this,” Jed said. “You’ve made an appearance as her multiple times this summer. You’re in it, even if you’re an unwilling participant.”

      James had warned me before I showed up at a parley between him and Buck Reynolds and Kip Wagner last June that if I went through with it, I was declaring myself a player in that world, neutral or not. There was no backing out. I’d been certain at the time that it was the right decision. Looking back now, I asked myself if I would have made the same decision knowing what I knew now. But I was also certain I’d prevented a turf war. I’d saved lives. I couldn’t be sorry for that.

      “I know,” I said. “And I have to learn to stand on my own two feet.” I cast a glance at my best friend, who’d been surprisingly quiet. “But I realize I’m answering for Neely Kate. What do you want?”

      She turned to look at me with dark, serious eyes. “I think you’re right. There’s no immediate threat and we need to start takin’ care of ourselves.” She turned back to face Jed. “We’re both good shots. We’ll keep our eyes open. You’ve got more important things to do than babysit me. Go take care of ’em.”

      Jed looked torn, but he knew when to admit he’d been outvoted. His shoulders sank. “Okay. Call me if you run into trouble. Don’t stay down here long. Be back at the house for dinner.”

      “Okay,” Neely Kate said a little more readily than usual, a sure sign she was spooked.

      Jed shut the door and headed toward his own car.

      “Jed can follow us, Neely Kate. It’s up to you,” I said as she started the car.

      “No, you’re right,” she said in a firm voice.

      “Maybe now’s not the time to be exerting our independence.”

      She gave me a pointed look. “It’s always something with us. Danger follows us like shadows at twilight. We can’t constantly have someone babysitting us. We’d need to put them on the payroll.”

      That actually wasn’t a bad idea, except for one problem. “You realize we don’t get paid to do this. They’d be working for free if they partnered with us.”

      She grinned. “True. It would take a special kind of person to do that, wouldn’t it?” Then she started to back out.

      Did she have someone in mind? I was too scared to ask. “Besides,” I added. “If someone’s about to attack Jed, we might be in even more danger if we get caught in the crossfire.”

      Her face paled at the thought. “Jed feels awful,” she said once she’d pulled onto the county road and headed back toward Sugar Branch.

      “I know he’d never purposefully hurt any of us. Even James.”

      “But he still—”

      “He did what he thought he needed to do,” I interrupted. “If I’d been part of that decision-making process, I would have encouraged him to make the rounds too. There’s nothin’ to apologize for. They just need to figure out a way to neutralize Denny Carmichael.”

      “Why didn’t you fess up that Stewie and Digger work for Carmichael?” she asked.

      I gave her a wry look. “I’m guessin’ the same reason you didn’t. We’re not investigatin’ Denny Carmichael. We’re not imposin’ on his turf.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, that was my reasoning too. Besides, Marsha deserves to know what happened to her daughter, whether she’s lookin’ for her out of concern or greed. Nina needs closure too.”

      “Nevertheless,” I said, “let’s keep the fact that we found her purse to ourselves for a bit. I think it will work in our favor if we let people think we’re investigatin’ where she ran off to. Not workin’ under the presumption somethin’ happened to her.”

      She hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah. I think you’re right. Let’s go check with her old coworkers.”

      “And we need to figure out if a large amount of money went missin’ around the time she left.” I turned to her. “But first I need to talk to Digger Malone.”

      Her mouth dropped open and she turned to face me with huge eyes. “I thought we were gonna wait to talk to Digger and Stewie. And why just you?”

      “Lots of reasons. It makes more sense to talk to them in the daylight. And I’m not sending you to talk to him alone, not with Hardshaw’s people lurkin’ in the shadows. And lastly, if only one of us goes in now, they might be less likely to recognize me if we go to Tiggy’s in disguise.” I gave her an ornery grin. “You know you’re dying to put on that black wig.”

      Her lips pressed into a tight line, but there was a spark of excitement in her eyes, and when she didn’t protest, I knew I’d convinced her.
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      When Neely Kate pulled into the tire store parking lot, she didn’t look any happier than when I’d suggested my plan.

      “I’m supposed to just sit outside waitin’ for you?” she grumped.

      “That’s exactly what you’re gonna do,” I said, “but if you’re worried about missin’ something, I can call you and stick my phone in my pocket so you can listen.”

      She lifted her shoulder into a grudging shrug.

      I leaned over and kissed her cheek. “I’ll be right back.” Then I climbed out and placed the call.

      She answered it and, with a little smile, said, “Good luck” into the receiver.

      “Thanks.” Turning the phone so that it faced me, I stuck it into my front jeans pocket.

      Two men were sitting in the waiting room, and a young woman stood behind the counter. She greeted me with a huge smile. “Welcome to Tire Central! We’d love to help you with your tire needs!”

      “Thanks,” I said, resting a hand on the counter. “Can you tell me if Digger Malone is workin’ today?”

      “He sure is,” she said in a chipper tone. “Would you like him to work on your tires? He just happens to be free right now.”

      I tilted my head to the side and smiled. “Do you think I could talk to him first?”

      Her smile dimmed. “Do you want him to help you pick out your tires? Because I can help you with that.”

      “I’m sure you’re very knowledgeable, but I really need to speak to him.”

      “Okay,” she said, her smile fading. “I’ll call him up here.” She picked up the phone and called over the intercom, “Digger to the counter, please.”

      Then she hung up the phone and stared at me with a frown. “Is it because I’m a girl? I really do know tires.”

      “It’s absolutely not because you’re a woman,” I assured her. Then it occurred to me that she might be able to help. I rested my hand on the counter and leaned closer. “Actually, you might be able to help me with something else.”

      She perked up at that. “Sure!”

      “Did you ever meet Digger’s girlfriend, Sarah?”

      Her smile faded again. “No, but I heard they aren’t together anymore.”

      “Did you hear why they aren’t together?”

      Her mouth quirked to the side. “No, but Digger was fit to be tied over it.”

      “How so?”

      She lowered her voice. “He wasn’t himself a couple of weeks ago. Stewie finally told everyone Sarah had broken up with him.”

      “Was he sad or mad?” I asked, still trying to figure out his reaction.

      She tipped her chin, as if considering how much she should say, and then finally spoke. “More like nervous.”

      Nervous?

      The door to the back opened and a young man walked out. He wore jeans and a pale blue dress shirt with a name tag that read Digger. “What’s up, Jana?”

      Jana gestured toward me. “This woman wants to talk to you.”

      I’d expected some jaded derelict to emerge, but Digger looked like a normal guy—less intense than the one I’d seen in Nina’s pictures.

      “Hi,” I said, trying to sound official. “I’m Rose Gardner and I’m investigating Sarah Freestone’s disappearance.”

      The grin on his face melted.

      “Could we find somewhere to talk privately?” I asked, trying to sound official.

      “Yeah,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “We can go into the break room.” He opened the door to the garage area, walked along the wall for about ten feet, and then ducked into an open door.

      I glanced out into the garage, hoping to spot Stewie, but I only saw a middle-aged man who looked to be in his fifties lifting a tire off a pickup truck. Another car was up on a rack at the other end of the garage.

      I followed Digger into the small room that contained a small round table discolored with multiple food stains. A row of cabinets ran along one wall with a refrigerator next to it. A microwave sat on one corner of the counter, and the rest was littered with empty fast-food wrappers and containers.

      Digger sat at the table, bouncing his leg as he looked up at me.

      Part of me was surprised he was being so cooperative, but I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. I sat across from him and pulled a small notebook out of my purse, then laid my phone on my lap to make it easier for Neely Kate to hear our conversation.

      “Marsha Freestone told me that you and Sarah dated,” I said in a solemn tone.

      He swallowed, then nodded. “Uh, yeah. We did.”

      “For how long?”

      “Uh… about a year.”

      “But you recently broke up?”

      His gaze darted to the tabletop before jerking back up to mine. “Yeah. A few weeks ago.”

      “Why did you two break up?”

      For the first time, I saw a hint of violence in him, but it was a mere flash in his eyes before his hands tightened into a fist. “She said I wasn’t good enough for her.”

      “Those were her exact words?”

      He hesitated. “No, but she got that new job with the vet all the women are droolin’ over. One week of workin’ with that asshole and she decides she wants a man who treats her with respect.” He shot me a glare. “I treated her with respect.” But the belligerent attitude belied his words.

      I paused for several seconds. “When was the last time you spoke to or saw Sarah?”

      “The night she broke up with me. The week before she took off.”

      “And how did you react to the breakup? Were you angry?”

      “Hell, yeah, I was angry. I’d just bought her those damn tickets to see Keith Urban.”

      That was enlightening. He was more pissed about being out the money, but I also knew men tended to hide their true feelings. Just because he wasn’t professing his love didn’t mean it wasn’t there. “Do you know where Sarah is right now?”

      “How the hell would I know?” he demanded, but beads of sweat dotted his forehead. He was nervous, though I couldn’t be sure if it was because I was interrogating him or because he knew something.

      “You two dated for a year. Surely you know her enough to make an educated guess.”

      He gave me a defiant glare. “I bet that vet did something to her.”

      I blinked, trying to hide my shock. “Dr. Romano? Why would you think that?”

      “Because she disappeared after she started working for him. I don’t trust him.”

      I nodded. “Did you love Sarah?”

      He shot me a defiant glare. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “Did she love you?”

      “Do you mean did she say the words? No, but I know she loved me.” He held out his hands. “How could she not? Which is why I know that vet did somethin’ to her. She was just fine until he started spinnin’ his web. Ask him where she is.”

      I planned to, but right now I needed to focus on the man in front of me. “Where were you a week ago Sunday?”

      “Watchin’ the football games with Stewie.”

      “All day?”

      “Yep.”

      “What about Sunday night?”

      He started to answer, then his eyes drifted past me and he jumped to his feet.

      A male voice boomed from the doorway, “What the hell are you doin’, Digger?”

      I spun around to see an angry man standing in the doorway. I recognized him from Nina’s pictures, but the pictures hadn’t captured the hard gleam in his eyes.

      “This woman is investigatin’ Sarah’s disappearance,” Digger said in confusion.

      “Did she show you her badge?” Stewie demanded.

      “No…” Digger said.

      “That’s because she’s not with the police, you fool! She’s a damn PI.”

      Digger’s eyes widened, and he gave me a confused look.

      “I’ve been hired to find Sarah,” I said, “and I’m talking to the people who know her best.”

      “You ain’t with the police?” Digger asked.

      I couldn’t believe the sexist fool had assumed I was an officer of the law.

      “No, but I’ve spoken to the sheriff’s department and have their blessin’ to look into what happened to her.”

      Stewie barged into the room and grabbed a handful of his friend’s shirt. “What did you tell her?”

      “Nothin’!” Digger protested.

      “You know they’ll twist what you say and use it against you!” Stewie shouted.

      I decided to take a chance. “What were you afraid of him spillin’? Do you know something about Sarah’s disappearance?”

      Stewie spun to face me with murderous eyes. “Get the hell out of here before I call the Sugar Branch police and report you for harassment.”

      I turned around to leave, but Stewie called after me, “Tell the sheriff’s department that they’ve got no jurisdiction down here and to butt out of our business.”

      I knew I should keep going, but that ticked me off. I stopped and pivoted to face him. “Sarah Freestone is missing, and her mother is worried sick. We’re trying to find her.”

      “That bitch should have been happy with what she had rather than tryin’ to find greener pastures. If she fell in harm’s way, then she brought it on herself.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You can’t mean that.”

      “The hell I don’t. Now get out of here before the police show up and show you Sugar Branch justice.”

      Did Sugar Branch justice mean violence?

      I had no plans to stick around and find out.

      Neely Kate was a nervous wreck when I got into the car. She grabbed my upper arms and scanned my body with panic-filled eyes. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” I said, ending the call, “but let’s get out of here. We’ll talk about it as you drive.”

      She didn’t waste any time pulling out of the parking lot.

      Once she was on the road, she said, “I thought he was gonna hurt you.”

      “Yeah,” I admitted, “I was a bit worried myself. Stewie lost his mind when he thought Digger had told me something. I think they’re throwin’ Levi under the bus to deflect attention from themselves.”

      Neely Kate nodded. “Did you pay attention to what he said about her gettin’ what she deserved? That makes them even more suspicious.”

      I pushed out a sigh. “Suspicious, but nothing to prove one or both of them is guilty.” I shifted in my seat to face her. “I say we go by the dentist’s office and see what else we can discover.”

      “Good idea, but I’m goin’ in this time.”

      I was counting on it.
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      We pulled into the parking lot of Dr. Knight’s dental office at 4:30 and parked next to one of the five cars in the lot.

      “This is good,” Neely Kate said. “It’s close to closing time and there probably aren’t many patients.”

      “We probably should have made an appointment,” I said as I opened the car door. “From what I read, that’s what most investigators do.”

      “And give them a chance to tell us no?” she asked with a laugh. “I don’t think so.”

      She had a point.

      The middle-aged woman at the front desk greeted us with a toothy smile. She sat behind a chest-high counter that had a wall behind it and a partially open door. Her name tag read Christine. “Can I help you girls?”

      “Hi,” I said. “I’m Rose Gardner and this is Neely Kate Rivers. We’re private investigators, and we’d like to ask you about Sarah Freestone.”

      Her smile instantly faded. “I can’t help you. She doesn’t work here anymore.”

      “Her mother told us that she quit and went to work for a vet up in Henryetta.”

      “Quit?” she asked, her upper lip curling in disapproval. “Is that what she told her mother?”

      “She didn’t quit?” Neely Kate asked.

      Christine’s face scrunched up. “Shoot, no. Dr. Knight fired her.”

      It struck me that it would certainly help our case if Sarah had been fired for embezzling money. “Can we ask why she was fired?”

      She shook her head with regret in her eyes. “I’m not free to say. Confidentiality and all that,” she said with a wave of her hand, but I could see she was struggling to keep it to herself. I suspected Christine loved to gossip.

      “Oh, I understand,” I said as I rested my right forearm on the chest-high counter. I leaned forward and lowered my voice. “Actually, I was just bein’ nice when I suggested she quit. I’d heard through the grapevine that she stole a bunch of money and got herself fired.”

      Christine looked shocked by my suggestion. “Is that what’s goin’ round?” She chuckled and shook her head.

      “So you’re sayin’ she didn’t steal a bunch of money?” Neely Kate asked.

      Christine made a face that suggested she was still having an internal war over what to say, but thankfully, her need to gossip won out. “No. Of course not.”

      “Are you sayin’ she’s not capable of stealin’ money?” Neely Kate asked.

      Christine rolled her eyes. “Lordy, I don’t know about that part, but it sure wouldn’t surprise me. She used to smoke out back when she was supposed to be working.”

      I stared at her in confusion, lost by her reasoning. “Are you sayin’ she was more likely to steal because she smoked?”

      “Oh, no,” Christine said, leaning over her counter so we could hear her. “But she stole time—she was bein’ paid to work and she was sneakin’ off to smoke. Not to mention she reeked of it. Nasty business.”

      “So that’s why she was fired?” Neely Kate asked.

      “Oh, no,” Christine said, waving her hand dismissively again. “She was fired for bringing a vanilla bean pistachio cake for Dr. Knight’s birthday.”

      I caught a confused glance from Neely Kate before she asked, “Does Dr. Knight have a rule against bringing sugary treats to the office?”

      It made sense. Most dentists preached about moderating sugar consumption.

      “Oh, no,” Christine said with a laugh. “He loves cakes and cookies and brownies, you name it. If it’s got sugar, he loves it.” She held her arms out wide. “He encourages everyone to eat as much sugar as they want. He calls it job security. He hands out suckers to kids after they get cavities filled.”

      Okay…

      “So I’m confused,” I admitted. “Why would he fire her for that?”

      “He’s allergic to pistachios. Deathly so.”

      Neely Kate’s eyes grew wide. “Oh.”

      “She claimed it was an accident, that she plum forgot, but he fired her on the spot. Then she said it didn’t matter anyway. She was about to give her notice to go work for that new vet. Well, Dr. Knight… he was doggone ticked and said she couldn’t quit after he’d already gone and fired her. So she didn’t finish out the day. Just left.”

      “Huh,” Neely Kate said, shaking her head. “So were all y’all sad to see her go? Did she have friends here?”

      Christine tapped her mouth with the tip of her ink pen, leaving tiny blue polka dots on her lips. “She was friendly to the patients, but she wasn’t all that friendly with the staff. She hadn’t worked here all that long, not really. Only about eight months. She kept to herself, and by the end, most everyone was ticked at her for takin’ all them smoke breaks. She was takin’ up to five or six a day.” She shook her head and tsked.

      “Are you certain she was takin’ smoke breaks?” I asked. “Could she have been doin’ something else?”

      Her brow wrinkled, and it was clear she thought I was a fool. “What on earth else could she have been doin’, girl?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Meetin’ someone out back?” I wasn’t sure what possessed me to ask, but that seemed like an excessive amount of smoke breaks.

      “Who was she gonna meet? Her only friend is that Nina girl, who is nothin’ but trouble if you ask me, and her good-for-nothin’ boyfriend.”

      “Do you think we could talk to some other people in the office?” I asked.

      Christine’s mouth puckered. “Oh dear. I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “We won’t ask them about her gettin’ fired,” Neely Kate assured her. “We just need to see if they noticed anything strange about her before she left.” She quickly added, “Other than bringing the pistachio cake.”

      “And tryin’ to kill the good dentist,” Christine said with a nod. “But I’m still not sure it’s a good idea.”

      I gave her a sad smile. “The fact is, Christine,” I said, lowering my voice, “Sarah Freestone is missing.”

      She gasped and sat back in her chair. She looked horrified at the news, but there was a hint of glee in her eyes. This was juicy gossip, and she was privy to it. “How horrible. What happened to her?”

      “We’re not sure,” Neely Kate said, matching my somber tone. “She left her mother’s house a week ago and no one’s seen her since. She hired us to look for her.”

      Her eyes widened with horror. “And you came here? You think one of us did away with her?”

      I gave her a blank look. “No, actually, we were hoping someone here might know something that’ll help us find her.”

      “Shouldn’t you be askin’ her momma and her friends?”

      “We have,” Neely Kate assured her. “But we also wanted to talk with the people who dealt with her professionally.” She paused, then added, “I’m sure you understand.”

      Christine nodded as though she were part of our investigation team. “We need to get you talkin’ to the other girls, but it’s like I said, she didn’t share much. We tried to get more out of her about her boyfriend, but she kept mostly quiet about him. Especially after we asked her about her bruises.”

      That perked me and Neely Kate right up.

      “What bruises?” Neely Kate asked.

      “The last few months, she’d show up with bruises on her arms. A few times on her neck. She’d try hidin’ them with long sleeves and high collars, but it’s summer and Dr. Knight’s not too fond of wastin’ money on the a/c, you know what I mean?”

      Dr. Knight sounded like a butthead, but I kept that to myself.

      “Did she say where she got them?”

      “No, but a bouquet of flowers would usually show up later that day. Like the jerk was tryin’ to buy her forgiveness.”

      I frowned. Had Digger been hitting her? After his display of anger, I wouldn’t put it past him, especially since he was friends with Stewie. I wished we could call Nina and ask her if she knew.

      Neely Kate leaned forward with a tiny smile, her eyes lit up with mischief. “What did the cards say?”

      “Oh my goodness!” Christine protested. “However would I know?”

      “Surely one of those cards just fell right out of the envelope onto your desk,” Neely Kate said conspiratorially.

      “Oh my,” Christine said, clutching the huge pendant hanging from her neck. “I…”

      “This could be very important, Christine,” I said. “Sarah’s missing, and we think it might be foul play.”

      The woman immediately sobered. “What?”

      Neely Kate shot me a glance, and while we’d agreed to act like we didn’t expect foul play, I could see she approved of my decision.

      “That’s right,” Neely Kate said. “We have reason to believe Sarah is in danger, so anything you can tell us could mean the difference between life and death.”

      Christine’s face said she no longer thought this gossip exchange was fun. “The cards never had a name on them. They only said one word. Sorry.”

      “Did she ever take any phone calls at work?” Neely Kate asked.

      “She did for a while,” Christine said, “but Dr. Knight got mad and told her he wanted her to put them on speaker and let us all hear them. She refused.”

      “Punishment for taking a call on the job?” Neely Kate asked.

      “Oh, no,” Christine said. “He just likes to know what’s goin’ on. The calls stopped after that.”

      “And was that around the time she started takin’ more smoke breaks?” Neely Kate asked.

      She tapped her chin with the pen, leaving behind another batch of blue polka dots. “You know, it is.”

      A woman in scrubs walked through the door to the back. Her shoulder-length hair was dull and lifeless, and her scrubs looked faded. Her relatively youthful face put her in her forties, but everything else suggested she was in her sixties. I could see Neely Kate practically salivating with the desire to make her over.

      “Christine,” said the new woman, whose name tag read Rita. “Dr. Knight is ready for his clothes to be laid out for him to change. It’s your turn.”

      They laid out his clothes?

      Christine waved her hand. “He’ll have to wait. These two young ladies are askin’ about Sarah.” She lowered her voice and leaned closer to the newcomer. “They think she’s been murdered.”

      So much for her previous horror.

      Rita’s eyes widened in shock. “What?”

      “Actually,” Neely Kate said. “We don’t think she’s been murdered.”

      “You said you suspect foul play,” Christine protested.

      “True,” Neely Kate said, “but there are lots of types of foul play.”

      “She’s right,” Rita said. “There are.”

      “Like what, Rita?” Christine asked.

      “I don’t know.” Rita flung her hands up in frustration. “Do I look like the police?”

      “Then how can you be the judge?” Christine demanded.

      “She could have been kidnapped,” Rita blurted out as though it had just come to her. “Or…” she said in excitement, “she could have been robbed.”

      Christine scrutinized her as though considering her suggestions.

      “Where are you, Christine?” another woman asked as she walked out of the back. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, and her huge pregnant belly stretched the top of her scrubs. “I’m not puttin’ out his clothes tonight. It’s your turn.”

      “Sissy, we’re talkin’ to these two young ladies about Sarah’s murder.”

      “What?” Sissy shouted, taking a step back and bumping into the wall.

      “She hasn’t been murdered,” I protested, beginning to regret my previous decision.

      “That’s right,” Rita said. “She’s met with foul play.”

      “We don’t know that either,” Neely Kate said. “We only suspect.”

      “Oh dear,” the pregnant woman said, looking like she was close to fainting.

      “She could have driven off the side of the road,” Rita said, lost in her thoughts. “She could have driven off County Road 85 at that sharp curve and plunged right into Shute Creek.”

      “Christine,” Neely Kate said. “She needs to sit down.”

      Christine shot Rita a disgusted look. “She’s always like that. We don’t call her One-Track Rita for nothin’.”

      “Not Rita,” I said, gesturing frantically toward the pregnant woman. “Sissy!”

      “She could have been driven off the road by a band of mountain men,” Rita said, her face beginning to flush, “who took her to their mountain lair.”

      Christine took one look at Sissy’s pale face and clambered out of her chair, tripping on Rita’s shoe. She stumbled forward onto the floor, but Rita ignored her.

      “Where they showed her the pleasures only five brothers can give her,” Rita said in a dreamy tone.

      Sissy stepped around Christine, who was now on her hands and knees, and sat in the newly vacated chair.

      “They worship her and pleasure her day and night,” Rita said, beginning to fan herself with her hand. “Her own reverse harem.”

      “What’s a reverse harem?” Sissy asked, completely ignoring Christine, who had turned over and was struggling to get to her feet. I wanted to rush over to help her, but the only access behind the desk was the back door. Instead, I was forced to watch helplessly.

      Rita blinked and glanced down at Sissy as though surprised to see she’d replaced Christine in the chair. “It’s when multiple men service one woman.”

      “You mean like rub her feet and get her a glass of tea?” Sissy asked. “And move the laundry into the dryer?”

      “And make dinner?” Christine asked hopefully as she grabbed the wood on the doorframe and pulled herself to her feet.

      “Oh, no,” Rita said with a pleased smile. “Sexual servicing.”

      Sissy’s head jerked back, and she gave her coworker a disgusted look. “How many men?”

      “Five.”

      “Five men?” Sissy asked, kicking her swollen feet up on the desk. “Ain’t nobody got time to be havin’ sex with five men. I can barely find time to pee, and I have to do that every hour or so.”

      “Multiple men have sex with you at the same time,” Rita said, her face glowing.

      “How on earth do you have sex with five men at the same time?” Christine asked in a disapproving tone.

      Rita held up one finger. “One has you suck his—”

      Christine held up both hands, looking more horrified than when she’d presumed Sarah had been murdered. “We don’t need to know the gory details, Rita!”

      Sissy gave her a grin. “Speak for yourself.” She turned to us and winked. “I’m genuinely curious. There are only so many holes. Am I right?”

      “We just want to ask some questions about Sarah,” Neely Kate said, trying to hide a grin. “Then y’all can get back to your discussion about holes.”

      “Christine!” a man’s voice called out from the back. “I need my clothes!”

      “Oh my word!” Christine exclaimed. “You’re a grown man! Get your own damn clothes!” But she disappeared into the back anyway.

      “Sissy,” I said, directing my question to her. “Sarah Freestone’s missing and we’re trying to figure out what happened to her by talking to the people who knew her.”

      Sissy crossed her ankles on the counter. “You’re barkin’ up the wrong tree. We worked with Sarah for nearly a year, but none of us ever really knew her.”

      “Christine mentioned that she kept to herself?” Neely Kate asked.

      “I guess you could say that. She never seemed interested in gettin’ to know us.” Then she added, “She tried to be friendly in the beginning, but Christine and Dr. Knight are just too damn nosy, and it was obvious she wasn’t particularly interested in sharing her personal affairs, so she just clammed up.”

      “Did you ever notice her comin’ to work with bruises?” Neely Kate asked.

      “Sure I did. We all did. We tried to ask her about them at first, but she nearly snapped our heads off, so we just let it go. A new bouquet of flowers showed up nearly every Friday, toward the end.”

      “Friday?” I asked. Conrad came home on Thursday nights while Marsha was working late hours at the convenience store.

      “Yeah. Weird, right?” Sissy said. “My father always beat up my momma on a Friday or Saturday night, after drinkin’ a bunch of beer. Not on weeknights.”

      “Huh,” Neely Kate said, trying hard to sound noncommittal.

      “Do you happen to know which florist sent the flowers?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” Sissy said. “The one next to the beauty shop. Anne Marie’s.”

      “Anne Marie’s Florist?” Neely Kate asked.

      “Something like that,” Sissy said. “It might be Anne Marie’s Floral and Gifts. I just remember the Anne Marie part.”

      “Did Sarah ever mention any other friends besides her best friend Nina and her boyfriend?” I asked.

      Sissy made a face. “She barely talked about them, and when she did, she acted like it was painful to mention it.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      “I dunno. She acted like they’d done her wrong, you know, a pained look filled her eyes like it made her sad to think about it.” She shrugged. “It seemed like a sore subject. But by then she already had one foot out the door. She only talked like that to me. I think she figured I’d understand since we’re close to the same age and we were both with assholes.” She rubbed her swollen belly.

      “How long ago was that?” I asked.

      “Her last week or two. Rita walked in on us one time. She might remember,” Sissy said, turning toward Rita. “Ain’t that about right?”

      Rita was staring off into space, her gaze on the ceiling while her lips moved. She was barely speaking above a whisper, but I was fairly certain she’d said, “Take me, Raphael.”

      “Rita!” Sissy shouted, and her coworker jumped, snapping out of her daze.

      “What?” Rita asked.

      Sissy sighed. “Sometimes she gets like that. It’s really bad when she’s cleaning someone’s teeth and forgets where she is.”

      Neely Kate and I stared at them in shock. What kind of place was this?

      “What did you say?” Rita asked.

      “We’re talkin’ about Sarah,” Sissy said.

      “We are?” she asked.

      Neely Kate gave her a strange look, then reminded her, “You were thinkin’ of all the different ways she could have met with foul play.”

      She blinked. “Oh… yeah.”

      I pulled a business card out of my purse and set it on the counter. “If any of you think of anything that could help us find Sarah, would you please let us know?”

      Sissy reached over and picked up the card, looking it over. “Sure thing.”

      I wasn’t going to hold my breath waiting for their call.
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      A patient walked out of the back, looking somewhat bewildered, and Neely Kate and I simultaneously took that as our cue to leave.

      When we got out to the car, I turned to Neely Kate. “Well, that was… interesting.”

      She laughed. “I’ll say. Do you want to go by the florist?”

      “Yeah. I hope they’re still open.” But I suspected they weren’t. It was 4:12, and in a small town like Sugar Branch, the businesses probably closed shop at four.

      Sure enough, when we drove past Anne Marie’s Florist Shop, a closed sign hung on the door. The same was true of the Cut and Curl.

      “I say we head over to the nursery and pick up Carly,” Neely Kate said. “She’s probably ready to relax.”

      “Let’s swing by Marsha’s house first,” I said. “I’d like to ask her additional questions and see if she’ll give us Sarah’s laptop.”

      “Good idea.”

      “But I still don’t think we should tell her about the purse.”

      “You don’t trust her?” Neely Kate asked in surprise.

      “It’s not that I don’t trust her, in particular,” I said. “It’s that I don’t think we know enough to trust anyone just yet.”

      “Agreed.”

      Marsha’s small house was less than ten minutes away. I was worried she wouldn’t be home, but the car she’d driven away from the diner was parked in the driveway.

      The exterior of Marsha’s house was everything Nina’s house wasn’t. The house paint was in good shape and the yard was neatly trimmed. Flowers bloomed in flower beds and pots. Marsha cared about the appearance of her home.

      She looked surprised when she answered the door. “Did you find her already?”

      My brow wrinkled. It hadn’t occurred to me that she might assume we were showing up to tell her we’d completed our job. I hated to disappoint her. “No, Marsha. I’m sorry. We talked to a few people and wanted to ask you some additional questions.”

      She took a step back, disappointment turning her mouth downward. “Okay.”

      The smell of something delicious hit my nose—tomatoes and garlic. “I hope we didn’t interrupt your dinner,” I said as I crossed the threshold.

      “Oh, no. The sauce is still simmerin’.”

      We walked into the small living room containing older, gently used furniture. Family pictures of her and Sarah filled one wall, arranged artistically. Neely Kate and I automatically took a step toward the display to get a closer look.

      “Those are of me and Sarah,” she said wistfully.

      Sure enough, there were no other people in the photos, just Sarah and/or her mother, spanning from when Sarah was a baby to now. Sarah in Disney princess costumes. Sarah in a soccer jersey, her two front teeth missing. Marsha and Sarah on the beach at Lake Fenton wearing swimsuits. Sarah in middle school and high school, looking like she was dressed up for school dances. Sarah in her high school graduation cap and gown. In most of the pictures, Marsha was standing next to her, beaming with love and pride.

      Neely Kate must have picked up on it too. “None of Conrad?”

      I silently applauded her for her tasteful way of asking if there was a reason none of them contained any of the men who had paraded through their lives.

      “No,” she said, offering no further explanation.

      Sarah and Marsha looked happy in most of the photos—a mother and daughter who genuinely loved one another. I felt some of the tension leave Neely Kate’s body. I was sure Nina’s allegation that Marsha was only looking for her daughter because of the potential money had concerned her. It had definitely concerned me.

      “Do you want to have a seat?” Marsha asked.

      “Thanks,” Neely Kate said, taking a seat on the sofa, and I joined her.

      Marsha sat in the catty-corner love seat. “You said you found out some things?”

      While I was trying to decide where to start, Neely Kate jumped right in. “Did you ever notice any bruises on Sarah’s arms or neck?” She’d obviously latched on to the part that concerned her most.

      Marsha’s eyes flew wide, but there was a hint of guilt in them too. “Bruises?”

      “You’re sayin’ you didn’t see any?” Neely Kate asked, and I was proud of her for keeping her tone neutral.

      “Of course I noticed bruises,” Marsha said softly. “Sarah has always bruised so easily. When she was little, I asked the doctor to check if she was a hemophiliac, but the doctor dismissed it, saying mostly boys got that.”

      “But you didn’t notice bruises showin’ up more recently?” I pressed. “The staff at the dentist’s office commented on it.”

      Her hand went to the base of her throat and she started to fiddle with the thin silver chain around her neck. “No…” She didn’t sound convincing.

      Neely Kate leaned forward. “Marsha, this is important. Are you sure you didn’t notice them? Sarah’s former coworkers said they started not long before she stopped working there.”

      Marsha shook her head but wouldn’t make eye contact with either of us.

      Neely Kate sat back and her tone became less pleading. “Did Sarah bring home any flower arrangements over the last few months?”

      Marsha’s gaze jerked up in surprise. “A few. Why?”

      “Did she ever say who they were from?”

      “They were from Digger. I figured he finally decided to step up, ya know?”

      Neely Kate pressed on. “But she never specifically said that they were from Digger?”

      She shook her head. “No. I guess not.”

      “Did you ever see one of the cards?” I asked. “I know it would be an invasion of privacy to look,” I quickly added. “But I assure you we won’t judge. In fact, it might be helpful if you did look.”

      Marsha shook her head. “There were never any cards. Just flowers, and not cheap ones. Roses and such. I figured Digger was payin’ for ’em with his wages from the tire store.”

      I cast a glance to Neely Kate, hoping to get a sense of where she wanted to go with this. It was obvious Marsha had noticed her daughter’s bruises, but that didn’t mean she knew who’d given them to her. She could just feel guilty for not intervening.

      Neely Kate must have been on the same wavelength because she asked, “Knowin’ now that Sarah was showing up at work with fresh bruises once a week and she was gettin’ weekly flower arrangements with a card that said ‘sorry,’ who would you think gave those bruises to her?”

      Marsha’s eyes filled with tears. “Digger. I know he smacked her once, about six months ago, and she told him if he ever hit her again she was done.”

      “She told you that?” I asked.

      She nodded. “She showed up late one night, her cheek red and swollen, and she told me.”

      “But she never told you that Digger was hittin’ her again?” Neely Kate asked.

      “No.”

      There could have been a number of reasons for that. Sarah might have been ashamed that she was tolerating his abuse, or perhaps she’d hidden it from her mother because her abuser was someone else, someone her mother would want to protect.

      Conrad.

      I considered asking her about Conrad, but I was worried she’d shut down from the obvious leap in my line of questioning. Instead, I decided to tackle a different topic then circle back to Marsha’s boyfriend. “Nina said that Sarah asked her to move in with her.”

      She blinked in confusion. “In here?”

      “No,” I said. “She wanted to get her own place.”

      She shook her head in shock. “She never mentioned it.”

      “Nina also said that Sarah told her she’d come into some money.”

      Marsha looked even more confused. “What money?”

      “Nina didn’t know, only that Sarah had told her she was goin’ to collect it on the Sunday she disappeared. She and Sarah were planning to run off together.”

      “Run off?” she practically screeched. “So she really did run away?”

      “We don’t know,” Neely Kate said in a soothing tone, “but we’re working under the assumption that she didn’t.”

      “We don’t think she’d run off without Nina,” I added. “She was worried about leavin’ her with Stewie.”

      Marsha shook her head, tears filling her eyes. “That boy is nothin’ but trouble. I told both those girls that when Nina started datin’ him. Then Sarah hooked up with his fool friend.”

      “Do you have any idea where Sarah might have gotten the money?” I asked.

      “How much money?” she asked.

      “We’re thinkin’ a lot,” Neely Kate said. “At least several thousand dollars. Enough to run off and start a new life.”

      I cast a sideways glance to my friend, a little surprised by her answer. Earlier she’d insisted it might not be that much after all.

      Marsha stared at me with huge eyes. “I don’t know. No one I know has money like that.”

      “You don’t save money in the house?” I asked, then carefully added, “Did Conrad?”

      If she begrudged my line of questioning, she didn’t let on. “No.” She made a face. “Most of Conrad’s money goes to his ex-wife and their kids.”

      Neely Kate’s eyebrows shot up. “How much does he pay in child support?”

      “I don’t know exactly, but it’s a good bit.”

      “Does he help pay for the rent?” I asked.

      Pride filled her eyes. “I own my own house.”

      “But I’m sure you have a mortgage payment,” I said gently. “Did Conrad help with that?”

      She hesitated. “He’s in bad shape. His ex-wife cleaned him out. He promises to help once he makes his last payment in a couple of years.” She could see the skepticism on Neely Kate’s face. “He’s a good man, and that bitch screwed him over. He’s just in a bad spot.”

      “What’s Conrad’s ex-wife’s name?” I asked as Neely Kate started writing in her notebook. “And tell me about his kids.”

      Wariness filled her eyes “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “Well,” Neely Kate said in an even tone. “They’re kind of Sarah’s stepsiblin’s, right? We should talk to them.”

      “Nikki and Conrad, Jr., don’t have nothin’ to do with Sarah,” she said in a disgusted tone. “In fact, they’ve never even met her. That bitch Nicole wouldn’t let them come to Sunday dinner. Said it was too far.”

      “Where do they live?” I asked.

      “El Dorado, so it ain’t that far.”

      She was right. It was forty-five minutes tops. “Is Conrad current with his child support?”

      “He’s a little bit behind.” Her body tensed, and her eyes darted from me to Neely Kate. “Why’re y’all harpin’ so much on Conrad? He’s not the one to blame for this.”

      “We’re not here to judge, Marsha,” I said. “We’re only tryin’ to figure out where Sarah is.”

      “Then why are you askin’ about Conrad?”

      “Like Rose said,” Neely Kate purred, her voice as sweet as honey. “We’re tryin’ to get a picture of what was goin’ on in Sarah’s head. I’m sure she knew Conrad wasn’t helpin’ financially, but he was sendin’ money to kids who couldn’t even bring themselves to see him. Seems to me that had to bother her?”

      She glanced down, a grimace twisting her mouth. “Yeah. I guess.”

      I took the part about his kids as a no, and the part about not helping in the Freestone household as a yes.

      “Did you have arguments about it?” I asked.

      “A few.”

      “I know you said Conrad took a shine to Sarah,” I said, “and that she didn’t take a shine back. How did they act around each other? Did they argue?”

      “I never saw them argue. They just ignored each other.”

      “And did anything change between them lately?” Neely Kate asked.

      Marsha’s face flushed with anger. “I told you Conrad didn’t do nothin’ to her. He’s worried sick too.”

      “Marsha,” Neely Kate practically cooed. “We’re not accusin’ Conrad of anythin’. But if he and Sarah aren’t gettin’ along, it might have given her a reason to run off.”

      Tears streamed down her face. “I thought you said she didn’t run off.”

      “We flat-out don’t know what happened to her,” I said. “We’re investigatin’ all possibilities.”

      “Conrad didn’t do it.”

      “We believe you,” I said. “Don’t worry about that. This is about us tryin’ to get into Sarah’s head.” I didn’t like lying to Marsha, but it was obvious she desperately wanted to believe in Conrad’s innocence. I couldn’t risk her warning her boyfriend that we were looking into him.

      Marsha grabbed a tissue and wiped her cheeks as she nodded. “Yeah. That makes sense.”

      I crossed my legs and put my hand on my knee. “Did Sarah have a laptop or computer?”

      “She has a laptop, but it’s busted.”

      “How did it get busted?” Neely Kate asked.

      She shrugged, wiping her nose with her damp tissue. “She dropped a cup of water on it, and it never turned back on.”

      “Do you have another computer in the house she might have used?” I asked.

      “No. Conrad has a laptop for work, but I just use my phone. Sarah didn’t have the money to get hers fixed, so she was usin’ her phone too.”

      “Do you happen to know the passwords for her email and social media accounts?” I asked.

      “You want to read her email?” At first she looked surprised, then her shoulders sank. “No. I don’t know ’em. I’m sorry.”

      “Do you mind if we look at her room?” I asked. “It might give us some insights.”

      “Sure.” She got to her feet, and Neely Kate and I followed her to a room with a closed door. “I ain’t touched much since she left.”

      “Okay,” Neely Kate said.

      She pushed the door open, revealing an unmade full-sized bed, a dresser with a couple of partially opened drawers, and a pile of dirty clothes on the floor in front of the closet.

      Neely Kate took a few steps inside and let me in behind her.

      “I take it she doesn’t have any missin’ clothes?” Neely Kate said.

      “It’s hard to say,” Marsha said, “but my suitcase ain’t missin’ and all her makeup is still in the bathroom.”

      I scanned the room, moving closer to her nightstand. “Is it all right if we poke around?”

      Her voice broke. “If it will help you find my daughter, you can haul every last bit of it out. I just want my girl back.”

      A lump filled my throat, but I pushed past it. “We’ll do our best, Marsha. I swear it.”

      She gave me a quick hug. “I know you will.” Then she turned and left, walking toward the living room. I knew without asking it was painful for her to be in Sarah’s room.

      Neely Kate and I spent the next ten minutes rifling through Sarah’s personal possessions, which felt like a huge invasion of her privacy, but I reminded myself it was part of the job. Still, after all our searching, we came up with nothing helpful.

      “Where are all her old ticket stubs and journals or even old school papers?” I asked. “There’s absolutely nothin’ here that tells us anything about Sarah.” The beige walls were completely bare.

      Neely Kate stared at the bed, her face pale, then turned and looked me square in the eye. “This looks like the room of someone wantin’ to protect herself.”

      My heart sank.

      We needed to talk to Conrad. Pronto.
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      When we walked out of the house, I tucked Sarah’s laptop into Neely Kate’s trunk. We were silent as she pulled out of the driveway.

      Finally, Neely Kate said, “Conrad was abusin’ her. I know it in my gut.”

      I took a breath to ease the dread in my gut. “Yeah. I think so too.”

      “We need to talk to him,” she said, gripping the steering wheel so tightly I was sure she was going to snap it into pieces. “It can’t wait until Thursday.”

      “I agree, but maybe we can get him to do a video call. Then we can watch his reaction when we ask him about the bruises.”

      Her face lit up. “Yeah. Great idea.”

      Neely Kate’s phone rang, and Bruce Wayne’s name appeared on the screen in her center console.

      “Hey, Bruce Wayne,” she said when she answered. “What’s up?”

      “I’ve come up with squat on Carly. I even asked Jed to tell me what he and Witt had found, hopin’ I could expand on it, but it didn’t help. Sorry to have let you down.” Defeat filled his words.

      “You didn’t let us down, Bruce Wayne,” I insisted. “In fact, we have something even more pressin’ for you to look into.”

      Neely Kate’s brow scrunched as she shot me a glance.

      “Sure thing,” Bruce Wayne said, eager to help. “Whatcha need?”

      I continued, “We need you to look into a man named Conrad Duffy. He’s forty-eight years old and lives in Sugar Branch at 407 Denton Drive with Marsha Freestone. She owns the house.”

      “Let me write this down.” He paused for a half minute, then said, “Okay. Go on.”

      “He’s a travelin’ salesman with Blinket Supplies. Marsha says he’s gone Monday through Thursday nights and his route is in Louisiana.”

      “Got it.”

      “He also has an ex-wife, Nicole, and two kids, Nikki and Conrad, Jr. Supposedly they don’t see him. They live in El Dorado. Marsha says Conrad doesn’t help out with expenses for the house because he sends all his money to his ex and doesn’t have any left to help her.”

      “So he’s shackin’ up with her for free, then getting four nights to fool around?” he asked.

      “We think he might have been trying to fool around with our missing person, Marsha’s nineteen-year-old daughter. Conrad comes home on Thursday nights while Marsha’s workin’ the night shift at the Feed and Fuel. Sarah was goin’ to work on Fridays with bruises on her neck and wrists.”

      “Shit,” he muttered.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “You want me to find out if he has a criminal record?”

      “And see what you can find out about the divorce too. Also look into his ex-wife and kids. See if they even exist.”

      “Sure thing,” he said.

      We ended the call, and Neely Kate let out a loud breath. “We should send Conrad a text and tell him we want to video chat with him tonight.”

      “He might tell us no,” I said.

      “True, but he might be open to it if you paint it for him like you did for Digger. That it would only be logical for us to ask her pseudo stepdad what he knows. We don’t give him any hint that we think he’s a pervert.” Her hands tightened on the wheel.

      “Agreed. But if he’s out of town, we can’t let our questioning lead him to believe we suspect him of anything. Otherwise, he might not come home.”

      She nodded. “True.”

      It seemed like every question we resolved led us to have a dozen new ones, like turning over a rock and finding wriggling earthworms, but it finally felt like we were getting somewhere.

      If only things looked better for Sarah.
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      We pulled into the parking lot around 5:30. Violet’s car was gone, but I could see Carly talking to a customer in the greenhouse, wearing a warm smile.

      “She doesn’t look unhappy,” Neely Kate said. “That’s a good thing.”

      “True. But I can’t stop thinkin’ about what she’s running from. What if it is Hardshaw?”

      “If Carly has a connection to them, then she’s a victim too.”

      I was inclined to believe her. “Nevertheless, we need to talk to her about it. We’ll help her if she needs it, but we need to be prepared. She does too.”

      Neely Kate was quiet for a long moment, then grudgingly said, “Okay.”

      Maeve greeted us with a warm smile of her own when we walked in, and Muffy came barreling around the corner, leaping into my arms as though she hadn’t seen me in a year.

      “Hey, girl,” I said, picking her up and rubbing behind her ears. “I’m really takin’ you home this time.”

      “How’s Carly been?” Neely Kate asked.

      “I couldn’t ask for a better employee,” Maeve said, beaming. “She’s a fast learner and the customers all love her. Violet even taught her about a few plants.” She winked at Neely Kate. “We both know that’s a sure sign that Violet approves.”

      I glanced at my best friend. A soft smile lit up her face. Violet had started teaching her about plants too, which made me happy considering the two women hadn’t seen eye to eye when they’d first met. I was certain Violet had been jealous of her, but now my sister seemed intent on making sure I was surrounded with people who loved me.

      “How long did Vi last today?” I asked.

      “She hung in there for quite a while,” Maeve said. “She left around three. She needed to be home to get Ashley off the bus.”

      I nodded.

      “I talked to Joe,” Maeve said in a lower tone. “He called me about coming over to look at my leaky kitchen faucet. I hope I didn’t speak out of turn, but I told him about Violet movin’ in with you. I thought you might need help. Sounds like he has a date with Dena tonight, but maybe he can stop by later this week.”

      “We talked to him after you did,” I said. “He said he’d be over after dinner to take a look but made no mention of plans with Dena.” I grimaced. “I’m so sorry if he broke his plans to help me out.”

      “Violet’s more important,” Maeve said. “I’m sure he thought so too if he canceled on Dena, but we all know she won’t take that well.”

      I shot my best friend another inquisitive look. Dena was Joe’s new girlfriend, and she and Neely Kate didn’t care for each other. But she showed no hint of glee. She looked locked in thought.

      Carly walked in and surprise filled her eyes when she saw us. “Oh, hey.”

      “We came by to pick you up,” Neely Kate said. “You must be starvin’.”

      A hesitant look washed over Carly’s face. “It’s only 5:30. The nursery closes at 6:00.”

      “We thought you might be tired,” Neely Kate said.

      “No, not at all.” Carly glanced at Maeve. “Actually, I told Maeve I’d help her put everything away since Anna usually does it and I’m fillin’ in for her. Would it be too much of an imposition if I stay and finish?”

      “Oh.” Neely Kate’s eyes widened—and then filled with respect. “Of course. Why don’t we both do it? I’ve been learnin’ about the nursery too.” She turned to me. “You don’t mind, do you?”

      “No, of course not. I can go chat with Levi. He usually sticks around the office until six. I should be able to catch him before he leaves. Do you mind if I borrow your shiny new car?”

      “Oh! Good idea,” Neely Kate said. “I’d offer to go with you, but I still think you’re likely to find out more without me.” Her mouth twisted. “Unless it’s awkward to go alone…”

      “No,” I said. “We ended on friendly terms. You stay here and help Maeve and Carly. I’ll be back soon.”

      Neely Kate handed me her keys, and I took Muffy with me. Levi liked her and there would be all kinds of smells to keep her entertained while we chatted.

      There were only two cars and a pickup truck in the parking lot when I pulled up at 5:50. The truck was Levi’s, and I recognized one of the cars, so I steeled myself when I walked through the front door with Muffy in my arms.

      “No appointment, no service,” someone barked at me from the front desk. It looked like Levi had brought back Mary, his old receptionist. She pointed her index and middle fingers toward the floor and made a scissors movement to mimic walking. “Go on.”

      “I apologize for not makin’ an appointment,” I said. “But this is important.”

      “That’s what they all say, Missy. The soonest I can fit you in is Thursday.”

      “You don’t even know why I’m here,” I protested. “What if my dog was havin’ some kind of emergency?”

      Mary pinned her aggravated gaze on Muffy, then pointedly shifted it to me, raising her brows. I glanced down at my dog, and if dogs could smile, she was grinning from ear to ear.

      Okay, so she had a point.

      “This is important,” I said. “I need to talk to Levi about Sarah.”

      “Who?” she asked with a scrunched-up face. The exaggerated response convinced me she knew exactly whom I was talking about.

      “You know,” I countered. “The woman who took over your job.”

      A fire blazed in her eyes. “She did not take over my job. She was merely fillin’ in.”

      Mary looked ready to rip someone’s head off.

      A new theory hit me, stealing my breath. Had Mary been pissed enough to do away with her replacement?

      An exam room door opened, and a woman emerged, leading her golden retriever out with a leash. The dog wore a cone of shame around his neck and had a bandage wrapped around his back leg.

      Levi followed her out. He was a handsome man who was also kind and dedicated to animals. It was no wonder so many women were interested in him. Maybe I would have been interested too if I hadn’t already been half in love with James by the time I met him. He studied the dog’s gait. “Be sure to let me know if Rebel has any issues with his stitches.”

      “I will, Dr. Romano,” she said. “Thank you.”

      Levi realized someone else was in the waiting area and did a double take when his gaze landed on me. “Rose. Is everything okay with Muffy?”

      Muffy was squirming in my arms, dying to get down and say hello to Rebel.

      “She’s just enthusiastic to make a new friend. I’m actually here because of a case.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “An investigation?” Then a knowing look filled his eyes. “Oh… Sarah.”

      “Yeah,” I said, juggling my dog, who was getting even squirmier. “Her mother hired us.”

      With a somber look, he gestured toward the exam room he’d just vacated. “Why don’t you come in here and let Muffy sniff around while we talk.”

      Mary shot me a dark glare that did nothing to ease my new suspicion of her, and I walked into the exam room. When Levi shut the door behind us, I put Muffy on the floor.

      He crossed his arms and leaned his shoulder against the wall. “I take it that Sarah’s mother still hasn’t heard from her.”

      “No. She’s very worried.” I paused. “I hear Sarah had just started working for you.”

      He dropped his arms and stood upright. “Yeah. Mary had one of her tantrums, so I fired her. I put up an ad on one of those job websites, and Sarah was the first one to come in for an interview. I hired her on the spot.”

      “She impressed you?”

      “She did. She has a sunny disposition and said she loves animals. She was working at a dental clinic, so I figured she was at least somewhat familiar with clinics, even though it was a stretch.”

      “How did she do as a receptionist?”

      “She was great,” he said enthusiastically. “The clients loved her as well as the animals. She caught on to the paperwork aspect quickly. I never once regretted hiring her.”

      “Until she didn’t show up,” I said.

      He grimaced. “Even then I didn’t regret it. Her mother called practically the minute the clinic was supposed to open last Monday. I knew she was late, but I figured there’d been some delay on the road.”

      I nodded. “How did Mary end up workin’ here again?”

      “She stopped in that same morning. She figured I’d be begging to take her back. And since Sarah is still missing…” He shrugged. “I hoped Sarah would come back, but it’s been a week.” He studied me and the expression on his face turned fearful, as though he only now understood the implications. “Do you think something bad happened to her?”

      I couldn’t give him a complete answer. I needed to keep what we’d found so far to myself. “I’m not sure. I’m still tryin’ to piece it all together. Marsha just hired us this afternoon.”

      “Oh…” His worry increased. “She waited that long?”

      I pushed out a sigh. “I think she had trouble findin’ anyone to investigate. The Sugar Branch police wouldn’t take the case, and the sheriff’s department wouldn’t touch it for fear of upsettin’ the police. She tried to find a private investigator, but she doesn’t have any money.”

      “So you and Neely Kate are investigating pro bono?”

      I shrugged. “We can’t take cases with paying clients since we don’t have a license. Kermit gets paid for our work, but he says he’s supervisin’ our investigations, so they count toward the hours we need to put in for the exam.”

      A sad grin lit up his face. “Something tells me you’d take the case either way. You have a compassionate soul, Rose.”

      The exam room suddenly felt too small for the two of us. I needed to change the subject. “Levi, did you know anything about Sarah’s personal life?”

      He frowned. “She always changed the subject when I asked, so I quickly let it drop. I didn’t want to overstep my bounds, but contrary to the vibe Mary gives off, I like to create a warm work environment. I told Sarah if she had a friendly dog, she could bring it with her to work, and that was the most she ever talked about her home life. She said she didn’t have a dog anymore, but she planned on getting one as soon as she had enough money saved up to rent a pet-friendly apartment.”

      “I know she only worked for you for two weeks. Did she mention that toward the beginning or end of her time here?”

      “The end,” he said. “A lab mix puppy came in, and she said the dog reminded her of her dog Jack. That’s when I mentioned she could bring him in if she wanted.”

      “Do you happen to remember what day that was?”

      He made a face. “It wasn’t Thursday, because we were slammed that day. It was Friday.”

      If Sarah was talking about saving money to rent a place with Nina, she must not have found the money yet. That definitely narrowed the window.

      Unless…

      “You haven’t had any money missin’, have you?” I couldn’t imagine a vet’s office had that much cash in the register, but I needed to ask.

      His eyes flew wide. “Are you asking if Sarah stole from me?” He adamantly shook his head. “No. Not a chance. Did you think…?’

      I offered him a smile. “No, but we’re tryin’ to look at all possibilities. I had to ask.”

      He gave a slight nod but looked slightly offended on Sarah’s behalf. “Of course.”

      “Was there any trouble at the office while she worked for you?”

      He pursed his lips together. “Someone slashed her tires in the parking lot, but we both presumed it was Mary.”

      “Did you call the sheriff?” I asked.

      “No. Sarah wouldn’t let me. I insisted on calling a tow service and replacing all her tires. Sarah tried to stop me, but I insisted. If it was Mary, it was completely my fault. There was no reason Sarah should be penalized for that. She was strapped for cash as it was.”

      “You didn’t think you should call the sheriff?” I asked. “If it was Mary, you should have let them investigate. What if she escalated?” Nina had suspected Digger, but what if she was wrong? And why had Levi let Mary come back to work if he suspected her of such a thing?

      “I wanted to, Rose, and in hindsight, it seems like a very poor decision,” he insisted. “But Sarah begged me not to. She was concerned Mary would be even more upset with her. The poor girl had just had her car vandalized. I figured the least I could do was respect her wishes.” His eyes widened. “Oh my God. Do you think that Mary had something to do with her disappearance?”

      How much should I tell him? I decided to share the truth. “At the very least, we should talk to Mary about what she knows, but I’m not convinced she was the one who slashed the tires. Sarah’s best friend is positive Sarah’s ex-boyfriend did it.”

      “What?”

      “Did she ever mention her boyfriend?”

      “Not much, but I could tell she wasn’t happy with him.”

      “Did she ever come to work with bruises?”

      His brow rose sharply as he realized what I was asking. “You think he hit her?”

      “We’re not sure,” I said. “We’re very early in our investigation, but her coworkers at her old office said she came to work with bruises on Fridays. Flowers would be delivered the same day with a card that simply said, ‘Sorry.’” I tilted my head slightly. “Did Sarah ever get flowers here?”

      Levi looked lost in worry. “No.”

      “Did her boyfriend ever come into the office?”

      “No.”

      “Did you see anyone come in and act strange around her?”

      Confusion washed over his face. “Strange? You mean like threatening?”

      “Or maybe just someone who took an odd interest in her?”

      He shook his head again. “No. Not that I noticed, but I’m usually in the back with the animals.”

      “Can you think of anything else that might be helpful?”

      He rubbed his chin, looking at me. “No. I wish I could.”

      “If something comes to you, will you let me know?”

      “Definitely,” he said. “I hate to think something bad might have happened to her.” He started to speak, stopped, and then started again. “I know your investigation is probably confidential, but could you let me know if you find out anything?” His voice broke. “Sarah’s a good kid. I just hope she’s okay.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I said. “Thank you.”

      He squatted and picked up Muffy. She licked his chin as he stood, and he grinned at her—the kind of grin that had the ladies of Fenton County lining up out the door.

      “How’ve you been, Rose?” he asked.

      His interest made me nervous. Especially since I couldn’t tell him the truth about James. If I told him I had a secret boyfriend, he’d probably assume I was making him up.

      “Good. You?”

      His smile spread. “Good. Keeping busy with the practice. Business has doubled since I took over for Dr. Ritchie.”

      I laughed. “It’s no wonder with all the women in the county and beyond bringin’ their pets to you. Dr. Ritchie didn’t have the people skills you do. Or the looks.”

      His grin lit up his eyes and made him even more handsome. “If that’s your polite way of saying he was crabby, you’re probably right. But business has grown so much I’ve considered getting a partner.”

      “Wow. That’s great, Levi.”

      He looked like he wanted to say something else, but instead he opened the door and walked out into the waiting room. “I think it’s time to confront my receptionist.”

      I suspected this wouldn’t go well.

      “Mary,” he said, walking over to her desk. “Has anyone called asking for Sarah?”

      “Who?” she asked in a shrill voice.

      He groaned. “Sarah. The girl who replaced you.”

      Her nose wrinkled in disgust. “Why would anybody be asking for her?”

      “Mary,” I said. “This is important. We’re worried about her safety.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Pleaaase. She’s nothing but a flighty girl who doesn’t take her job seriously, just like all those other centurions.”

      “Who?” I asked in confusion.

      Levi shook his head in frustration. “Millennials, Mary. For the hundredth time, they’re millennials.”

      “Millennials. Centurions. What difference does it make what they’re called? What matters is that they’re all flighty.” She looked down her nose at me, making it obvious she lumped me into the same group.

      “Did you meet her?” I asked.

      “Who?” Mary asked.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Mary.” Levi groaned again, sounding more irritated than I’d ever heard him. “Sarah.”

      Her upper lip curled. “I never met the girl.”

      “You never came in while she was workin’?” I asked.

      “Why would I?” she asked. “I was takin’ my two weeks of vacation.”

      “You were fired, Mary,” Levi ground out.

      Muffy glanced up at him in surprise.

      Mary shrugged. “I left on a Wednesday, then I came back just over two weeks later. Sure enough, you needed me.”

      “You just happened to come in on the Monday she didn’t show up?” I asked.

      Her mouth quirked to the side. “Like I said…”

      “You were back from vacation,” I grumbled. “What were you doin’ on your vacation?”

      “I went down to Cancun.”

      I shot Levi a questioning look. “Had she planned to take a vacation before you fired her?”

      He frowned. “No.”

      “Did you really go to Cancun?” I asked.

      “I don’t have to answer that,” Mary said in a belligerent tone.

      Levi’d had enough. “Answer the question, Mary, or don’t come back tomorrow.”

      Her eyes shot daggers at him, but she said, “Yes. I went to Cancun.”

      “For two weeks?” I asked.

      Her forehead wrinkled as she frowned. “Fine. I went for one week on one of those all-inclusive things. While I was lyin’ on the beach with my mai tai, I decided to go in and reclaim my job when I got back.” One of her shoulders lifted into a tiny shrug. “So I came in bright and early last Monday mornin’, plannin’ on demandin’ my job back.” She sat back in her chair, her expression that of a cat who’d gotten the cream. “Call it surreptitious.”

      “What?” Levi asked, then narrowed his eyes at her. “Do you mean serendipitous?”

      “Same difference…”

      “Only it’s not,” Levi countered.

      “When did you come home from Cancun?” I asked.

      “Late Sunday afternoon, the day before I got my job back.”

      “Who went to Cancun with you?” I asked.

      “What’s it to you?”

      “Mary,” Levi ground out.

      “Fine,” she said, “I went with my boyfriend.”

      “You have a boyfriend?” Levi asked in disbelief.

      “You think I’m too old to have a boyfriend?” she demanded.

      “No,” he said dryly. “I think you’re too mean.”

      I watched in disbelief as they launched into a fiery argument, all while Levi still cradled an observant Muffy in his arms. Who would’ve thought Levi had it in him? He’d never shown any anger or recrimination in the short time we were dating, but Mary had clearly driven him to the brink.

      “That’s it,” Levi said at last. “I can’t take it anymore. You’re fired. Again.”

      “Well, I never,” she said, clucking her tongue as she grabbed her purse out of her drawer. “I won’t be back this time.”

      “One can only hope,” Levi muttered.

      “You’ll regret this!” Mary said, pointing her finger in his face.

      “Somehow I’ll learn to live with it,” Levi said.

      We both watched her stomp out the front door. After it slammed shut behind her, we were quiet for a couple of seconds. Then I turned to Levi, wide-eyed. “I’m so sorry if I stirred things up.”

      He set Muffy down on the floor and walked around the desk. “I should never have let her come back in the first place. I wasn’t thinking straight when I heard Sarah was missing.”

      “What are you gonna do?”

      He sat in her chair, then looked up at me like a lost little boy. “First I’m going to call a locksmith and have the locks changed. Mary just left with the keys. Then I’ll repost the job listing, I guess.” He pushed out a huge sigh. “I’d hoped to hold the job for Sarah…” His worried eyes held mine. “But she’s not coming back, is she?”

      Offering him a soft smile, I walked toward him and put a hand on his shoulder, feeling guilty about my real reason for touching him. “I honestly don’t know, Levi. I’m so sorry.”

      He reached up and covered my hand with his own, but I didn’t have time to give it much thought because I was already closing my eyes and asking, Will Sarah come back to work for Levi?

      I quickly plunged into a vision.

      I was standing by a row of metal cages, a few of which held dogs and a cat. A woman stood in front of me with a grim look. It struck me that she looked a lot like Levi. They had the exact same blue eyes and similarly shaped noses. Was this his sister? “I don’t like it, Levi.”

      “I know, Margi, but I don’t know what else to do.”

      “Just hire someone else. I know you want to wait so you don’t look suspicious, but this place is falling apart.”

      There was no second vision this time. The waiting room came back into focus around me and I blurted out, “You don’t want to look suspicious.”

      His head jerked as he glanced up at me with a startled look. “What?”

      Why would Levi worry about looking suspicious? I knew I should answer him, but I decided to see how he’d handle the accusation.

      He pulled his hand free and got to his feet, looking panicked. “Why would I look suspicious?”

      Why indeed? But I had to answer him this time. “I’m not sure, but I can tell you’re worried.”

      “I wasn’t until you mentioned it,” he said as he took a step back. Then his eyes flew wide. “Oh my God. You think I did something to her?”

      I didn’t understand the context of the vision, but Levi wasn’t a stranger. I knew him to be a kindhearted man who went out of his way to help animals. He’d always been good to me too, and while I’d misjudged people before, I couldn’t see him as a killer. “No, of course not, Levi,” I said. “It’s just that you were likely one of the last people to see her. I’m sure it has to be a concern.”

      “I thought her mother saw her on Sunday,” he said breathlessly. “She told me that Sarah left their house around noon.”

      I stared at him earnestly, feeling horrible for upsetting him further. “Of course, you’re right. I’m sorry. I truly didn’t mean to upset you. I was trying to reassure you.”

      He nodded but didn’t look totally convinced.

      Could this conversation be why he’d appeared so anxious in the vision, or was he somehow involved in Sarah’s disappearance?

      Maybe I needed to do more digging into Levi Romano.
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      The nursery was closed by the time I got back, and Neely Kate and Carly were about finished pulling in the plants that had lined the sidewalk. I watched them for a moment, noticing that Neely Kate had set Carly at ease enough to actually carry on a conversation. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but Carly looked more relaxed than she ever had in our short acquaintance.

      When Muffy and I got out of the car and walked over to them, Carly glanced up and stopped talking, eyeing me with caution.

      “I don’t see Maeve’s car,” I said, shielding my eyes from the sun as I looked over the parking lot.

      “She had to leave,” Neely Kate said. “I told her we’d finish up. Find out anything helpful?”

      “Yeah, actually. Levi said Sarah was a great employee. He’s been holding her job for her, hoping she’ll come back.”

      Neely Kate frowned. “He’s been running the office by himself?”

      “No, Mary came back.”

      “You’re kiddin’!”

      I shook my head. “She showed up the morning after Sarah disappeared, demanding her job back, and since Levi was desperate, he took her back… temporarily. But she was belligerent as all get out when we started askin’ her questions about Sarah. She and Levi got into it and he fired her again.”

      “I can’t believe he took her back in the first place,” Neely Kate said. “She’s as mean as a three-legged cat.”

      “He said he was gonna call a locksmith to change the locks since she took the keys. And he’s also going to advertise for a replacement.”

      “Anything else?” Neely Kate asked.

      “He doesn’t recall anything suspicious before her last day at the office,” I said. “And one more thing that helps us narrow down when she found the money… her last day of work, Levi told her if she had a friendly dog, she could bring it to work with her. She told him she didn’t have a dog anymore, but she hoped to get another one someday, after she saved up enough to get a new place.”

      “So she didn’t have the money yet,” Neely Kate said.

      “Unless she was lyin’ to Levi, but I don’t see why she would.” I moved out of the way as Neely Kate closed the greenhouse door. “That means she found the money Friday night.”

      “And we have no idea what she was doin’ on Friday night.” She glanced over her shoulder at me. “We have to find out.”

      “We need to talk to Nina again. I know they weren’t hangin’ out, but she might have an idea.”

      She grinned. “Looks like we need to have breakfast at the Sunshine Café.”

      I grimaced as I recalled the concrete pie. “Maybe I’ll just have coffee.”

      Neely Kate chuckled. “Find out anything else?”

      “Levi thought Mary had slashed Sarah’s tires, and he paid to replace them out of guilt. I know Nina seemed positive that Digger did it, but if she was mistaken, Mary committed a crime of revenge on her replacement. What would stop her from murderin’ someone?”

      Neely Kate looked worried. “Anything else?”

      Hesitating, I shot a look toward Carly. “Nothin’ much.”

      Carly offered me a wary smile. “How about I take Muffy over to the grass and see if she needs to pee? Come on, Muffy.”

      Muffy had been sniffing around by my feet, but she took off after Carly toward the west side of the greenhouse.

      “What happened?” Neely Kate asked in a quiet voice.

      “I had a vision that confused me.”

      Her eyes flew wide. “What did you see?”

      “I asked if Sarah would come back to work for Levi, and I had a vision of him in what I think was the back of his clinic. He was talkin’ to a woman he called Margi. She told him she didn’t like what was happenin’ and suggested he hire someone else even though he was worried about lookin’ suspicious.”

      “Suspicious?” she screeched.

      Carly must have heard Neely Kate even though she was over twenty feet away, because her gaze jerked over to us.

      Neely Kate gave her a small wave and a smile, then turned back to me and lowered her voice again. “Why would Levi worry about lookin’ suspicious?”

      “I have no earthly idea,” I said. “I’d already questioned him, and he’d been open and eager to help. But after I had my vision and blurted out something about him bein’ worried about lookin’ suspicious, I left him pretty worried. Do you think that was why he was so worried in the vision?”

      Her brow furrowed. “I can’t see Levi hurtin’ anyone.”

      “Neither can I, and I felt terrible about upsettin’ him. He acted like it had never occurred to him to be worried before I said somethin’.”

      She grabbed my hand and squeezed. “You did the right thing havin’ a vision, Rose. Do you know who he was talkin’ to? Does he have a new girlfriend?”

      “I’m pretty sure it was his sister. He called her Margi. Randy’s apparently dating her, and that’s the name he gave me. Plus she favors Levi.”

      “Deputy Miller has a girlfriend,” she said with a sly grin. “Good for him.”

      “Yeah.” But my vision still worried me. It had felt off somehow, like I was missing something important. “There’s one thing that has me confused.”

      “What’s that?”

      “When Randy told me back in July he was seein’ Margi, he mentioned she’d moved to Henryetta to help her brother with his office. Levi fired Mary, then hired Sarah, then took Mary back again. Why not just give the job to his sister?”

      “Maybe they don’t get along,” Neely Kate said. “Maybe they tried it and it didn’t work out. Or…” Her eyes lit up. “Or maybe Randy meant she was helpin’ in the back of the office. You know Levi must have someone helpin’ him take care of the animals.”

      I nodded. She was right, and I’d never seen anyone back there, so it was completely possible that Margi did work there.

      “But maybe we should look into it,” Neely Kate said carefully. “Just to be safe.”

      “We could have Bruce Wayne check it out when he’s finished diggin’ into Conrad,” I said. “And maybe have him see if Mary really was in Cancun.”

      Neely Kate grinned. “I can handle that one. I know someone who’s Mary’s neighbor. Velma’s a busybody who makes sure she knows everything about everyone.”

      “Good idea.”

      “But we can’t be dumpin’ too much on Bruce Wayne. He’s got a big landscapin’ job over the next few days, so I’m not sure how much he can find out.”

      “He might surprise us,” I said. “And I also realize he wants to feel useful. He seemed eager to help when we talked to him about Conrad. When he finishes looking into him, why don’t you tell him that we need information on Margi, but there’s no hurry?”

      “Good idea,” she said. “I’ll text him later.”

      I turned my gaze out to the grassy area where Carly was squatting and rubbing Muffy’s head. “Looks like you two are finished closin’ up. Do you want to grab pizza to take home?”

      “Hey, Carly,” Neely Kate called out. “Are you okay with pizza?”

      She walked over to us with Muffy trotting behind her. Carly looked surprised to be included in our dinner discussion. “Uh… yeah…” she said when she reached us. “Whatever you guys want.”

      “Do you have a favorite kind?” Neely Kate asked.

      A guilty look crossed her eyes. “I’m a vegetarian.”

      “Oh.”

      “But it’s not like I’m kosher or anything,” Carly said with a tiny wave of dismissal. “I can pick the meat off.”

      “Why don’t we get two pizzas?” I asked. “I’m sure Jed’s gonna eat with us, and he can practically devour an entire pizza on his own. I’ll get a meat lovers and a veggie pizza. Sound good?”

      Both women agreed, so I called in the order to a pizza place we passed on our way up to the farm.
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      Carly was quiet during the drive home, and the tension in the car ratcheted up higher and higher the closer we got. She sat in the back with the pizzas on the seat next to her, her gaze on the passing landscape as she absently petted Muffy’s head. Muffy had insisted on sitting with Carly, which I took as a promising sign since my little dog was typically a good judge of character.

      “Do you have a dog?” I asked, shifting in my seat so I could watch her in the rearview mirror.

      “No,” she said. “My hours are too crazy. It would be difficult to get home to take care of one.”

      I shot a glance to Neely Kate, who had also noticed Carly had volunteered some personal information.

      “What do you do?” I asked.

      She jerked upright with a startled look. “I’m…” She hesitated. “A nurse.”

      I didn’t believe her. Just like I didn’t believe her name was Carly. No one hesitates when giving her name or her profession. She clearly wasn’t going to offer any information willingly, so maybe we’d do best to ask. I turned in my seat and looked her in the eye.

      “Carly, you remember what we talked about earlier? Neely Kate and I do PI work on the side. We’re workin’ on a case right now, tryin’ to find out what happened to a nineteen-year-old girl who disappeared. If you’re in trouble, we can help you too.”

      Her large blue eyes held mine, and I worried that she was about to open the back door and jump out, despite the fact Neely Kate was pushing sixty-five on the 55 mph county road.

      I reached out and put a hand on her knee. “Your life is your business, and whatever’s going on with you, we’ll help you as best we can, whether it’s giving you a place to stay or keepin’ you safe. Just tell us what you need from us when you feel ready to ask.”

      She didn’t answer, and I started to worry I’d pressed her too soon, but after a few seconds she gave a slight nod. I cast a quick glance at Neely Kate to see if she was upset with me, but she gave me a reassuring smile.

      I’d let her take point on this one for now.

      Jed was already at the farm, sitting on one of the wicker chairs on the front porch, when Neely Kate pulled up in front of the house.

      Neely Kate got the pizzas out of the back and headed up the porch steps. Jed greeted her at the top and gave her a warm kiss. “Everything go okay for the rest of your afternoon?”

      “Fine and dandy,” she said. “Are you hungry?”

      He grinned, and it gave him a boyish look. Not only was Jed good for my best friend, but she was good for him too. A sharp spike of unexpected jealousy stole my breath. Neely Kate and Jed had something I’d never have with James, and while I’d gone into our relationship with eyes wide open, I had to admit I missed coming home to a man who loved me.

      Carly walked up next to me, and emotion washed over her face again as she watched them. This time I recognized it as sorrow and not jealousy. Carly had experienced a heartache of her own. Was that why she was running?

      Neely Kate laughed. “Let’s go inside and eat.”

      “Neely Kate,” I said, “pop the trunk so I can get Carly’s bags.”

      “Oh, I can get them,” Carly said. “I don’t want to be any trouble.”

      “Don’t be silly,” I said. “We need to cart them upstairs, so I’ll carry one up while I show you where you’ll be sleepin’.”

      I heard the trunk pop open, and I walked around to the back of the car. Carly reached for the bigger bag and tote bag while I grabbed the slightly smaller one and heaved it out of the trunk.

      We lugged them inside and up the stairs. Carly kept darting glances toward the kitchen door, where we could hear Neely Kate and Jed’s voices as they grabbed plates and drinks.

      Jed made her nervous.

      When we reached the top of the stairs, I led her halfway down the hall to the first bedroom on the left. “You can stay in this room. I’m at the very end on this side, and Neely Kate is just to the right of the stairs.” I set her suitcase on the floor in the corner of the room. “The bathroom is across from you, but you’ll have to share it with Neely Kate. I have my own bathroom, but if you’re in a hurry, you’re more than welcome to use mine. Just go through my room.”

      She set her suitcase next to her other one and searched my face with a wary look. “Why are you doin’ this?”

      “What? Helpin’ you?”

      She nodded.

      “Honestly, for a few reasons. One, we’re kind of known for helpin’ people. That’s why people come to us when they are in trouble.”

      Little did she know a young man with a gunshot wound had come to us weeks ago and had stayed in the very bed I was giving her now.

      “And two…” I hesitated, wondering if I had any right to share this, but I figured Carly needed to know. If she didn’t understand why we were helping, she’d be suspicious of us, and there was no need for that. “Neely Kate was in a very difficult situation a few years ago and she needed help. I think she kind of vowed to herself she’d always help a woman who was in trouble, like she wished someone had helped her.”

      Tears stung my eyes as the weight of my friend’s earlier confession hit me full force. I’d had to hide my true feelings before, and I needed to stuff them back down now before I lost it in front of Carly.

      “Neely Kate is a good person,” she said. “And so are you. Thank you.” She glanced down. “I’m embarrassed to be in this situation.” She looked back up at me with tears of her own. “If you’d asked me a week ago where I’d be today, I would have told you I’d be in Hawaii on my honeymoon.”

      That explained her soulful glances at Jed and Neely Kate. “Did he dump you at the altar?”

      She paused as though weighing her words, then said, “No, I dumped him the night before the wedding. Friday night. He has no idea where I am and neither does my father. I’d really like to keep it that way, but my father… he’s bound to be looking for me. That’s why I need to keep a low profile.”

      “Did he hurt you?” Neely Kate asked from the open doorway, catching us both off guard.

      Carly turned to face her. “Not in the way you’re probably thinking. Let’s just say I trusted Jake to be careful with my heart and he betrayed my trust. And my father knew all along and thought it was a great idea.” She paused. “I would have expected it from my father, but Jake…” Tears filled her eyes.

      I had a million questions after that admission, and I could see Neely Kate did too, but Carly didn’t volunteer any more information. “I’m glad you felt comfortable telling us,” I said after letting a moment of silence linger. “We’ll keep your secrets and protect you as best we can.”

      She shook her head. “I still don’t understand why you would help me. You don’t even know me. Maybe I’m a bad person.”

      “Nah,” Neely Kate said with a soft smile. “Muffy likes you and she always picks out people who are threats.”

      Carly blinked. “Really?”

      “Yeah, really,” Neely Kate said. “Rose and I’ll tell you a few stories over dinner. Let’s go downstairs and eat.”

      “I’m gonna go to the bathroom and wash up,” Carly said.

      “We’ll meet you in the kitchen,” Neely Kate said. “It’s at the back of the house.”

      We headed downstairs, remaining silent until we reached the bottom. “She is running away,” I said. “But it doesn’t sound like she’s in real trouble. She just canceled her wedding over her boyfriend and father betrayin’ her.”

      “That seems pretty drastic though, don’t you think?” Neely Kate asked. “And where’s her mother in all of this?”

      “Maybe she doesn’t have one,” I suggested. “Where’s her best friend?”

      A knowing look filled Neely Kate’s eyes. “Exactly.”

      “We’ll help her, Neely Kate,” I said. “From here on out, she tells us what she wants to share, when she wants to share it. And if she wants to stay in Fenton County, she can stay as long as she needs.”
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      Carly opened up more as we ate, telling us about her day with Violet and Maeve, but she still seemed nervous around Jed.

      We’d just finished cleaning up the kitchen when we heard a knock on the front door. Carly nearly jumped out of her skin.

      “It’s likely Joe,” I said. “He’s supposed to come by and look at the office.”

      “Joe as in Neely Kate’s brother the sheriff deputy?” Carly asked. She seemed to physically shrink away from the door.

      Neely Kate glanced back and forth between the two of us. “Yes.”

      Carly got to her feet. “I can’t let him see me. If my father filed a missing person report, your brother might know people are looking for me.”

      “Who’s your father?” Jed asked from the back door. He’d just come in from letting Muffy out.

      Carly turned to look at him with a startled expression. “Randall Blakely.”

      The name meant nothing to me, but a look of understanding filled Jed’s eyes.

      There was another more insistent rap at the front door, and Joe called out, “Rose? Neely Kate?”

      “I’m not Simmons’s favorite person right now,” Jed said with a wry grin. “So how about Neely Kate, Carly, and I take a walk around the farm. Then Joe and I don’t have to see each other, and Carly doesn’t have to worry about bein’ spotted.”

      “Good idea,” Neely Kate said, tossing a dish towel on the counter. “Let’s get out of here.”

      After Neely Kate opened the door, she gestured for Muffy to join them, but Muffy seemed uninterested, heading to the front door instead.

      Joe had started to knock again when I opened the door, and he greeted me with his knuckles in midair.

      “Sorry for bein’ so insistent,” he said, dropping his hand to his side. “I was worried.”

      I gave him a warm smile and stepped into the living room. “And we very much appreciate your concern.”

      He walked in and shut the door behind him, bending over to rub a very excited Muffy’s head. “Where’s Carlisle?” When I didn’t answer, he said, “I know that’s his car out front.”

      “They took a walk.”

      He gave a stiff nod.

      “Thank you for protectin’ Neely Kate this weekend.”

      “I didn’t do much protectin’,” he grumbled. “She nearly got kidnapped while I was watchin’ her in the afternoon, and then actually got kidnapped from my house.” He shook his head in disgust. “I didn’t even save her from Kate. Kate just let us go.”

      “Joe,” I said softly. “You did the best you could do, and Neely Kate appreciates it more than you know.” I paused. “It takes a special person to accept his sister’s boyfriend even though he was a known associate of a crime lord for years.”

      “Or likely a fool.”

      I shook my head. “I’ve thought about it, wondering what could have swayed you to accept his help watchin’ over Neely Kate, and I realized you must have seen the way he looks at her.”

      He didn’t say anything.

      “That man loves her fiercely. She’s lucky to have him.”

      He was silent again, then gave me a fake smile, clearly ready to change the subject. “Let’s have a look at that office.”

      I led him through the French doors into the room lined with bookcases. It smelled of old books and wood, which I associated with Mason after all the time he’d spent in here, toiling at that big wooden desk. It made me nostalgic and sad despite myself.

      “You sure you don’t mind giving up this room?” Joe asked as he glanced down at some landscape plans on the desk.

      “Honestly? I hate bein’ in here. It feels more like Mason’s room than mine. He pretty much moved in when I did. When he left…” I cleared my throat. “It seemed stupid to waste the room, and I could leave plans lyin’ out without getting in the way of setting the kitchen table.”

      He gave me an odd look, and I realized it was because I’d mentioned Mason.

      “No I told you so’s?” I asked in a snippy tone. “You warned me about Mason and I refused to listen.”

      “No, Rose,” he said gruffly. “I take no pleasure in your pain.” He moved to the window and stared out into the hay fields. “He’s dying to know where you were this weekend. He knows you weren’t with your Aunt Bessie in Shreveport.”

      “I know, and he’s already confronted me. I told him I was in Shreveport for a job interview.”

      He jerked sideways to look at me. “Were you?”

      I sat on the edge of the desk. Maybe his acceptance of Jed had emboldened me, or maybe I was just sick of pretending. “I don’t want to lie to you, Joe.”

      “I take it you don’t want to tell me the truth either.”

      The look in his eyes told me he knew. Did the whole dang town know I was sleeping with Skeeter Malcolm? I gave him a wry smile.

      “I can’t even begin to fathom what you’re thinkin’,” he said with plenty of heat. “You know this won’t end well.”

      “I do,” I said softly.

      “You’re movin’ your dyin’ sister and her kids out here. Do you really think that’s a good idea?”

      I couldn’t find it in myself to make a retort. He was right. “I’m doin’ the best that I can, Joe.” My voice broke.

      He pushed out a sigh and leaned his butt against the edge of the desk next to me. “Is it your Lady in Black activities that have you trapped?”

      I shook my head and said, “No. I’m not trapped. And I use Lady when there’s trouble. She’s neutral. She’s stopped some bad things from happening.”

      “She’s you, Rose. You’re the Lady in Black, and yet you’re referring to her in third person.”

      I closed my eyes. “I don’t regret it. Not any of it. I know I should, but I can’t.” I opened my eyes and stared at him. “I made a difference. I saved lives, including Mason’s. I helped get your father arrested. I can’t be sorry for bein’ part of that.”

      “But you can help bein’ involved with Malcolm.”

      I wasn’t sure how to react, so I asked, “How many people think that’s true? What’s their proof?”

      “People don’t need proof,” Joe said quietly. “You of all people should know that.”

      “So what do I do?” I asked, staring out the open French doors into the living room. “How do I distance myself from him? I’ve declared myself neutral. Heck, I even made a ruling against him. What more do I need to do?”

      “Stop seein’ him,” Joe said.

      I narrowed my eyes at him, starting to get pissed. “I never said I was seein’ him. I thought we were discussing how to counteract rumors spread by ill-mannered people.”

      He pushed out a breath and leaned forward. “You’d have to publicly denounce him in some way. Or incriminate him. I’m sure you’ve seen how his business works. You could offer Mason information.”

      I shook my head in disgust. “You’re no better than Mason.”

      He stood. “You asked me what to do to clear your name, Rose, and I told you. Don’t shoot the messenger.”

      Leaning my head back, I groaned. “I don’t want to discuss Skeeter Malcolm anymore.” I stood too. “We’re here to discuss turning this office into a bedroom.”

      I could see he wasn’t ready to let go of the discussion, but to my surprise he said, “I don’t think you should make this Violet’s room.”

      My eyes widened. “Why not?”

      “A number of reasons. The doors are thin, and if someone is watching TV late, it could wake her. Also, I suspect you’re gonna put the kids upstairs, and I bet Violet’s gonna want to be closer to them. The only bathroom down here is the powder room. And last, the window.” He motioned to it. “It’s a north-facing window and the only source of sunlight. Violet will need more light than that. Especially at the end.”

      A lump of dread sank into the pit of my stomach. Especially at the end.

      He held up his hands. “I know you didn’t ask me here for my advice. You want me to help prepare her room, but—”

      “No,” I said. “Stop. You’re right, and I know the perfect place to put her. Come upstairs.”

      He followed me upstairs, Muffy trotting along with us.

      Joe glanced into Neely Kate’s open doorway, probably looking for signs of Jed. I couldn’t say I blamed him, but Jed was careful. You had to look hard to find proof he stayed here.

      “I’m concerned about the stairs,” I said, turning back to glance at them. “Which is why I considered the office in the first place.”

      “We can have one of those chair lifts installed,” he said. “I can’t do it, but I know someone who can. It can cart her up and down the stairs.”

      “She’s likely to hate that,” I said, staring at the landing halfway up the staircase.

      “We’ll call it her throne,” he said with a grin. “The kids would love it.” Then he paused. “I know it will mess up the walls…”

      I shook my head. “I don’t care about that. I’m more concerned about how Violet will handle it.”

      He looked thoughtful for a moment. “I think she’ll be fine. She’s very pragmatic about the whole situation.”

      He was right. She was much more pragmatic than I would ever have expected.

      We continued down the narrow corridor, and I thanked my lucky stars Carly had shut her door so I didn’t have to explain why there were two suitcases in the room. When I reached the end of the hall, I pushed my bedroom door open.

      Joe stepped in and slowly looked around, taking in the massive canopy bed that had been my mother’s, the antique dressers, and the vintage chair in the corner, but his gaze was drawn to all of the windows along the back wall of the house. “I think she’d love it, but it’s your room.”

      “I love this room,” I said, “and those windows drew me like a moth to a porch light, but I love my sister more.” I paused. “Check out the sunporch. The door’s on the left.”

      He opened the door, and I followed him into the eight-by-twelve rectangular room. The only furniture was a single wicker chair I’d moved up from the porch after we’d stowed the baby furniture that had been here in the basement.

      “Was all this furniture here when you got the house?” he asked, staring out at the barn and the woods beyond it.

      “It was like a time capsule,” I said. “It was almost exactly as it had been the morning of the day she died.”

      He was silent and I looked up at him, not surprised to see the empathy in his eyes.

      “In fact, this used to be my nursery, but I moved the furniture to the basement months ago. It was too hard for Neely Kate to see it after, well, you know.” After she’d lost her pregnancy and found out there wouldn’t be another one.

      He nodded, turning back to stare at the back of my property. “Do you like living out here?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “It’s usually peaceful.” My mouth twisted into another wry grin. “Except for when there’s dead bodies in the basement and the barn.” I stopped myself from adding a few other incidents that had happened on the property over the last year. It struck me again that it may have been a mistake for me to go back to being Lady.

      “I can see why you moved out here,” he said. “It suits you. And Neely Kate too.”

      We’d gotten off topic, so I straightened my back and got back to business. “We should have Violet take this room, and we can fix up the porch so she can sit out here and soak up the morning sun on days she’s not feeling well. This room is perfect because it has its own bathroom. The kids can go in the room across the hall. There’s a full-sized bed in there, but I have enough money saved up to spring for two nice twin mattresses. The kids might like shoppin’ for bedding.”

      “She’ll never take your room, Rose,” Joe said sternly.

      I put my hands on my hips and stared up at him in defiance. “Then I’ll come up with an excuse for her to use it, because her heart needs this. She needs sunshine and love.”

      He gave me a sad smile. “Violet’s lucky to have you. Most sisters wouldn’t step up like this after all the crap she put you through.”

      “When we were kids, she was the only person who gave a tinker’s damn about me. She did her best to save me. I owe her this and so much more.”

      He studied me for a moment, and the look in his eyes shifted. He knew I could persuade her. “How soon do you want to move her in?”

      “The sooner the better. Tomorrow if I had my way.”

      “How about you talk to her and see how soon she wants this to happen? We might need to box up things for her and the kids, but she won’t be able to take all of it. Mike’s gonna want his time with them too.”

      “Of course,” I said. “Plus, they’ve been livin’ with him while Violet’s been gone. That’s their home.”

      And suddenly this situation felt a whole lot more complicated.

      “Violet wants to rent out Momma’s house,” I said. “But Mike doesn’t know. He wants to sell it, and she doesn’t want to fight him on it.”

      “She won’t get much for it as it stands,” he said. “It’s been years since any updates have been made… other than the small repairs I did when you were livin’ there and we were together.”

      “She wants you to fix it up after she’s gone,” I said. “She’s keepin’ it from Mike and plans to announce it in her will.”

      He frowned. “That doesn’t seem right.”

      “But those are her wishes, and we need to abide by them. She says she has one of those property management places lined up to handle the renters. It just needs to be fixed up first.”

      He nodded, but he didn’t look too happy about it. “I don’t mind fixin’ it up. In fact, I’ll enjoy it, especially since I’m about ready for another project, but I don’t feel right hidin’ it from Mike. I know he’s bein’ a bastard to Violet, but he and I have always gotten along in the past. I’d like to be a part of Ashley and Mikey’s world after Vi goes, and Mike could make that difficult.”

      I stared at him in shock. “You want to keep seein’ them?”

      “Yeah,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck and looking embarrassed. “I got attached to them while you and I were together, and then I watched them quite a bit while I was livin’ next door to Violet.” He paused. “I’d like to remain in their lives.”

      I’d known he was fond of my niece and nephew, but I hadn’t expected him to want to keep seeing them. Then again, I wasn’t sure why I was so surprised. Joe was becoming more and more like the man I’d met while he was undercover. The man I’d fallen in love with.

      The man his sociopath father had kept him from becoming.

      But all this talk about my sister dying was chipping at my heart, lowering my defenses. Suddenly, I was hit with a double punch of horror—my sister’s impending death and the horrors of Neely Kate’s past. I started to sob.

      “Rose?” Joe asked in alarm.

      I wanted to talk to him about Neely Kate, but it felt like a breach of trust. While she’d told me Joe knew, I wasn’t sure how much he knew. So I went with the topic that was safer.

      I stared up at him with blurry eyes, choking out, “What am I gonna do when she’s gone?”

      He slowly walked toward me and pulled me into a hug. “You’re gonna mourn for her and go on.”

      I rested my cheek on his chest. “You’re the only one who really saw her when she was at her best,” I said. “Last summer when the three of us were fixin’ up the nursery, gettin’ ready to open it. You saw her happiness… her goodness. Mason only saw the worst part of her and so did Neely Kate. Until now.” I leaned back and looked up at him. “I want to remember the good Violet. After she’s gone, I need you to help me remember that part of her with me.”

      His eyes were gentle as he nodded. “I will, Rose. I promise.”

      I realized I was still holding on to him, and I took several steps backward. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have broken down like that.”

      “Rose,” he said, his voice heavy with emotion. “We’re friends. Friends comfort each other.” His sad smile returned. “I need you to help me remember who she is too. She was public enemy number one for a while, but I never could forget how well she treated me last summer… at least after she tried to break us up.” He gave me a wry grin. “But she came to her senses, and I’d like to think she’s good at heart. She just made some bad decisions along the way. Like I did.”

      And me.
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      Neely Kate, Jed, and Carly walked through the front door about ten minutes after Joe left, and Neely Kate was bursting with excitement.

      “He’s agreed to talk to us!”

      I shook my head in confusion. “What?” But then it struck me that she could only be talking about one person. “Conrad?”

      “Yes! While we were on our walk, I texted him and told him we wanted to interview him about Sarah. He said he could talk to us at eight.”

      My eyes flew wide. “That’s in fifteen minutes.”

      “Jed said he’d set up the call in the office on your laptop… unless you want to have it somewhere else.”

      “The office is good, and my laptop’s on the desk,” I said, glancing around Neely Kate to take in Carly. She looked exhausted.

      “Carly,” I said. “You’re welcome to watch TV or do anything you like, or you’re also welcome to go to bed. You look tired.”

      Relief washed over her face. “Would you find it rude if I went to my room? It’s been a long day. Well, three days…”

      “Of course,” I said. “We’ll see you in the morning.”

      She headed upstairs as I went into the office and opened my laptop and entered the password. Neely Kate and Jed followed me in.

      “Did she volunteer anything else?” I asked.

      “No,” Neely Kate said, “although she gave us her blessin’ to look into her father now that we know his name. As soon as Jed gets us set up, he plans to start workin’ on that very thing.”

      I nodded.

      Jed sat behind the desk and showed us how to record the chat in case we wanted to view it later. “If you girls need anything else, I’ll be in the kitchen.”

      I gave him a warm smile. “Thanks, Jed.”

      He started to walk past Neely Kate, but she grabbed his arm and then pulled him close for a kiss.

      He smiled down at her with so much love, my heart nearly burst with happiness for her, but I was surprised by a pang of loneliness. I’d thought my weekend with James would fill the spot deep in my soul that seemed to have something missing, but instead it only ached more. I missed him something fierce, but there wasn’t a doggone thing I could do about it. I’d known our relationship would be like this, yet knowing it and being in the middle of it were two very different things.

      Jed gave her another kiss. “Let me know if you girls need anything.”

      Muffy trotted after him as though realizing I would be too busy to pay attention to her.

      “How’d things go with Joe?” Neely Kate asked gently as she turned back to me. She must have seen the sadness on my face.

      “Good,” I said, a lump filling my throat.

      Neely Kate took one look at me and gave me a tight hug. “We’ll talk about it later.”

      “Thanks.”

      We were in the process of dragging a dining room chair into the room when Neely Kate’s phone rang.

      Excitement filled her eyes. “It’s Bruce Wayne.” She answered on speaker phone, not bothering with a greeting. “What did you find?”

      “A few things I think you’ll be very interested in,” he said, sounding eager.

      “We’re both here,” I said.

      “First of all, Conrad Duffy is divorced from Nicole Duffy. It was finalized about six months ago. He has two kids, Nicole and Conrad, Jr., ages sixteen and seventeen. There are a couple of things I’m still diggin’ into, but I thought you’d want to know right away. One, Duffy was arrested for child molestation of his daughter. And two, he’s got an active profile on three datin’ sites.”

      I stared at Neely Kate in disbelief.

      “Why isn’t he in jail?” Neely Kate asked bitterly.

      “He was never convicted. The charges were dropped.”

      “He’s guilty as hell,” Neely Kate said through gritted teeth. “Nina herself says he hit on her while she was livin’ there.”

      “Which makes him even more suspicious,” I said. “But we can’t let on that we know any of this when we talk to him.”

      She looked me straight in the eyes and swallowed. “I’m not sure I can do that.”

      I was proud of her honesty, but we were five minutes from our call. “Then how about I question him and you can sit next to me and feed me questions?”

      “Like write them on paper and hold them up for you to see?”

      “Yeah.”

      I was shocked when she agreed. She must have seen my surprise, because she added, “I won’t let my feelings get in the way of nailing this shithead to the wall.”

      My heart burst with pride. “That’s the spirit.”

      Promptly at eight, I sat in the office chair, the bookcases behind me to make things look more official, and placed the video call. As we’d discussed, Neely Kate sat in a dining room chair off to the side with a marker and a legal pad, along with her pink, glittery notebook so she could take notes.

      He answered after a couple of rings, and the bed behind him made it apparent he was in a hotel room. He was a pleasant-looking middle-aged man, who still had a full head of hair and a nice tan, although I couldn’t tell if it was real or fake. He didn’t look evil—he looked like an average guy who cared about his appearance.

      The kind of guy who could easily get away with molesting teenage girls.

      “Hi, Conrad,” I said in a pleasant voice. “I’m Rose Gardner. I know Neely Kate contacted you, but she was unexpectedly called away. I hope that’s okay. But I assure you that we are working closely together and are doing everything we can to find your stepdaughter.”

      Neely Kate held up her thumb.

      His eyes widened slightly. “Thank you so much for lookin’ into this for us. Marsha’s had a devil of a time gettin’ anyone to investigate. But in the interest of full disclosure, I should say that Sarah’s not my legal stepdaughter. Marsha and I aren’t married.”

      I shifted my gaze to the side and slightly lifted my shoulders as though slightly embarrassed at my mistake. “Sorry, I knew that.”

      Conrad gave me a smug smile as though he’d already labeled me a ditzy woman.

      Score one for me.

      “What can I do to help with the investigation, Rose?” he asked.

      I made a show of situating the legal pad just right on the desk. “We like to start off by asking people a bit about their history with the missing person. So we can gauge how much they might actually know about them,” I said. “How long ago did you meet Marsha?”

      “About three years ago, but I didn’t move in until two years ago.” He grinned. “I’d just been separated, so I was keepin’ my options open, if you know what I mean.”

      I gave him a cheesy grin. “Had to sow some wild oats first.”

      He sat back in his chair, getting comfortable. “You get me.”

      Boy did I ever. Gross. But I nodded agreeably as I asked, “And when did you meet Sarah?”

      “Only about a week before I moved in. Marsha was real protective of her and didn’t want to introduce me until we were serious.”

      “Were you plannin’ to move in at that point? Was that why she introduced you?”

      “No, but after I met Sarah, I just knew we all clicked, and I told Marsha I wanted us to be a family.”

      More like Conrad saw the two pretty teens living at Marsha’s and decided he’d scored big-time.

      “And how did you and Sarah get along?”

      “We had our ups and downs, just like any father with a teenage daughter.”

      I glanced up from my notes and smiled. “I love that you considered her a daughter even though it wasn’t legal.”

      He beamed with pride. “How could I not? We lived together for two years. Blood doesn’t make family.” There was a hint of derision in his tone, which sounded like a slight directed at his own children, but I let it go.

      “Did you know Sarah’s friends?”

      “You mean Nina?” he asked with a hard glint in his eyes.

      “Her and anyone else.”

      “Nina was a bad influence with her smoking and drinking and her derelict boyfriend.” He paused. “Have you talked to them yet? Because ten to one they’re the ones who hurt her. Them or that delinquent Digger.”

      If I hadn’t known about Conrad’s sordid past, I would have been inclined to fall for this self-righteous tirade. There was no denying that Stewie and Digger were suspicious, and any parent might consider Nina a threat to their child. I knew better than to trust him, but I played along anyway.

      “We did. Those two boys…” I let my pause insinuate whatever Conrad read into it.

      “That Stewie has a temper and a half. And Digger goes along with whatever his buddy wants. If Sarah pissed him off—which could very well have happened—I wouldn’t put it past him to hurt her.” His mouth drew into a grim line.

      The problem I had at this point was I found his proposed scenario to be reasonable and logical. Especially if Stewie had found out that Sarah wanted to take Nina away from him.

      “Did you and Sarah get closer after you moved in?”

      “I would have preferred for us to be closer,” he said, “but I also understood that she resented my intrusion on their lives.”

      Again, a perfectly reasonable answer.

      “Did she ever share much of her life with you?”

      “Bits and pieces.”

      I took that as a no. “What did you think of Sarah’s new job?” I asked.

      “I thought it was good for her,” he said, but his smile seemed forced.

      “I spoke to her new boss and he said she seemed so happy with her new job that she was planning to move closer to his office with Nina.” Of course, she hadn’t told him where she’d be moving, but I figured it gave me an excuse to bring it up.

      Surprise flickered in his eyes. “Oh?”

      “You didn’t know?”

      “Like I said, I only knew bits and pieces.” He frowned. “I’m not sure Marsha even knew that. She was concerned Sarah would end up movin’ in with Digger.”

      “Did Sarah get along with her mother?”

      “As much as a teenage girl is capable of gettin’ along with her mother, if you know what I mean.”

      My own experience with my mother was not the norm, and obviously Neely Kate’s mother had been long gone by the time she hit her teen years. Nevertheless, I was certain there were plenty of teenage daughters who got along with their mothers. “Actually, I’m not sure,” I said with a patient smile. “Can you explain?”

      He looked perturbed to have to expand on his answer. “They bickered a lot.” He paused and gave me a pointed look. “It seems wrong to be critical when the poor girl is missin’, but Marsha always seemed too lenient with her.”

      “You think she should have had a firmer hand?”

      “Without a doubt. She should have forbidden Sarah to be friends with Nina. That girl was a bad influence.”

      “You mean with the smokin’ and the drinkin’?”

      “Not only that. She was a high school dropout, for heaven’s sake!” Conrad said, getting worked up.

      I nodded, giving him a reassuring look. “I can appreciate your concerns.” I shot a glance at Neely Kate, who looked like she was about to jump out of her skin, but so far, she hadn’t used her legal pad.

      “I know your time is valuable,” I said. “So I’d like to ask you a few more questions before I let you go.”

      “Of course,” he said, leaning back in his chair again and looking at ease.

      “Could you tell if Sarah was upset the week before she disappeared?”

      “I was gone most of the week, so I only saw her from Thursday night until Sunday.”

      “How was she on Thursday night?”

      He shrugged. “Fine.”

      “And Friday night?”

      “She wasn’t home Friday night.”

      “Do you know where she went?”

      He shook his head. “She said something about needing to clear her head. I presumed she went to her usual spot.”

      “And do you know where that is?” I asked, on pins and needles.

      “Yeah. That place by the creek. The one where she and her friends go to hang out and drink.”

      “The smaller rec area by Shute Creek?” I asked.

      “That’s the one.”

      “Do you know what time she left?”

      “I don’t know,” he said with a long exhale. “Maybe nine.”

      “And do you know when she got home?”

      “After midnight because Marsha was askin’ for her when she got off her shift the Feed and Feul. She was worried about her after her breakup.”

      “Do you know what she was doin’ up until the time she left to think?”

      His lips pursed together. “She got home from work around six thirty and ate a sandwich. I tried to get her to cook dinner, but she got pissed and huffed off to her room. Then she came out around nine. I asked her where she was goin’ and she said it was none of my business, but I insisted I needed to know since her mother would be worried. That’s when she left.”

      “Did you see her on Saturday?”

      “She was gone most of the day, but she shut herself up in her room all night.”

      “Did you see her on Sunday?” As I asked the question, I realized Marsha had never mentioned his whereabouts that day.

      He laughed like I’d said something funny. “Sunday’s cleaning day.”

      “Okay…”

      “That’s the girls’ duty. I went fishing.”

      “With some friends?”

      “Nope. By myself up at Lake Fenton.”

      “I take it Sarah was still gone when you got back?” I asked.

      “Yep. I wasn’t too happy that Marsha didn’t have dinner ready. I like to eat early on Sunday nights, but she said Sarah had run off and refused to help with the housework, which threw her off schedule.”

      I nodded as though that was all perfectly reasonable and logical. I shot a glance at Neely Kate to see if she had any questions for me yet, but she was too busy fuming.

      I turned my gaze back to Conrad. “I can’t think of any other questions. Do you have anything else to add?”

      “No, just find that girl for her mother’s sake. Life’s been all off-kilter since Sarah went missing.”

      I gave him a confident look, trying not to let my anger show. “We’ll do our best, Conrad. I hope it will be okay for us to call you if we have any more questions.”

      He winked. “Of course. You have a good night.” Then he disconnected the call.

      I sat back in my seat, feeling like I needed a shower.

      A quick glance to Neely Kate suggested that Connor was lucky he wasn’t currently in Fenton County.

      “I think we should watch the recording of the interview,” I said, hitting the stop button.

      “Good idea.”

      She scooted her chair around and we watched it together, then sat in silence.

      “I think she found out about the money at the rec area at Shute Creek,” I said. “Maybe she overheard something about where the money would be on Sunday.”

      “But did she lose her purse Friday night or on Sunday?”

      I lifted my shoulders into a shrug. “We don’t even know that she planned on pickin’ up the money there. She could have heard it was at another location.”

      She frowned. “True.”

      “The thing is,” I said reluctantly, “Conrad had a point about Stewie. If he thought Sarah was trying to sneak Nina away, I wouldn’t put it past him to kill her.”

      Neely Kate was silent for a moment. “Agreed.”

      I pushed out a breath and sighed. “I say we sleep on it and regroup in the morning. Stewin’ about it any longer won’t do any good.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, you’re right.”

      But there was a discouraged look in her eyes.

      “We’ll find her, Neely Kate,” I said. “We’re gettin’ closer. I can feel it.”

      “I’m glad you can.” Then she got to her feet. “You look like you need a good soak in your tub. I’ll see you in the mornin’.”

      “Goodnight.”

      I headed upstairs, thinking that Neely Kate was right—a long soak was exactly what I needed. But when I went into the bathroom, I could hear Carly crying softly in her room, and so I sat on the sunporch instead, staring out at the stars and the dark woods behind the barn. My emotions broke loose as I thought about life without my sister, the horrors that Neely Kate had faced, and the likelihood that the girl we were looking for was dead. When I’d cried myself out, I looked at my phone, desperate to talk to the man I loved and share my sorrows with him, but that wasn’t part of our arrangement.

      For the first time, I wondered if our expiration date was approaching. I’d always suspected our relationship would end when he got spooked and ran, but now I wondered if I would be the one to end it. I already realized I needed so much more.
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      The next morning, Neely Kate and I dropped Carly off at the nursery. She seemed in better spirits than the day before, and thankfully, she didn’t seem as nervous around Jed. She’d likely realized he wasn’t a threat.

      I waited until we were on our way to the diner in Sugar Branch before I told Neely Kate about my conversation with Joe and my plan to move Violet into my room and the kids across the hall from her.

      “Where are you gonna sleep?” she asked in dismay.

      “I don’t know. We’ll work it out.”

      “You could sleep in the guest bedroom Carly’s usin’ if she weren’t in there.”

      “But she is in there, and I’m not kickin’ her out. We’ll figure something out.”

      She was quiet for a moment, then said, “You could sleep in my room. I can stay with Jed.”

      It seemed like the logical choice, but it broke my heart. “It might be safer for you there,” I said, keeping my voice neutral. “Half the county knows where I am, and with Hardshaw… we both know Jed’s place is a secret.” But that left me, Violet and the kids, and Carly unprotected.

      “All the more reason for me to stay,” she said. “I’d be leavin’ you as a sittin’ duck.”

      “We’ll be fine,” I said. “No more Lady stuff for me. Not with Violet and the kids or even Carly in the house. They don’t deserve to be dragged into all of that.” But I’d need to come up with another way to protect us. I just didn’t know what it was yet.

      “What about Skeeter?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.” Only I did. I just didn’t like the thought of it.

      “Rose…” Sympathy filled her voice.

      I shook my head. “Let’s make a list of the things we want to ask Nina. We have to verify that Digger was the one who slashed Sarah’s tires. We need to ask her if she knows who was givin’ Sarah her bruises, and if she knows what Sarah was doin’ the Friday night before she visited her at the café, and see if it meshes with Conrad’s story. We also need to find out where Stewie and Digger were Friday night. I know Nina and Sarah supposedly weren’t seeing each other then, but she might know anyway. Anything else?”

      “I’m sure more stuff will come to us while we’re talkin’ to her.”

      We were quiet for a moment before I asked, “What did Jed find out about Carly’s father?”

      “Her father owns Blakely Oil. He’s not just the CEO. He outright owns it.”

      “So why doesn’t she have any money?” I asked. “And why’s she driving a clunker?”

      “I’m guessing she didn’t have a chance to get much cash before she left town, and she doesn’t want to use her credit cards or her father will find her. As for the car, maybe Austin Kelly is her friend and loaned her the Escort. Maybe he switched the plates.”

      “Yeah. Good point,” I said. “What else did he find?”

      “Randall Blakely has one child, Caroline Elizabeth Blakely, who’s thirty-one. She has a Facebook account but hasn’t posted anything public in two years. No other social media accounts that Jed or I could find.”

      I was quiet for a moment. “So she likes her privacy.”

      “Looks like it. I couldn’t even figure out what her profession is.”

      “I don’t believe she’s a nurse,” I said. “She hesitated too much before she said that.”

      “Agreed, but here’s the really important part that proves she was telling the truth about her story,” Neely Kate said.

      “Go on.”

      “Caroline was supposed to marry Jacob Krensky on Saturday, but I found out on social media that the wedding was called off. No reports about her having gone missin’.” She paused. “And the engagement photo looks just like our Carly.”

      “What could have happened to make her run and hide from both her fiancé and her father?” I asked.

      “Good question. Let’s hope she trusts us enough to tell us.”
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      Twenty minutes later, Neely Kate parked in the lot of the Sunshine Café. As we walked toward the entrance, I tried to get used to the gun tucked between my legs in my thigh holster. I knew it was safer to have it within reach, but I still hated wearing it. I knew Neely Kate was carrying hers in her purse.

      I glanced at my best friend as our shoes crunched on the pea gravel. “You know, there’s every possibility the waitress who gave us that paper with the numbers is gonna ask if we delivered it.”

      Neely Kate made a face. “We’ll tell her we got delayed and we’ll deliver it after breakfast.” Reaching for the door, she turned back to me and said, “And we will. We still need to drop by the florist and the salon.”

      We sat down in an empty booth, and Neely Kate picked up a menu just as Nina started to walk over. “What can I get you ladies to drink?” she asked, keeping her head down.

      “I’ll take some orange juice and coffee,” I said.

      “Same,” Neely Kate said.

      Nina’s face slowly lifted and her slack jaw confirmed she hadn’t noticed it was us before she showed up at the table.

      “What are you two doin’ here?” she whisper-shouted.

      “We’re havin’ breakfast,” Neely Kate said, sounding innocent.

      “Is Wilma cookin’ this mornin’?” I asked, trying to crane my neck to look in the back.

      Nina stared at me as though I’d asked if a Martian were at the grill. “No.”

      “Good,” I said, “because I’m hungry.”

      She spun around and headed into the back.

      “She didn’t look too happy to see us,” Neely Kate grumbled. “I thought she wanted to help find Sarah.”

      “Maybe some of the employees give reports on what she does to Stewie,” I suggested. “We’ll just have to be discreet.”

      She nodded her agreement.

      Nina came out a few minutes later with a tray for the drinks. She acted like we were strangers as she set the orange juice and coffee in front of us. Pulling out her notepad, she asked, “Do y’all know what you want yet?”

      “Sure do,” Neely Kate said cheerfully. “I want pancakes and bacon and a side order of hash browns.”

      Nina wrote it down and glanced at me. “And you?”

      “I’ll just have some scrambled eggs and toast.”

      “Okay,” she said, keeping her gaze on the pad as she wrote. In an undertone, she added, “What are you really doin’ here?”

      Neely Kate picked up her laminated menu and pretended to scan the page. “We have a few more questions.”

      “If Paula sees us talkin’ about Sarah, she’ll tell Stewie,” she said, leaning over the table and pretending to pick up some trash.

      So I was right, not that I was surprised. The man kept her stranded out at that cabin, without transportation. “We’ll be discreet,” I said. “Would it be better if we wrote our questions down and then you could answer them when you bring our food?”

      Nina stood upright and turned slightly to look at another waitress who was waiting on customers several tables down. “No. I’ll be back.” Then she headed back to the kitchen.

      Neely Kate’s back was to the waitress who’d captured Nina’s attention, but I got a good look at her profile. She was in her twenties and thin, but she had a haggard look that probably came from too much booze and cigarettes—and if she was snitching to Stewie, likely too many drugs.

      “This puts a crimp on things,” Neely Kate said, taking the wrapper off her straw and putting it into her orange juice.

      “But she doesn’t seem unwilling to talk,” I said. “So we’ll make it work.”

      Neely Kate looked less sure.

      We watched Nina take care of the other customers while Paula took care of her own. The other waitress seemed to be ignoring Nina, so when Nina walked past our table, I flagged her down. “Excuse me. Could I get a glass of water?”

      Nina stopped and said, “Sure thing. It looks like you could use a coffee refill too. I’ll be right back.”

      She returned a couple of minutes later with a glass of water and a pot of coffee, and a quick glance around proved that Paula was nowhere to be seen. Nina set down the water glass, then took her time scooting my coffee cup closer.

      “What do you want to know?” she asked under her breath.

      “Are you sure Digger slashed Sarah’s tires?” Neely Kate whispered.

      She slowly poured my coffee. “Certain. He bragged about it to Stewie.”

      “Sarah’s coworkers at the dentist’s office said she often showed up with bruises on her arms, especially toward the end of her time there. They said she’d usually show up with fresh bruises on Fridays. Then flowers would arrive that same day with a card that said ‘sorry’ with no signature.”

      Her upper lip curled. “Let me guess, that busybody Christine was quick to gossip about that one.”

      I hesitated, not wanting to throw anyone under the bus, but it almost seemed like Nina was trying to get out of answering the question. “Not just Christine. Another employee confirmed it.”

      “Sissy,” she muttered in disgust as she slid my cup back into place.

      “Do you know how she got her bruises or not?” Neely Kate asked, sounding grumpy. Obviously she was getting the same vibe.

      “I don’t know for certain,” she said, but she didn’t look at us as she moved Neely Kate’s cup next. “I know she had bruises off and on over the last month or so, and if I had to guess, I’d say they were from Digger. But I never saw him hurt her. He’s a son of a bitch to be sure, but I’ve never seen him lay a hand on her.”

      “What about Conrad?” I asked. “Could he have been the one to give them to her?”

      “Conrad?” she asked in surprise, glancing up as she started to pour coffee into Neely Kate’s cup. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he put the moves on her, but hurt her?” She shook her head. “I don’t think it was him.”

      “Did you know he was accused of molestin’ his teenage daughter?” Neely Kate asked.

      Her mouth dropped open, but she recovered quickly. “No. But I guess I’m not entirely surprised. Still, Conrad is a creeper, not an abuser.”

      “Could it be anyone else?” Neely Kate asked.

      “Who else would it be?” Nina asked as she set the cup on the table. “Digger seems like the most likely suspect.”

      “She never mentioned it to you?” Neely Kate asked.

      “No.” She took a step back as Paula emerged from the kitchen. “I’ll go check on your order.” Then she walked past her coworker without giving us a second glance.

      Neely Kate grabbed a container of creamer and poured it into her coffee. “There’s one person we haven’t considered who may have been givin’ Sarah those bruises.” Her gaze lifted to mine. “Marsha.”

      My breath stuck in my throat and I realized she was right. Sure, Sarah was grown, but she’d still lived with her mother. And Marsha could have been abusive. Especially if she blamed Sarah for Conrad’s interest. Hadn’t my own mother tormented me my entire life? “We need to ask Nina.”

      Nina returned a few minutes later, carrying two plates. As she set them in front of us, I quietly asked, “Did Marsha hit Sarah when she was a girl?”

      Nina set our plates on the table. “No more than most parents. Sure, she whipped her, but she never beat her.”

      “So it seems unlikely that Marsha gave her those bruises?” I asked.

      “Not likely at all. You’re barkin’ up the wrong tree. I keep tellin’ you it’s Digger.”

      “Except Sarah never told you that he hurt her,” Neely Kate said.

      Paula turned her attention to our table, and Nina asked, “Is there anything else I can get you girls?”

      “Looks like we’re good,” Neely Kate said sweetly. “Thanks.”

      I tentatively took a bite of my scrambled eggs as Neely Kate took a big bite of her bacon. I nearly sighed in relief when the eggs tasted fine, without a hint of eggshells, but Neely Kate seemed to have issues when she tried to cut off a chunk of her pancakes with a fork.

      “Are these things made of cardboard?” she asked as she put her weight into her fork. It slid off the pancakes and clanged against the plate.

      I gave her a tiny grin as I took another bite and said, “Mmm…”

      “Okay,” she said as she rolled her eyes. “I deserve that after yesterday, but seriously, I can’t chop through these. They’re as hard as a rock.”

      “Is there a problem?” Paula asked as she stopped by our table.

      “Actually,” Neely Kate said, trying to jab her fork straight into her pancakes. They barely made a dent. “These things are as hard as a rock.”

      Paula narrowed her eyes as she stared at the round dollop of butter on top of the stack. “It’s not meltin’.”

      Sure enough, it wasn’t.

      Paula picked one up and banged it on the edge of the table. “Oh, for heaven’s sake.” She spun at the waist and shouted toward the kitchen, “Ed! These pancakes are still frozen solid!”

      “Still?” Neely Kate asked.

      She tossed the pancake back onto the stack. “Just sit tight. I’ll take these back and zap them in the microwave and get you fixed up.” Then she grabbed the plate and headed toward the back.

      Neely Kate watched her walk away, her jaw hanging open.

      “Why were those pancakes frozen in the first place?” I asked.

      She shook her head with a dumbfounded expression.

      Nina glanced over her shoulder at her departing coworker, then hurried over to our table.

      “Hey!” a man called out from the table she’d been standing at before. “You were in the middle of taking our order!”

      Nina held her finger up to her lips. “Shh! I’ll pick up where you left off. Just give me a second.” Then she turned to us with one hand on her hip. “We’ve got a couple of minutes. Paula will stay back there while she’s nukin’ your pancakes. She’ll use it as an excuse to take a smoke break.”

      Neely Kate blinked, most likely about to protest that she didn’t want the formerly frozen pancakes, especially after Paula had banged one against the table, but quickly refocused on the task at hand. “What did you and Sarah used to do on Friday nights?”

      “We usually went to Tiggy’s with the guys.”

      “Did y’all still go after Digger and Sarah broke up?” Neely Kate asked.

      She nodded. “The guys and I went, but it wasn’t the same without Sarah.”

      “Do you have any idea where she went the Friday night before she disappeared?” I asked. “Conrad said she left around nine sayin’ she was goin’ to think.”

      “She likes to go to the creek for that,” she said. “The place we all hang out.”

      “Do you know if she really went there that night? Based on what we’ve heard, if she found a bunch of money, it must have happened Friday night.”

      She perked up at the mention of the money. “I have no idea.”

      “Do you know what Stewie and Digger were doin’ that Friday night?”

      “The three of us were at Tiggy’s until about midnight. Then Stewie and I went home.”

      “Do you know where Digger went?” Neely Kate asked.

      “He said he was goin’ home.”

      Neely Kate gave me a questioning glance, then turned back to Nina. “What were Digger and Stewie up to on Sunday afternoon?” We’d never asked her about Digger and Stewie’s alibi on Sunday afternoon.

      “I don’t know. Stewie said he was watchin’ the games at Digger’s house, but the only thing I know for certain was that Stewie came home smelling like a brewery and hornier than he’s been in ages.”

      Neely Kate’s eyes widened, but she remained silent.

      “Is there anything else you can think of that might help?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I’m tellin’ you, Digger messed with the car, and I suspect he did something to her too. He cared about her, but he’s got a temper when he’s drinkin’. You need to talk to him.” Then she spun around and shouted, “Paula! You got those frozen pancakes nuked yet?”

      “Comin’!” Paula shouted from the back, then burst into a coughing fit.

      Nina hurried back over to the table she’d left mid-order.

      I took another bite of my eggs and grinned at Neely Kate. “Mmm…”

      She stuck her tongue out. “I don’t plan on eatin’ those nuked pancakes.”

      “I can’t say I blame you.”

      “Here’s what I don’t get,” Neely Kate said in low voice as she leaned over the table, “Why doesn’t Nina confront Digger herself?”

      “Do you think he’d really tell her anything?” I asked. “It would incriminate him.”

      “Stewie seems to have Nina under his thumb,” she said. “And men like him get off on exerting power over women. Sounds like his bestie Digger’s just like him. If he did something to her, he’d brag about it.”

      “But what if he really cared about her?” I asked.

      “Does it sound like he cared about her?” she asked with a blank look.

      “I don’t know,” I said in frustration. “We both know that a man in an abusive relationship might think he loves his significant other. He might get upset when he hurts her, even as he passes off the blame for his actions.”

      Neely Kate’s eyes hardened. “Not all men, Rose. Not all men care.”

      I felt properly chastised. Neely Kate knew from experience.

      “I’m so sorry, Neely Kate,” I said. Tears burned my eyes, my defenses crumbling. I’d let myself forget about the horror of her past and consequently let my guard down.

      She shook her head, her eyes full of fire. “Don’t look at me like I’m some pathetic woman.”

      I sucked in a breath. She didn’t want my pity, and I was reeking of it. “You’re not some pathetic woman.”

      She swallowed, looking like she was about to cry. “There’s something else we need to consider. Nina said that the Sunday night Nina disappeared, Stewie came back horny. What if he killed Sarah and got off on it?”

      I stared at her in horror.

      Sadness filled her eyes. “That’s the same dang look you gave me yesterday.”

      I felt like I was going to be sick. “Neely Kate.”

      She reached into her purse and pulled out her wallet. “We’re not gonna find anything else from Nina, and I’m sure as Shinola not eating those pancakes. Let’s go.” Opening her wallet, she groaned when she saw she had a couple of ones and a five.

      “I’ll get the check, Neely Kate.”

      “I don’t need your charity either,” she snapped. “I’m twenty-five years old and I’ve been leaning on someone my entire life. It’s about time I took care of my own daggum self.”

      Her outburst caught me off guard, but I realized this had nothing to do with nuked pancakes and the cash in her wallet. She was shaken up after this weekend, and after sharing her secret with me. While I’d held it together yesterday, I’d just confirmed one of her worst fears. That I did see her differently now.

      I reached over and grabbed her hand in mine. “Neely Kate, I don’t think you’re pathetic or in need of charity. I love you. Nothin’s gonna change that.”

      “I know you’ll love me, Rose. But you see me differently now. You can’t deny it.”

      Part of her was right. I’d tossed and turned the night before, my imagination wandering over the horrors my best friend must have endured in Ardmore. I couldn’t even fathom it. But I reminded myself the woman I saw now was not the woman who’d lived through that hell. She was stronger.

      “I’d be lyin’ if I said horrible things hadn’t crossed my mind, but you moved past that experience. It’s part of you, but you’re stronger now.”

      She didn’t look convinced.

      “Let me deal with the frozen pancake issue, because there’s no way in Hades we’re payin’ for those, and you go outside and call Maeve to make sure Carly’s still doin’ okay.”

      Her lips twitched with a small grin. “I almost wish I could stay and watch this.” But she grabbed her purse and shot out the exit.

      Paula came back with the plate of pancakes, then looked around in bafflement when she didn’t see Neely Kate. “Where’d she go?”

      “She left. I need the check, but I won’t be payin’ for hers. It was inedible.”

      Anger flashed in her eyes. “I fixed it!”

      “By putting them in the microwave?” I asked calmly. “They never should have been frozen in the first place. This is a diner, for heaven’s sake. Now have our waitress bring me the check, minus Neely Kate’s food, and I’ll be out of your hair.”

      “My pancakes were frozen?” another customer asked in disbelief, dropping his fork to the table with a clang.

      “Look what you’ve done!” Paula sneered. “Our Yelp reviews are gonna be even worse than they already were.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Nina! Bring this bitch her check!”

      I took offense to her name-calling but kept quiet, feeling grateful I’d sent Neely Kate outside. She was a ticking time bomb of emotion. I suspect she would have gone ballistic.

      Nina hurried over with the check. She must have been listening because she’d marked out Neely Kate’s food and drinks and kept mine. I put enough money on the table to cover my breakfast and give Nina a generous tip.

      As I headed toward the door, Nina watched me with a look I couldn’t decipher—perhaps regret for not being more forthcoming. Or perhaps she was just worried about the tip.

      Neely Kate was sitting in her car with both front windows down. When I got inside, I sat in my seat for a moment before I said, “I want to be completely honest with you, Neely Kate. You deserve that after all our half-truths.”

      She nodded but didn’t say anything.

      “First, yeah, Violet and the kids are movin’ in, and while you offered to move in with Jed so I can sleep in your room, I selfishly don’t want you to do that.”

      She turned to me in surprise.

      “I see you two together. I know what you and Jed have is magical. You don’t throw that kind of love away.” My throat tightened. “I know I’m on borrowed time with you, and I hate that I might be the one holding you back from fully committing to him. You deserve better than my selfishness. You both do.”

      “Oh, Rose.”

      “So I want you to know that while I’m setting you free, I’m not kickin’ you out. I’m trusting that you and I will still be as close as ever. If you want to leave tomorrow, you have my blessin’. And if you want to stay two more years, I’ll love every minute of it.” I grabbed her hand and squeezed tight. “I’ve never loved anyone like I love you, but I won’t let my own selfishness interfere with your happiness, because you deserve every bit of the love Jed Carlisle has for you.”

      “Oh, Rose…”

      We sat like that for nearly a minute, Neely Kate staring out the windshield while I stared at her and clung to her hand.

      “I’m scared to commit to him,” she said, so quiet I could barely hear her. “He seems too good to be true.”

      “I understand why you feel that way, but Jed Carlisle is one of the most loyal, devoted men I know. And I’ve known him longer than you,” I said with a soft laugh. “So that makes me an expert.”

      She turned to me, fear contorting her face. “It’s just all happenin’ so fast. Jed was crawlin’ at a snail’s pace and now it feels like he’s sprintin’.”

      “You take it whatever speed you want,” I said in a firm tone. “He’ll respect your decision. He loves you, Neely Kate. He’ll wait for you. But just make sure you’re not stallin’ because you don’t think you deserve him, because, trust me, you do.”

      She nodded.

      “Now,” I said, pulling my hand from hers and straightening my back. “Now let’s go to the hair salon and florist. Maybe we’ll get some information to help us.”

      We really needed to find out who had been hurting Sarah.
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      We decided to visit the florist first. Neely Kate said we’d be more likely to get information—aka gossip—at the hair salon if we went a little later.

      “How do you want to play this?” I asked. “Just ask or use our covers?”

      She turned off the engine and rolled her eyes. “That’s the silliest question I ever heard, Beth Ann.”

      “Covers it is. I take it you have a plan?”

      “Just follow my lead,” she said as she opened the car door.

      I quickly hopped out to keep up. “Why can’t you ever share these crazy schemes before you jump into them?”

      She laughed. “Where’s the fun in that?”

      She opened the door to the florist, the bell clanging to announce our entrance.

      The shop was small and not all that different than the stock we kept in the nursery—houseplants and greenery and various knickknacks that made great last-minute gift items. The front of the shop was quiet, but I could see there was quite a bit of activity in the back as they assembled arrangements for delivery.

      “I’ll be right with you,” a woman called out to us.

      “At least give me a hint about what you’re plannin’,” I whispered.

      She gave me an ornery grin, but it quickly morphed into irritation as she turned to face the approaching woman.

      “Can I help you?” the woman asked sweetly. She looked to be in her thirties. Her long dark hair was pulled up into a loose bun, and an apron that said Bless Your Heart covered most of her pale blue T-shirt and jeans.

      “I certainly hope so,” Neely Kate said in a snippy tone. “I need to know who’s been sendin’ me flowers.”

      The woman’s face wrinkled in confusion. “You don’t like gettin’ flowers?” She turned to me wide-eyed. “Who doesn’t like flowers?”

      I wasn’t sure how to play this, so I gave her a shrug.

      “I love flowers,” Neely Kate snarled. “I just don’t like gettin’ flowers from Digger.”

      “Who?” the poor woman asked, taking a step backward.

      “My ex-boyfriend, Digger.” She took a breath, acting like she was struggling to calm down. “Yesterday, I came back from a two-week whirlwind romantic holiday with my new boyfriend, Ricky. I showed up at work, lookin’ forward to showing the girls at the office all my beach pics, and what do I find on the counter of the breakroom?” Neely Kate demanded as though she was deeply insulted. “A dried-up bouquet of flowers! That’s what!”

      “Oh dear.” The florist clasped her hands together. “Was it supposed to be a dried flower arrangement?”

      “No, it wasn’t supposed to be a dried flower arrangement!” Neely Kate snapped. “It was supposed to be live, I’m guessin’, but that’s not the point!”

      “Then what is the point?” the florist asked. She cast a pleading look at me.

      “The point—” Neely Kate leaned forward. “What’s your name?”

      “Rhonda.”

      “The point, Rhonda, is that I was all aglow after two weeks of sweet, sweet lovemakin’ with my new man, and I come back to that dried-up arrangement!” Neely Kate tilted her head to the side and, with a look of contemplation, added, “Which I guess is an accurate representation of my relationship with Digger.”

      “Are you unhappy with the arrangement?” Rhonda asked, trying to get to the root of the problem.

      “Of course I’m unhappy with the arrangement!” Neely Kate snapped. “It was like lookin’ into my past!”

      “What’s Digger’s last name?” Rhonda asked as she reached for her computer mouse. “I’ll look up what arrangement he sent you and we’ll remake it.”

      “Digger Malone,” Neely Kate said. “But I suspect I’m not the only woman he’s sent flowers to, so make sure it’s me and not that bitch he cheated on me with.”

      “And your name is?” Rhonda asked as she clicked on the computer screen.

      “Sarah Freestone. He had them sent to where I work—Knight Dentistry Office.” Neely Kate rested her hand on the counter and stared out the front window with a look of impatience.

      “I’m not seeing anything from a Digger Malone,” Rhonda said as she scanned the screen.

      “Then he must have used his alias,” Neely Kate said, “Conrad Duffy.”

      After clicking around some more, Rhonda shook her head. “I’m sorry. He didn’t send anything either.”

      “Then can you just look up my name?” Neely Kate asked. “It’s Sarah with an H.”

      “Yes, of course, Ms. Freestone,” Rhonda said in a rush as she did more checking. She must have found Sarah’s name because her eyes narrowed before her gaze shot up to Neely Kate. “Those flowers were sent nearly three weeks ago.”

      “So?” Neely Kate asked flippantly. “I wasn’t there when they showed up. I just told you I went on a holiday with my new beau.”

      Rhonda offered her a hesitant smile. “I’m sorry, but we can’t be held responsible if the flowers were sent while you were gone.”

      “So I need to take this up with the guy who had them sent?” Neely Kate asked.

      “Yes.”

      Neely Kate stared at her for several seconds, then asked, “Well? Are you gonna tell me who sent them?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t,” Rhonda said, hunching her shoulders in a defensive stance. “Whoever sent them paid cash and asked to remain anonymous.”

      “Are you kiddin’ me?” Neely Kate practically shouted.

      “Now, Sarah,” I said, finally jumping in. “Poor Rhonda is just doin’ her job.”

      Neely Kate turned to face me, her face red with anger. “This is the epitome of irresponsibility, Beth Ann!”

      I put a reassuring hand on her arm. “I understand your frustration, Sarah, but you’re scarin’ poor Rhonda. It’s like shootin’ the messenger.”

      “I demand to know who sent me that monstrosity!” Neely Kate said.

      “It wasn’t a monstrosity when it arrived,” Rhonda said. “It was sent over two and a half weeks ago.”

      “How can you be sure it wasn’t a monstrosity?” Neely Kate asked. “Do you have a photo of it? Because all I’ve been lookin’ at since I got back to work yesterday is a glob of dead flowers!”

      “Do you have a photo of it?” another woman asked as she emerged from the back room.

      “A picture of it?” Neely Kate asked in outrage. “My phone is full of photos of my Ricky’s firm butt and abs on a nude beach.” She scrunched up her nose in disgust. “Why would I take a photo of dried-up things to put next to those?”

      “Uh…” Rhonda stammered.

      “Sarah,” I said. “I think your real issue is with the person who sent the flowers, not with the poor florists who made the arrangement.” I turned to the women. “I realize it’s anonymous, but if you could tell us who sent the arrangement, I think it would really help to give Sarah closure.” I leaned closer and lowered my voice. “And perhaps keep an innocent person from getting his house egged and his clothes thrown into a bonfire.”

      Rhonda’s terrified gaze turned to Neely Kate, whose brows had lifted in challenge.

      “I really don’t know who placed the order,” Rhonda protested.

      “Let me look,” the other woman said as she pushed Rhonda to the side and studied the screen. “The person paid in cash and wrote their own card.”

      “Their?” I asked.

      “There’s no name for the customer. It says, Client asked to remain anonymous.”

      “How often does that happen?” I asked, playing good customer in this charade. “Surely you’d remember something like that.”

      “I definitely would,” the new woman said. “It’s not totally uncommon to have flowers sent anonymously, but we usually keep a record of who sent them. This order was taken by Anita, and she’s off today.”

      “Can you call her at home?” I asked. “This is really important to Sarah.”

      The woman gave Neely Kate a sour look. “Anita took her son up to the Children’s Hospital in Little Rock to have his heart valve checked. I’m not botherin’ her with this nonsense. Her child’s health and his mother’s peace of mind are more important than who sent your nearly three-week-old flower arrangement.”

      “That’s perfectly understandable,” I said reassuringly. “But this wasn’t the only time Sarah got flowers through y’all. There were several occasions. Can you look and see if they were all sent from the same anonymous person? None of them had names attached.”

      “And were those arrangements to your satisfaction?” the second woman asked in a snippy tone.

      Neely Kate tilted her chin down as though looking down her nose at them. “Yes, they were,” she said in a haughty tone.

      I rested my hand on the counter and leaned in even more. “I’m so sorry for Sarah’s display of temper.” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “I think she’s still in love with Digger and this is just her confusion manifestin’ in anger.”

      “Well, tell your friend to manifest her anger somewhere else,” the second woman said. “There’s no need to take her frustrations out on us.”

      Neely Kate gave them a hateful look, then stomped out the door.

      The second woman scanned the screen and said, “The other occasions were also anonymous orders taken by Anita. She usually works the counter in the mornings while Rhonda and I are in the back.”

      “Do you think it would be okay if I come back and talk to Anita tomorrow?” I asked, then quickly added, “I’ll be sure to leave Sarah at home. It’s just that she has a restraining order against Digger, and she can use this in court to show he’s still harrassin’ her.”

      “I thought you said she still loves him,” Rhonda said.

      I grimaced. “What can I say? Sarah’s a conundrum.”

      Rhonda nodded her head in agreement.

      The other woman, who had to be the boss, narrowed her eyes. “You may come back, but if that woman steps foot in here again, I’m callin’ the Sugar Branch police.”

      “Agreed,” I said hastily. “Thank you.”

      I hurried out the door and found Neely Kate several storefronts down the street, pacing in front of an insurance office.

      She glanced up when she saw me. “Did you find out anything else?”

      “Not really. They told me I can go back tomorrow and talk to Anita, but if you show up, they’ll call the Sugar Branch police.”

      Her mouth twisted to the side. “Can’t say I blame them.”

      It hit me that Neely Kate was feelin’ guilty over her performance. This wasn’t the first time we’d tricked people into giving us information, but it was the first time Neely Kate had been downright ugly. “It’s okay, Neely Kate.”

      “Is it?” she asked with wide eyes, and I realized it wasn’t a rhetorical question.

      I leveled my gaze with hers. “Sarah’s countin’ on us to find her, whether she realizes it or not. Whether we find her alive or dead. Her momma needs closure if it’s the latter, and Sarah likely needs savin’ if it’s the former. Sometimes we have to do hard things for the greater good.”

      She nodded but didn’t look entirely convinced by my pep talk.

      “How about I take the lead in the hair salon?” I said, reaching out my hand. “Hand over the paper from yesterday and I’ll deal with that too.”

      Conflict waged on her face, but she found her wallet in her purse and fished out the small square of paper.

      “Sorry if I’m off my game today,” she said as she handed it to me.

      “You mean for being rude to that woman while you were in character?” I retorted as I stuck the paper in my skirt pocket. “You’re a kindhearted person, Neely Kate Rivers. It’s not in your nature to purposely be hateful.”

      When she didn’t say anything, I pulled her into a hug. “Maybe we should take the day off.”

      She jerked backward. “Take the day off? After your speech about how it’s our responsibility to find Sarah?”

      I grabbed her upper arms and kept her in front of me. “Neely Kate. You went through a horrific trauma just days ago. It’s okay to take some time off to recover.”

      “No. You were right about Sarah counting on us. We’re not takin’ the day off.”

      I lifted a brow. “You still need to deal with Mason. We can see if he’ll meet us at the farm and get it over with.”

      “I already gave my statement. He can wait. This is more important.”

      “He’ll think you have something to hide.” I paused. “Do you?”

      “Things in my statement might not be one hundred percent accurate, but the memory’s a faulty thing at times,” she said. “And he won’t presume I’m hiding anything. He’ll presume I’m still pissed at him after he confronted me at the fundraiser dinner Saturday night. I felt like a princess, and he went and ruined it.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said with a frown.

      A door to the insurance office opened behind me, and a woman called out, “Is everything all right? I can’t help but noticin’ y’all keep pacin’ out there, and I wanted to let you know that we won’t bite.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at the middle-aged woman with the kind smile. “My friend here is torn between two car insurance plans. I keep tellin’ her to go all in, but she’s terrible about decision-makin’.”

      “If y’all come in, I can go over it with you.”

      I offered her a warm smile. “That’s so sweet of you, but I think she needs more time. We’ll call and make an appointment when she’s ready.” Then, wrapping an arm around Neely Kate’s upper back, I led her toward the hair salon entrance.

      “Oh, my stars and garters,” Neely Kate said. “I just realized I never got insurance for my car.”

      “We’ll take care of it later,” I said. “Right now, Nancy needs to see how much it costs to get her pink streaks touched up.”
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      The smell of chemicals hit my nose as soon as I opened the door to the Cut and Curl, an odor I recognized from years of my mother’s do-it-yourself perms. A woman in thin plastic rollers sat in one of the four chairs in the salon, confirming my suspicions.

      There were four women in the shop—the woman getting a perm and her hairdresser, and an older woman getting her nails filed by a manicurist who looked like she was in her twenties. She looked familiar, likely from our last visit to the Cut and Curl.

      “Hey,” the manicurist said, narrowing her eyes at us. “I think I’ve seen you two before.”

      I’d planned to use our alter egos as an excuse—Neely Kate did need her hair done, after all—but I couldn’t remember whether we’d given her our real names last time. If she remembered them, the lie wouldn’t endear her to us. “Yes,” I said, taking a PI business card out of my purse and putting it on her table. “I’m Rose Gardner and this is Neely Kate Rivers.”

      “I’m Olivia,” the young woman said absently as she picked up the card and looked it over. She lifted her gaze to me. “Are you real private eyes?”

      “Real enough.” Then I put plenty of sweetness into my words. “We’re lookin’ for a missing person—Sarah Freestone. Do any of you happen to know her?”

      Olivia snapped her fingers. “That’s how I know you! You came in here lookin’ for Alaina’s brother, Nikko.”

      I tried not to frown. We’d gone looking for Nikko as part of our search for Neely Kate’s cousin Dolly Parton. We’d found Dolly Parton alive, but Nikko had already been killed. “That’s right. You have a good memory.”

      “That was the most excitin’ thing to happen around here in ages. So you’re lookin’ for a new missin’ person, you said?” She was still filing her client’s nails, but her gaze was locked on me.

      Her client glanced back at us with a worried look.

      “Yeah, Sarah Freestone,” I repeated. “She graduated from Sugar Branch High School a year ago, and up until a few weeks ago, she worked at Dr. Knight’s office. Do you know anything about her?”

      Olivia rolled her eyes as she finished her ministrations on one nail and switched to the next. “This is Sugar Branch. Everybody knows a little something about everybody.”

      The older woman getting a perm nodded her head. “She’s right.”

      “Then maybe you can help us,” Neely Kate said, apparently feeling better about this line of questioning.

      “I know about her,” she said with a small nod.

      “What exactly does that mean?” Neely Kate asked. “You’ve never spoken to her?”

      “I’ve talked to her a few times, but my little sister knew her. They graduated together.”

      “And what does your sister think about her?” I asked. I knew we couldn’t necessarily trust her answer since it was hearsay, but it might point us in a direction to ask more questions.

      “Becca says she’s quiet. She’s tight with that waitress down at the Sunshine Café, Nina Maxwell.” She’d moved on to her client’s next finger, barely paying attention. I couldn’t help noticing the nails she’d filed since we’d arrived were drastically different lengths.

      “Did Becca like Sarah and Nina?” I asked. “Did they get along?”

      “Nina and Becca butted heads a lot, but she got along with Sarah.”

      “Do you think we could talk to your sister?” I asked. “Ask her a few questions about Sarah?”

      “Yeah, she’s at home. Let me text her.” Olivia put down her nail file and picked up her phone. After a minute of tapping and responding, she said, “She’s walkin’ over now.”

      “I hope we didn’t interrupt anything,” I said. “We could have gone to her.”

      Olivia waved her hand in dismissal. “Becca’s goin’ stir-crazy. She’s dyin’ to get out of the house. Besides, we only live a couple of blocks over.”

      “Do y’all know anything about Stewie Frasier or Digger Malone?” I asked.

      Olivia’s brows shot up. “You’re lookin’ into those two?”

      “Digger was Sarah’s boyfriend until she broke up with him a few weeks ago,” I said.

      She released a low whistle as she picked up her client’s other hand. “Those boys have always been nothin’ but trouble. I can’t believe Sarah was with him.”

      “What kind of trouble?” Neely Kate asked.

      “Tearin’ up shit. Drinkin’.”

      “Drugs?” Neely Kate asked.

      “I hear they’re dealin’,” Olivia said with a smug look.

      “What exactly are they dealin’?” Neely Kate asked in a near whisper.

      “Meth. Pot. Oxy.”

      “Wow,” Neely Kate said. “They’re busy boys.”

      She shrugged. “That Stewie’s got ambitions.”

      Just like Nina had insinuated.

      I heard a clatter of plastic on the floor and realized Imogene and her client had been watching us so intently that Imogene had dropped a roller. She picked it up and noticed the last few rods she’d put in were all catawampus. She started to unroll them, then turned her client’s chair away from the mirror so she couldn’t see it. Not that the client seemed to mind. She’d been craning her neck to watch us.

      Olivia’s client stared up at us with wild eyes, completely oblivious to the fact her nails were now vastly different lengths.

      “Do you know how to contact them to make a buy?” Neely Kate asked after a couple of seconds.

      “They don’t care much for people hittin’ them up at the tire store—that’s where they work—but they hang out at Tiggy’s every night after work. And they have a number you can text to arrange a buy.” Olivia gave her client a sweet smile. “Not that I’ve ever contacted them. It’s just what I’ve heard.”

      “Of course, dear,” her client said.

      “Do you know how long they’ve been dealin’?” I asked.

      Her mouth twisted to the side. “Maybe six months. Could be longer, but six months ago was the first time I caught wind of it.”

      I nodded, then leaned my arm on the table in front of me. “You said they liked to tear up things. Does that include fightin’?”

      “They used to fight more before they started dealin’. Now they pretty much behave themselves at Tiggy’s.”

      “The owner doesn’t care that they’re all underage?” I asked, realizing Sarah and Nina were both under twenty-one. Their boyfriends could be older, sure, but Nina had said they’d spent plenty of time there as a group.

      “He don’t care. He’s made some kind of deal with the Sugar Branch police. They don’t bust him for minors drinkin’ at his establishment, and he pays them insurance money.”

      “How do you know that?” Neely Kate asked, sounding incredulous.

      Olivia’s upper lip curled up as she gave her head a tiny shake. “Everyone knows it. It ain’t no secret.”

      Did Joe know? I doubted it, but surely he could do something. “I heard y’all voted for a police department because you were ticked at the sheriff’s department. Was it really all that bad?”

      “It wasn’t bad for everyone, mostly for the drug dealers. And for all the people gettin’ all those DUIs. I’ve heard there’s a guy who lives around here who was worried about the sheriff bustin’ him, so he encouraged the town to get a police department,” Olivia said. “But that’s all rumors and such. Officially the city council voted them in and is payin’ part of their salary with a grant.”

      I couldn’t help wondering if the grant was a bribe from Denny Carmichael.

      “A lot of people like the two new police officers,” Imogene’s client said. “They’re givin’ tickets to people who aren’t from Sugar Branch so we’ll start making some money.”

      “But it would take a lot of money for you to come out ahead since you’re payin’ their salaries too,” Neely Kate said, then added, “But then I guess they have that grant to help.”

      Olivia picked up a bottle of bright red nail polish and started painting her client’s nails. “They’re already makin’ loads of money. We love ’em.”

      “That’s right,” Imogene said, her head bobbing. “We love ’em.”

      The woman in the curlers nodded her agreement too, but the one who was getting a manicure remained silent.

      “Flem Horton must be doin’ pretty well,” Imogene said. “He’s drivin’ a brand-new truck.”

      Just how big was that grant? Small towns had notoriously small budgets for paying their law enforcement.

      The door opened and in walked a woman who was the spitting image of Olivia, only with lighter hair. She held a swaddled baby in her arms.

      “Hey, Becca,” Olivia said, leaning around her client to see her sister. “These are the girls askin’ about Sarah and Nina.”

      “Hey,” Becca said, trying to maneuver the mammoth diaper bag slung over her shoulder through the door.

      Neely Kate hurried over and held the door for her, her eyes on the baby. “Your baby is beautiful.”

      Becca tilted the baby upright so Neely Kate could get a better view. “Her name’s Hayley. Would you like to hold her?”

      Neely Kate’s eyes lit up as though someone had offered to give her a million dollars as Becca placed the baby in her arms.

      “How old is she?” Neely Kate asked, her gaze locked on the baby’s face.

      “Five weeks, and boy, am I tired of stayin’ home with her. I could use a conversation that doesn’t revolve around co-sleepin’ and cracked nipples, know what I mean?” She pulled out the chair next to me and sat down. “What do you want to know?”

      “You’re a sweet girl,” Neely Kate cooed to the baby.

      A quick glance confirmed she was so smitten with the baby that I was on my own with this one. Not that I minded.

      “How long have you known Sarah?” I asked.

      “Since we were little kids.”

      “You met at school?” I asked.

      She nodded. “And one year we were on the same softball team.”

      “Did you two get along?”

      “Sure,” she said. “We didn’t not get along, but I had no beef with her or her with me, although Nina was another thing.”

      “How long ago did you start having issues with Nina?”

      “We never got along much, but it wasn’t until high school that we really started having problems. Nina had a chip on her shoulder the size of Mount Rushmore.”

      “Did it slowly build over time or just appear one day?”

      “Like I said, she was always a surly girl, but one day she became impossible. She quit school about six months later.”

      I frowned, wondering if I had a right to volunteer Nina’s personal information, but I decided to do it anyway. “That was probably when her mother died.”

      Becca got a faraway look. “Oh… I think you’re right.” She cringed. “I never really put it together.”

      “But Sarah kept going to school after Nina quit,” I said. “Did she behave any differently?”

      She shook her head. “No. Sarah wasn’t popular, but she wasn’t bullied either. She just went to school and minded her own business.”

      “Did she hang out with anyone else after Nina quit?”

      “Not really.”

      Her high school experience sounded a lot like my own, only I hadn’t had a Nina waiting for me when I got home. I’d had my sister. Sarah must have been incredibly lonely.

      “Do you know Stewie Frasier and Digger Malone?” I asked.

      She rolled her eyes. “I know Nina is living with Stewie.”

      “And Digger was seeing Sarah. Did they go to school with y’all?”

      “Yeah, Digger moved to town his sophomore year. He and Stewie became joined at the hip. Stewie started seein’ Nina our sophomore year.”

      “What grade were Digger and Stewie?”

      “They were seniors when we were sophomores. Nina quit school and moved in with him our junior year.”

      “But Sarah wasn’t datin’ Digger?”

      She snort-laughed. “No. Digger was into the popular girls. Sarah didn’t fit that qualification.”

      “But he started dating her around the time y’all graduated,” I said. “She was datin’ him up until the week before she disappeared.”

      Becca chewed on her bottom lip. “Huh.” Then she turned her gaze on me. “Are you sure he was datin’ her? Because I saw him with Karen Peasly just a month ago.”

      My brow shot up. “You’re certain it was a month ago? Not two weeks ago?”

      “Yeah. I’m sure. I had to run into the Walgreens to get more diapers, and he and Karen were together. She kept giggling so much that I looked at what he had in his hands.” She lowered her chin. “A jumbo box of condoms. And they made it very clear they planned to use them ASAP.”

      So Digger had been cheating on Sarah? “Do you happen to know where we might find Karen Peasly?”

      “Why?” she asked in a wary tone. “You want to talk to her?” She shook her head. “If Sarah was seein’ Digger, I don’t want Karen to know I was the one who told you.”

      “You couldn’t have been the only person who saw them together,” I said. “And your name will never come up.”

      She pressed her lips together. “She works at the grocery store up on the corner of Grand and Monroe. If I find out you went draggin’ my name into it…”

      “I promise. I won’t. There’s no reason to tell her.”

      Becca nodded. “Okay then. Is there anything else?”

      “Do you know if anyone disliked Sarah?”

      “You mean from school?”

      “From anywhere.”

      Becca was silent for several seconds, then said, “I don’t think anyone felt much of one way or the other about her.”

      That sounded incredibly sad, but I took comfort in the fact that Levi had shown her kindness. “Thanks, Becca.”

      “There’s one more thing,” Neely Kate said, her gaze still on the baby. “What do y’all know about Emmitt Lincoln?”

      “Emmitt Lincoln?” Olivia asked in surprise. “What does he have to do with Sarah?”

      “Nothin’, as far as we know,” Neely Kate said, finally glancing up. “But Sugar Branch is pretty small, so two missin’ people in a matter of a week or two seems odd.”

      “Emmitt’s likely layin’ low,” Olivia said. “Whenever he thinks the police or sheriff might be lookin’ for him, he hides out… usually at his cabin on Shute Creek.”

      I blinked in surprise. “Emmitt has a cabin on Shute Creek? How close is it to the recreation area on County Road 85?”

      “Not close at all,” Becca said. “It’s on the other side of the creek.”

      “Does he actually own it?” I asked. “Or does it belong to someone else?”

      Olivia gave me a look that suggested my question was ridiculous. “It was his grandpa’s, but he’s long gone.”

      “So his grandfather left it to him in his will?” I asked.

      Olivia’s eyes narrowed. “I guess so…”

      “Where does Emmitt work that allows him to take off like that?” Neely Kate asked.

      “And what’s he doin’ that he regularly hides from the law?” I asked.

      “Emmitt doesn’t have a real job. He’s a drug supplier,” Becca said matter-of-factly.

      “A dealer?” I asked.

      “No, more like he supplies the dealers.”

      “Do you know who he works for?” I asked.

      Olivia gave me a hard stare. “You need to stay out of Emmitt Lincoln’s affairs.”

      “We have no interest in getting involved in Emmitt Lincoln’s affairs,” Neely Kate said. “We’re just tryin’ to see if there’s a connection.”

      “Between Emmitt Lincoln and mousy Sarah Freestone?” Becca asked in disbelief. “Not a chance.”

      Only I wasn’t so sure. Digger sold drugs, which came from Denny, and it was pretty likely Emmitt was the middleman between Digger and Denny. What if Sarah had gotten caught in the middle somehow? But how did that explain her falling into money? It made me wonder if she’d stolen Digger’s money after all.

      I glanced up at Neely Kate with a raised eyebrow, asking her if she had more questions.

      The way she held on to the baby made me think she needed more time, but would it help or hurt her to hold the baby longer? In the end it was her decision, and my job as her best friend was to support her.

      So I spent the next five minutes asking nonsense questions about the town and the people before finally circling back around to the new police force. “I’ve heard there are a few people who aren’t fans of the police officers.”

      Olivia made a face. “They’re probably just sore because they are on the wrong side of the law.”

      “Forgive me for possibly overreachin’,” I said carefully, “but a few of the people you mentioned who like them could also be considered on the wrong side of the law.”

      Like that bar.

      “The squeaky wheel gets the grease,” Olivia said. “Know what I mean?”

      I frowned. I suspected I did. Payoffs, which she’d already alluded to with the bar, but it sounded like it was much more widespread than I thought.

      We really needed to call Joe.

      Or better yet, Mason. He needed a good distraction.
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      I couldn’t think of any more questions to stall, and Neely Kate had lost interest in the conversation minutes ago. Olivia was finishing with her manicure client, who had remained silent the entire time, and had a new client waiting. But her current client was staring at her hands in disbelief, and it wasn’t hard to figure out why. Not only were her nails different lengths, but some of her nails weren’t even completely painted. To my surprise, she handed Olivia a few bills without complaining.

      “Well, thank y’all for your time,” I said, getting to my feet.

      Neely Kate’s gaze darted to me for a second before she shifted her attention back to the baby in her arms. I saw the pain in her eyes as she gave the baby a soft smile. Then she handed her back to her mother. “Thanks for lettin’ me hold her.”

      “Thanks for takin’ her,” Becca said. “Her daddy bowed out months ago, so it’s just her and me all day while Olivia’s at work. I needed to talk to some other adults.”

      Neely Kate gave her a smile, but I could tell it was forced. “Sure, no problem.” Then she turned to Olivia. “Thanks for helpin’ with our investigation.”

      She turned and went out to the sidewalk while the manicure client was getting her change. I was about to walk out before I remembered the paper in my pocket.

      “Imogene?” I asked as I turned to the hairdresser, who was rinsing out her bowl in the sink.

      “Yeah?” she said, glancing over her shoulder.

      “Molly at the Sunshine Café asked us to give this to you.” I held out the folded paper, but her hands were still wet, so I put it on the ledge over the sink.

      Imogene’s body stiffened and she stared at the partially open piece of paper before glaring at me. “She gave that to you?”

      “We’d intended to come by yesterday afternoon, but you were closed before we could make it over. I hope we didn’t cause any harm.”

      Her face froze with a smile as fake as a three-dollar bill. “No harm done. Thank you for playin’ messenger.”

      “No problem.” I glanced around the room, trying to hide the fact that her response had unnerved me. “Thanks again for your help.”

      The bell on the door clanged as I walked out and headed toward the car. I needed to tell Neely Kate about Imogene’s reaction.

      When I was almost to the car, I heard the faint ding of the bell behind me and a woman called out, “Excuse me!”

      Reluctantly, I turned around to face her, surprised to see Olivia’s manicure client. I stopped and waited for her to catch up to me. We were standing in front of the insurance office again, out of sight from the florist and the beauty shop. So long as the insurance saleswoman didn’t rush out in excitement, our conversation would be private.

      “Can I help you?” I asked.

      “I think I might be able to help you,” she said, then lowered her voice. “I know Emmitt Lincoln’s mother.”

      I sucked in a breath of surprise. “Oh?”

      Fear filled her eyes. “That boy is nothing but trouble. You need to steer clear of him.”

      “Why is he trouble?” I asked, then shot an imploring look at Neely Kate. She took the hint and got out of the car.

      “She knows Emmitt Lincoln’s mother,” I said quietly as soon as Neely Kate reached us.

      The woman’s gaze darted to Neely Kate then back to me. “He’s been in trouble with the law more times than I can count. Robbery. Assault. Drug possession.”

      “Has he been convicted?” Neely Kate asked.

      “No, that’s just it. He always gets out of it. At first his mama said he was misunderstood and wrongly accused, but now she knows no one gets wrongly accused that many times, and she’s washed her hands of him.”

      “Do you know who he’s deliverin’ drugs for?” Neely Kate asked.

      She shook her head. “Not a clue. I’m not involved with any of that, and if you girls are smart, you won’t get involved with it either.”

      “You make it sound like he’s dangerous,” I said. “What exactly has he done?”

      “He reacts with his fists,” the woman said, “and his mother and sisters have taken the brunt of it. If a man stoops low enough to beat up the women in his family, Lord only knows what he’s capable of doin’ with a stranger.”

      She had a good point.

      “Thanks for the warning,” I said.

      “Yeah,” she said, glancing behind her. “I didn’t want to mention it in there. I don’t want people knowin’ that I know so much.”

      “I understand,” I said, “and I promise, no one will know that you spoke to us.” I pulled a card out of my purse and handed it to her. “If you think of anything else, could you give us a call?”

      “Sure thing,” she said as she took the card and glanced at it. “You girls mind what I said.”

      “We will,” Neely Kate said. “Thank you again.”

      The woman stuck the card into her purse, then hurried down the sidewalk.

      Neely Kate and I exchanged glances as we got into her car. When Neely Kate had the engine started, she turned to me. “We need to find out more about Emmitt Lincoln.”

      “You should call Jed,” I suggested. “Or I can call James. I suspect they both know something about him.”

      She mulled it over for a moment. “James might know more. Especially if things have changed over the last month or so.”

      Drawing a deep breath, I pulled out my phone. I hadn’t talked or texted with James since I’d seen him yesterday afternoon. Several weeks ago, that wouldn’t have been a big deal, but we’d taken to texting or talking to each other at night when we weren’t together. James was usually the one to initiate our communication and he hadn’t reached out. I knew we’d left things unsettled the day before, but I’d thought we were still good. Now I was worried. Was he trying to distance himself to protect me? Was it too late for that?

      Was it better for us both if he did?

      I texted him first. Neely Kate and I came across a person of interest I want to run by you. Can you talk?

      Neely Kate shot me a glance but didn’t say anything. After thirty seconds, I said, “He must be busy.”

      “I still think we need to look into Emmitt.”

      “And so do I,” I said, “but if he’s attached to Denny Carmichael at the hip, I’m not so sure that’s smart with everything else goin’ on.”

      “We could still ask questions,” she prompted.

      “We could also get ourselves into a pickle.” I turned to her. “Oh, yeah. I almost forgot to give Imogene that note from Molly, and Imogene acted all weird about it.”

      “Weird how?”

      “Like she was pissed Molly had given it to us.”

      “Huh,” she said, staring out the windshield at the insurance office. “I wonder what that was about?”

      “I don’t know, but now I feel bad about not takin’ it by yesterday.”

      Neely Kate’s mouth twisted. “Yeah, me too, but Molly shouldn’t have given it to us to pass along if it was important. She doesn’t even know us.”

      “True.”

      “It’s strange to be sure,” Neely Kate said, “but we’ve got enough mysteries on our hands, like the fact we have another suspect in Sarah’s disappearance. I know we haven’t found a way to connect Emmitt to Sarah, but he’s hurt women before and he likely has large sums of money.”

      “You think she found Emmitt’s money?”

      “That woman said Emmitt has property on Shute Creek. What if Sarah stumbled upon a big drug buy and thought she could get the money? Those people are definitely capable of murder.”

      “Surely she wouldn’t be so naïve as to think she could just steal their money,” I protested.

      “She might have been desperate enough to try.”

      No disputing that. “Let’s list our suspects,” I said. “We have Conrad, whose motive could be that Sarah pissed him off or maybe threatened to tell her mother that he was abusing her.”

      “And we have Digger, who might have killed her because he was pissed over their breakup,” Neely Kate said. “Then there’s Stewie, who might have killed her because she wanted to take Nina away.”

      “Or the both of them could have done it together,” I said. “Stewie tryin’ to keep Digger quiet was suspicious.”

      “True. And last there’s Emmitt Lincoln, although there’s no direct connection between him and Sarah.”

      “Gut feeling,” I said. “Who do you think did it?”

      She pressed her lips together. “If I had to pick, I’d say Stewie. If nothing else than because of how he acted when he went home to Nina Sunday night.”

      Because she suspected Stewie had gotten sexually excited from committing violence. It horrified me to think any man could be so animalistic. But then, the bitterness in her tone confirmed she was speaking from personal experience, and the disappointment in her eyes confirmed my dismay had bled through again.

      I pushed out a breath and glanced at the digital clock on the dashboard. “It’s almost eleven. What do you want to do?”

      “Check out Emmitt Lincoln,” she said as she put the car in reverse.

      “And we both know that’s a terrible idea,” I protested, but not surprised she wasn’t willing to let it go. “He’s tied to Denny Carmichael, and we know Denny views Jed and Skeeter, and maybe even me, as a threat. He’s a dangerous man.”

      Neely Kate said, “We’ve faced off with some nasty men and we didn’t think twice. Remember when I went to that meeting with you as Lily?” Lily was the name she’d used when she’d helped me in one of my Lady in Black meetings. She’d loved wearing the outfit—tight black clothes and boots along with a short black wig.

      “We did so think twice,” I countered. “We thought about it three or four times before we went through with it, and then we only did it because of the dire consequences if we didn’t. And,” I added as she was about to say something, “don’t forget we had Jed front and center for backup.”

      “We were tough on our own,” she said in a smug tone. “And we faced Buck Reynolds and Kip Wagner along with Skeeter and Jed—on our own terms.” A grin spread across her face. “You know Skeeter was none too happy you turned the tables on him, and Jed was downright pissed at me for takin’ the necklace and stealin’ his car, leavin’ him in a muddy pig pen.”

      “True, but—”

      “No buts about it,” she said emphatically. “We’re even more badass now. You’re getting better and better with your gun, and I’ve been brushin’ up on my self-defense moves.”

      I squinted at her. “When have you been brushin’ up on your self-defense moves?” The grin on her face told me she’d been working with Jed and that some of those lessons may have been with her clothes off. “Oh.”

      “The fact is that you’re right. We need to be able to take care of ourselves.”

      “Agreed,” I said, “but there’s a difference between investigatin’ a case and purposely courtin’ danger. And if we continue to pursue Emmitt Lincoln, we’re askin’ for trouble.”

      She was silent for a moment, then said in a less antagonistic tone, “But what if we can get information that helps Skeeter? We’re less likely to cause an all-out war than he is. For all people know, we’re nothin’ more than two girls who like to gossip.”

      Letting out a loud sigh, I leaned back into the seat. “We need to think about this. It’s a huge decision, and Jed and James will be furious when they find out.”

      “Do you really care if Skeeter’s furious with you?”

      That was a good question. With Joe and Mason, I’d walked on eggshells, hoping to keep my secrets locked up in the closet, but there were no secrets with James, and the fact that our relationship was temporary meant I was free to do as I pleased. While I didn’t like the fact that he would be upset, I wouldn’t let it get in my way either. Either he’d get over it or he wouldn’t. And yet…

      “You have a good point,” I said, “but as someone wisely pointed out to me yesterday morning, just because I can do something doesn’t mean that I should.”

      She gave me a confused look. “Who said that?”

      There was no way in Hades I was going to admit it was Mason. “Never you mind. We’re going to table lookin’ into Emmitt Lincoln for now and focus on Sarah. I say we stop by the grocery store and try to find Karen, then maybe check into Emmitt Lincoln, although the best way to do that is probably to ask Jed or James about him.”

      “Then you call Skeeter.”

      I wasn’t surprised by the suggestion. I suspected Jed would pitch a fit.

      I pulled out my phone to see if James had messaged me. “He hasn’t texted back. I’ll ask him when he responds.”

      The smug grin she gave me suggested she thought I was scared to tell him.

      Maybe she was right.
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      Turned out the grocery store at the corner of Grand and Monroe was a Piggly Wiggly. I crossed my fingers, hoping my ban from the local store didn’t extend to any other locations. The lot was surprisingly empty for a Friday morning, but then again, Sugar Branch wasn’t that big of a town. When we walked into the store, we stood by the entrance and surveyed the two cashiers in the checkout lanes. One couldn’t be a day under eighty while the other looked only slightly younger.

      “I know we shouldn’t jump to conclusions, but I’m guessin’ neither one of them is Karen,” I said. “How do you want to handle this?”

      “I think we should ask around for her. If they say it’s her day off, we’ll tell them we found her wallet and ask for her phone number so we can return it.”

      “What if they say to just leave the wallet with them?”

      She turned to face me with a look of mock outrage. “And how irresponsible would we be if we left her wallet with someone else? We’ll give it to Karen herself.”

      As far as our schemes went, it was simple but solid.

      She marched up to the oldest cashier, who currently didn’t have anyone in her line. “Excuse me,” Neely Kate said in a cheery tone. “Can you tell me if Karen Peasly’s working today?”

      The woman scrunched up her face. “Huh?”

      “Karen Peasly,” Neely Kate repeated.

      “Okay, dearie,” the older woman said, leaning a hip against the counter and pointing a gnarled finger to the other side of the store. “The canned peas are in aisle seven, but those things are disgusting, so steer clear of them. The fresh peas are in aisle one, although they ain’t that good today, so don’t be bringin’ those nasty things through my checkout line.”

      “Bertie!” a man shouted from the customer service counter opposite the checkout lanes. “How many times do I have to tell you to stop bad-mouthin’ the produce?”

      Bertie went on as though she hadn’t heard a word. “If I was you girls, I’d go straight for the frozen ones on aisle six.”

      “Thank you,” Neely Kate said with a friendly smile. “But we’re not lookin’ for peas. We’re lookin’ for Karen.”

      “Herrin’?” she asked, scrunching up her face. “Why on earth would you want herrin’? Those fish are disgusting. You’d do better headin’ out to Lake Fenton and catchin’ yourself some nice bass.”

      Neely Kate spun at the waist and gave me a pleading look.

      I walked over to the other cashier. She was busy checking out a young mother who was balancing a toddler on her hip.

      “Excuse me,” I said, standing by the plastic bags. “Is Karen Peasly working today?”

      The cashier didn’t even give me a backward glance. “She’s in the back stockin’ shelves.”

      “Thanks.”

      Neely Kate rolled her eyes as we headed toward the back of the store. “In the back where?” she asked.

      “I guess we’ll just walk around and check out name tags, although that shouldn’t be too hard since there doesn’t seem to be many people working or shopping here.”

      “No kidding,” she muttered under her breath.

      We found a girl who looked like she was barely old enough to drive let alone be working a full-time job on a school day. She had long straight black hair and a diamond stud in her nose.

      “Excuse me,” I asked as we walked up to her. “Are you Karen Peasly?”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she gave us an appraising look. “Who’s askin’?”

      I smiled brightly. “I’m Beth Ann and this is Nancy.” I motioned to Neely Kate.

      Neely Kate gave her a cheerful hello.

      “Okay…” Karen sounded bored.

      I inserted a fake eagerness into my voice. “We both know Digger Malone and we just had to meet you.”

      Suspicion filled her eyes. “Why?”

      I made my eyes look huge with surprise. “You two are seein’ each other, right?”

      Karen glanced from me to Neely Kate. “Who told you that?”

      I would have thought we’d gotten the wrong information if not for the tiny beads of sweat breaking out on her forehead. “Several people.” I glanced back at Neely Kate. “Ain’t that right, Nancy?”

      “Sure is.”

      “They saw you two together at Walgreens,” I said.

      “And drivin’ out on 22,” Neely Kate added.

      I silently applauded Neely Kate for the safe detail. County Road 22 was the main road in and out of Sugar Branch, which made it fairly unavoidable for anyone who lived there.

      Karen’s cheeks started to redden. “Why are you askin’ about me and Digger?”

      Why indeed? We really needed to start thinking these things through before we jumped into the middle of them. I glanced at Neely Kate and inspiration struck. “Because Nancy has a thing for Digger, but she heard that you two were together and she didn’t want to put the moves on him if he was already taken.”

      Karen hesitated, then said in a rude tone, “She’s a little old for him, ain’t she? What is she, a cougar?”

      “A cougar?” Neely Kate demanded, taking a step forward.

      “Nancy,” I said sternly, then turned my attention to Karen. “How old’s Digger?”

      “Twenty-one.”

      “Nancy here’s not much older than that. Besides, she’d have to be really old to be a cougar,” I said, trying to stay in the character I’d basically created on the spot. “Like at least thirty-five. How old are you?”

      “Old enough,” she said defiantly.

      “Under eighteen?” I asked.

      “Old enough to cut a bitch,” she snarled.

      Neely Kate grabbed my arm as though to pull me back, but I held my ground.

      “So I take it you two are together and you’ll do whatever it takes to hold on to your man,” I said.

      Karen gave me a withering glare. “Let’s just say the last girl who tried to come between me and my man ain’t gonna try that again.”

      “And who’s that?” Neely Kate asked.

      “Sarah,” Karen said, curling her upper lip in a sneer.

      My heart spasmed. Had Karen just admitted to killing Sarah?

      Neely Kate pushed past me and got up in Karen’s face. “I think you’re bluffin’.”

      Karen stooped and pulled a six-inch blade out of her boot. “How about you and me go out back and we’ll let my switchblade show you how much I bluff.”

      “Is that what you did to Sarah?” I asked as I tugged Neely Kate back a step. “Introduce her to your switchblade?”

      An evil grin spread across her face. “Sure did. What’s it to you?”

      “You killed her?” I asked, too shocked to temper my surprise.

      Karen shot a wicked grin at Neely Kate. “I messed her up good, and I’ll do the same to you if you try to get between me and Digger.” She waved an arm toward us. “Now get the hell out of here before I start slashin’.”

      I grabbed Neely Kate’s arm and practically dragged her out of the store. When we reached her car, I started to pace, feeling like I was about to be sick. “I can’t believe she just admitted that she hurt Sarah.” I turned to Neely Kate. “She’s proud of it!”

      “I know,” she said, her face looking paler than usual. “We have to call Joe.”

      “Agreed.”

      When we got inside her car, Neely Kate called Joe using the car’s stereo system.

      “Joe,” she said with a shaky voice once he answered. “A woman just confessed that she attacked our missing person.”

      “Whoa!” Joe said. “Hold on there. You had a woman do what?”

      “She told us she attacked Sarah Freestone with her switchblade.”

      “Where are you now?” he asked, sounding panicked.

      “We’re in my car,” Neely Kate said. “We’re safe.”

      “Who confessed?” he asked.

      “Her name’s Karen Peasly,” I said. “Someone in Sugar Branch saw her with Sarah’s boyfriend a few weeks ago while he was still with Sarah.”

      “Okay…” He sounded uncertain.

      “They were buyin’ a box of condoms,” Neely Kate said. “And gigglin’ about how soon they were gonna use them. We found out she worked at the Piggly Wiggly in Sugar Branch, so we stopped by to ask her about Digger. She said the last woman to get between the two of them met her switchblade.”

      “Did she say anything else incriminating?” he asked.

      “I asked her if she killed Sarah.” I took a deep breath to collect myself. “She said she messed her up bad.”

      “There’s more, Joe,” Neely Kate said. “We found Sarah’s purse in the woods in a recreation area by Shute Creek.”

      “What did you do with the purse?” Joe asked.

      “We used gloves when we picked it up,” Neely Kate said. “It’s in a plastic bag in my car.”

      Joe was quiet for a moment. “Which Sugar Branch recreation area?”

      “The one on north 85,” Neely Kate said. “The one most people don’t use.”

      “Shit,” Joe said, sounding concerned. “How far away are you from there?”

      Neely Kate shot me a questioning glance. “I don’t know, about fifteen minutes?”

      “Meet me there.”

      And suddenly our missing person case took an unexpected turn.
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      Joe was waiting on us when we got there. He stood next to his car, staring out at the creek.

      Neely Kate parked next to him and popped the trunk, and we both got out and met him at the back of the car.

      “I take it that’s her purse?” Joe asked, pointing to the Ziploc bag containing the small brown purse.

      “Yeah,” Neely Kate said. “We weren’t sure what to do with it when we found it. Rose saw me hand it to Sarah’s mother in a vision, but it seemed like evidence, so we decided to bag it instead.”

      Joe gave me a pointed look. “You’re sure this is hers?”

      I nodded. “Her mother confirmed it in the vision, but Neely Kate put on a pair of gloves after we found it and looked inside. She found a wallet with Sarah’s driver’s license.”

      “And you didn’t call me?” he asked, but for once he didn’t sound angry.

      “No,” Neely Kate said. “We figured this was probably still in Sugar Branch city limits, and even if it’s not, it was a missing person with no body. I wasn’t sure you’d come. You said the sheriff’s department couldn’t look into the case.”

      He frowned. “Thank God you had the presence of mind to treat it like evidence. Can you show me where you found it?”

      I noticed he didn’t address Neely Kate’s statement.

      We led him into the woods and showed him where we’d found the purse and told him we’d taken photos of it on the ground.

      “I’m gonna need you to send me those photos. You didn’t find anything else?” he asked as he peered at the ground.

      “No,” we both said.

      Joe pulled out his cell phone and placed a call asking for a forensics team to be sent to the recreation area.

      I shot Neely Kate a surprised look.

      Joe must have noticed because he ended his call and said, “I couldn’t get involved before, but now I have evidence and a hearsay confession of violence if not murder. We’ll go over this area with a fine-tooth comb to see if there’s additional evidence of foul play.” He paused. “Would you two mind givin’ your statement to a deputy when more of them arrive? I’d take it, but I want to supervise the search. Still send me the photos though.”

      “Sure,” I said, lifting my phone. “I’ll do it right now.”

      Neely Kate quickly agreed.

      “Neely Kate,” he called after us.

      “Yeah?”

      “Just so we’re all on the same page, you two are officially done with this case. I’m takin’ over now. Got it?”

      I expected Neely Kate to protest, but she merely nodded and said, “Yeah.”

      More deputies showed up a few minutes later, and the forensics team arrived soon after that. Deputy Randy Miller was one of the first to report to the scene, so Joe told him to take our statements.

      We sat at the concrete picnic table where Neely Kate had told me the story of her past, only this time we were sharing everything we’d discovered during our investigation and telling him about each of our other suspects. I watched the forensics team get started, realizing our job might be done except for telling Marsha what we’d learned.

      When we finished giving our statement, I asked, “Should we tell Sarah’s mother or will y’all?”

      Randy frowned. “I’m guessin’ Joe’s gonna want to keep this on the down low for now. He’ll want to question the main suspect first and try to find out where she put the body if she really did kill her.”

      I shuddered. “I can’t help feelin’ like we failed her.”

      “If she’s dead, she was likely killed way before you and Neely Kate got involved,” Randy said. “And you may have helped Sarah’s mother get justice.”

      I nodded, but it didn’t feel right. If Sarah was dead, and it was feeling more and more like a certainty whether Karen actually did it or not, this was our second dead client case in a row.

      “You girls are free to go,” Randy said. “I’ll give you a call if we have any more questions.”

      “Thanks, Randy,” I said as I got to my feet. Then I remembered my vision of Levi and asked, “Hey, are you still datin’ Margi Romano?”

      “Sure am,” he said, his face beaming.

      “Do you know where she works?”

      “For her brother.”

      “At the vet clinic?” I asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen her there.”

      “That’s because she doesn’t work at the clinic,” he said, “although she helps out when he’s in a pinch.”

      “What does she do?” Neely Kate asked. “Is she a bookkeeper or something?”

      He laughed. “Not Margi. She hates workin’ with numbers or inside even. Levi has a barn where he boards sick animals so he doesn’t have to traipse all over the county. Margi helps take care of them. She’s more into big animal medicine than small. She also runs his horse barn.”

      “Levi has horses?” I asked in surprise. We’d gone out on a few dates, but he’d never mentioned it.

      “Levi doesn’t have a horse, and the barns are a fairly new addition. The property he bought had two barns, so he started usin’ one to board horses. He and Margi are doin’ pretty well with it.” He gave me a knowing look. “He bought it after you dated him, which is probably why you don’t know about it.”

      I grimaced, feeling slightly embarrassed, although I wasn’t sure why. “You know that I dated Levi?”

      He made a face. “Margi might have mentioned it.”

      Code for she thought I was a bitch for dumping her brother, which was fair, I guessed. In hindsight, I wished I’d handled a few things differently.

      “Thanks, Randy,” Neely Kate said. “We were just curious.”

      “They’re doin’ so well that Margi said Levi’s gettin’ ready to hire a new vet.”

      I offered him a warm smile. “That’s great. Levi’s a great vet, and better yet, he’s kind to his patients, four-legged and two. He deserves success.”

      I pushed away from the table. “It was great seein’ you, Randy. Let’s do it under different circumstances next time.”

      “Sounds good,” Randy said with a huge grin. “Maybe we could all go out to dinner sometime and you can meet Margi. Are you girls datin’ anyone?”

      My tongue became lodged to the bottom of my mouth, but Neely Kate covered for me. “Rose is still happily single, but we’d love to have dinner with y’all sometime.” She looped her arm through mine. “I can be her date.”

      Randy laughed. “Sounds like a plan. You girls take care.”

      We gave Joe a wave goodbye as we passed him, and he barely waved back, caught up in conversation with one of the lab techs in white jumpsuits.

      We were silent for the first ten minutes of our drive back to Henryetta.

      “That seemed too easy, didn’t it?” Neely Kate asked.

      “Yeah,” I said. “But they won’t all involve days and days of searchin’ for clues. If Karen really did kill her, then thankfully we found out sooner rather than later, and if she didn’t, Joe’s officially takin’ the case. He has better resources than we do to solve it.”

      “Yeah,” Neely Kate said half-heartedly.

      Silence drifted between us again. I was mulling over the case when Neely Kate’s phone rang, and Jed’s name came up on the screen.

      “Where are you girls at?” he asked in a tight voice as soon as Neely Kate answered over the car’s speaker system.

      “Headin’ back to Henryetta,” she said. “We handed off our case to Joe.”

      “You did?” He sounded cheered by that. “What happened?”

      “We still don’t know,” Neely Kate said, “but we found a woman who said she messed Sarah up with a knife. Joe’s takin’ over since it looks like she might have been murdered.”

      Jed was silent for a moment, then said, “I’m sorry, NK. I know you were hopin’ to find her alive.”

      “Well,” she said, her voice cracking. “We can’t save them all, can we?”

      “No, babe,” he said softly. “You can’t.” Then his voice took on a serious tone. “I had a reason for callin’… Carly’s been officially listed as a missin’ person.”

      “Oh, my stars and garters,” Neely Kate gasped. “Does she know yet?”

      “I’m not sure. I just found out and called you straightaway, but I suspect she won’t take it well.”

      “We’re headed to the nursery now.”
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      We pulled up to the nursery fifteen minutes later, and found Carly standing outside with a customer who was loading a cart full of yellow and orange mums. Carly had a huge smile on her face as she and the woman chatted. She saw us and gave us a wave before turning back to her customer.

      “Why do you think she’s runnin’?” Neely Kate asked. “I get that she called off the wedding because she caught her fiancé doin’ something that broke her trust, but why run? Why drive a clunker car and try to hide?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, watching as she pushed the cart of flowers to the woman’s car. “The only thing I can think of is she saw something bad. This seems like more than just a reaction to catchin’ your fiancé cheatin’ on you.”

      “Agreed.”

      We got out and headed inside. Maeve was behind the counter, straightening a stack of sales bags, when she greeted us with a warm smile. “How are you girls today?”

      “We came by to check on Carly,” I said. “Has she had her lunch break yet?”

      “No, but she offered to run to the café down the street to pick up lunch for us.” She lowered her voice. “She’s a very sweet girl. Violet and I both absolutely love her. Do you plan to keep her on after Anna comes back? I suspect we could use the help.”

      “I’ve thought on it, but I suppose that’s up to Carly,” I said. “I wonder if we could steal her away for a short bit? We need to talk to her about the reason she’s runnin’.”

      Maeve’s smile fell. “Oh dear. I hope she’s not in trouble.”

      “Definitely not with us,” I assured her. “But we need to figure out how to help her.”

      “Of course,” she said. “And don’t worry about lunch. Did you know we have an Uber Eats now?”

      “In Henryetta?” Neely Kate asked in shock.

      Maeve nodded. “We’ll just have them pick up our lunch and drop it by. Would you girls like something?”

      Carly was our priority, but we still needed to eat. I cast a quick glance at Neely Kate, who rattled off an order to Maeve. I did the same.

      “Is Violet in the back?” I asked. I needed to pin her down on a move-in date.

      “She’s in the greenhouse. When she’s not in the back room making flower pot arrangements, she likes spendin’ her time outside with the sunshine and the plants.”

      Which only confirmed that I’d made the right decision to put her in my room.

      As I headed out the door, I glanced over my shoulder at Neely Kate. “Don’t talk to Carly without me. I’ll only be a minute.”

      “Okay.”

      I gave Carly a wave as I passed her on my way to the greenhouse. She was still talking to the woman as she shut the mums in her trunk. Carly had great customer service skills, which only made me more curious about her real profession.

      Violet was watering some begonias in the back of the greenhouse. She glanced up when she saw me, then quickly turned her attention back to the plants. “Hey, Rose.”

      “Hey,” I said, walking closer. “How are you feelin’ today?”

      “I’m still dyin’,” she said good-naturedly, keeping her gaze down. “Are you ready to give me my dyin’ request and let me meet who you’re seein’?”

      “You’re terrible,” I said with a soft laugh.

      “That’s what everyone says,” she said with a hint of regret, then quickly perked up. “How’s your case comin’ along?”

      “Looks like we might have solved it this mornin’. We handed it off to Joe.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” she said with a frown.

      “No. It’s not.” I stood next to her now, trying not to stare at the way her bones and tendons stuck out on her neck and shoulders from all the weight she’d lost. She looked like a strong wind could pick her up and carry her off to Oz. “Joe and I talked about which rooms to move you and the kids into out at the farm.”

      Her eyes widened. “Joe?”

      I almost told her about asking him to remodel the office, but she would have hated that I’d planned to spend money to accommodate her. Instead, I said, “He’s offered to help move furniture or do whatever else needs doin’.”

      “Oh.”

      “Do you still want to move in with me?” I asked, suddenly worried she’d changed her mind.

      “Yeah.” But she sounded less certain.

      “Are you worried about the kids?”

      “No. They’ll absolutely love it out at your farm.”

      “Mike?”

      “I’m worried he’ll cause trouble,” she said, avoiding my gaze.

      “Vi, let me run interference, or better yet, let Joe. He’ll be more than happy to do it.” I grabbed her bony shoulders and slowly turned her to face me, careful not to hurt her. “This is about making sure you’re happy and comfortable. Nothin’ else matters.”

      Tears swam in her eyes, but she nodded.

      “When?” I asked softly.

      “Is tomorrow too soon? Mike will be gone all day.”

      “Do you need help packin’ everything up?”

      She shook her head. “I’m barely moved in, and I won’t take much for the kids.”

      “I thought maybe we could let the kids pick new comforters for their beds and decorate the room,” I said with a sad smile. “And we can get them toys or anything else they need. Neely Kate wants to help too.”

      “Since Carly’s fittin’ in so well, I thought I’d just take tomorrow off. Maybe you could come over after the kids go to school and we can pack up your truck.”

      “That’s a great idea. Do you have anything big that we need Joe’s help movin’?”

      She shook her head. “No. I don’t think so.”

      “We don’t have any appointments tomorrow, so Neely Kate can help. We’ll have you all settled in no time.”

      “Thank you,” she said, starting to cry. “I can’t tell you how much this means to me.”

      “I’m your sister. I’ve got your back, Vi.”

      I gave her a long hug, then kissed her cheek. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      The greenhouse door opened, and Carly looked horrified at her intrusion. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I’ll come back later.”

      “Don’t be silly,” Violet said, pulling out of my embrace. “We’re done.”

      “I was just about to leave to get our lunch, but I thought I’d ask if Rose wanted anything.”

      I gave her a warm smile. “No need to pick it up. Maeve’s making the order through Uber Eats, and I already let her know what I want. Actually, Neely Kate and I need to talk to you.”

      Worry filled her eyes. “Did I do something wrong?”

      “Wrong?” Violet called out behind me. “You’re doin’ everything right. We love you workin’ here and hope you stay on after your car gets fixed.”

      “Thanks,” she said, her cheeks turning a little pink. “I love working here too. It’s … quiet in Henryetta.”

      Little did she know…

      “We’re definitely not upset,” I assured her as I headed toward her. “Now let’s go find Neely Kate and have a chat.”

      “Okay.” She sounded worried, not that I blamed her. I was sure I was handling this wrong.

      Neely Kate met us by the front door, and we led Carly behind the building to a bench nestled between some potted trees and flowering plants. I sat next to Carly on the bench, and Neely Kate dragged over a large empty pot and turned it upside down so she could sit on it.

      “I know I haven’t been very forthcoming about why I’m here,” Carly said in a rush. “And you both have been more than generous giving me a job and a place to stay—”

      “Carly,” Neely Kate said with a soft smile. “We’re not upset with you.” She took a breath. “Jed called me. Word’s gotten out that you’re missin’.”

      Her face lost color. “You mean it’s made the news?”

      Neely Kate nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Do you know what they’re sayin’?”

      “I pulled it up while Rose was talkin’ to Violet. Your father claims that you’ve been kidnapped.”

      Her eyes filled with horror. “Oh, no. Did he mention Austin?”

      “No,” I said, “but the police don’t always release all of their leads. They may not want him announcing it to the public.”

      She stood. “I have to go back. I have to protect him.”

      I grabbed her wrist and gently tugged her back down. “A few minutes isn’t gonna make a huge difference. Tell us why you’re runnin’.”

      A guilty look filled her eyes. “I told you.”

      “You told us your fiancé betrayed you and your father was part of it. There has to be a whole lot more to it if you’re hidin’ like this,” I said.

      She refused to look at either of us. “Maybe I just needed a break. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I need to go back to save Austin.”

      “Not yet,” I said, still gently holding her wrist. She didn’t try to pull free. “Let us help you.”

      She was quiet for a moment. “I distanced myself from my father years ago, much to his irritation. My mother died when I was in grade school, and my father was too busy with his company to raise me. I had a nanny until I turned thirteen. Then my father said I was old enough to take care of myself. When I went to college, I went away as far as I could go, which my father accepted until it was time to graduate. Then he expected me to come back to Dallas and work in the family business.” A wry grin spread across her face. “Why would I want to work for the very thing that had always kept my father from me?”

      “But you moved back to Dallas anyway?” Neely Kate asked.

      “I did. Jake convinced me.”

      “Your fiancé?” I asked.

      She nodded. “We’ve been friends since we were kids. Our fathers were friends. Jake told me that he needed me.”

      “He was your boyfriend?” Neely Kate asked.

      “No. We were just friends, but we’d kept in touch. He’d just completed his MBA and was about to start working for his father. He convinced me that I didn’t have to live two thousand miles away to ignore mine. I could live twenty miles away and ignore him just as easily. And I did. I didn’t have a job lined up, and Jake had a friend of a friend who knew about a small private school looking for a third-grade teacher, so I took it. I worked there until I quit at the end of the year.”

      “Because you were getting married?” Neely Kate asked.

      “That and other things,” she said, then pushed out a sigh. “Jake and I had always teased each other that we were soul mates and would get married one day. Well, one thing led to another. I’d just broken up with a guy who, come to find out, had only dated me because of my father’s money, and Jake was worried he was becoming a workaholic like his father. He wanted a wife and a family, but all of his relationships had ended about as well as mine. One night while we were out together, he suggested we get married.”

      “But you weren’t datin’?” Neely Kate asked.

      “No, but we were friends. Best friends, I thought. We weren’t in love, but we did love each other. Or so I thought. Jake made a convincing argument. He brought up the fact that his parents and mine had married for love and it had ended badly for all of them. Maybe it was better to marry for a more enduring kind of love and for respect. Romantic love was like a flash in the pan, but the love we had would stand the test of time.”

      “And you bought it?” Neely Kate asked.

      “It sounded good at the time. Brad had just broken my heart, and I wanted a husband and a family too. I did love Jake—I just wasn’t in love, and being in love had done nothing but break my heart. It wasn’t hard to say yes.”

      Neely Kate gave her a sad look. “What happened?”

      “Jake convinced me to tell my father. He said it would be best if we were on good terms with our parents once we started having kids, and a wedding would be a great way to make amends. It made sense.”

      “Of course it did,” Neely Kate agreed.

      “So what happened?” I asked. “What did Jake do?”

      She sucked in her bottom lip and stared down at the dirt for a moment. “Last Friday night was the rehearsal dinner. I’d wanted a small wedding, but Jake had convinced me to let my father throw a big celebration. And to be fair, my father seemed so happy to have me back in his life, it wasn’t hard to agree. So there were a lot of people at the rehearsal. Jake’s parents had insisted on hosting the dinner at their house. Dinner hadn’t been served yet, and I needed to go to the restroom. The powder room downstairs was occupied, so I went upstairs to Jake’s old room to use his bathroom. When I started walking down the upstairs hall, I heard voices—Jake’s and my father’s. They were in Jake’s room discussing… me.”

      She took a deep breath before continuing. “Jake said he’d done as my father requested—he’d brought me back into my father’s life—and he wanted my father to tell him when exactly he planned to make Jake a board member of Blakely Oil. My father insisted Jake needed to be patient or it would look too suspicious—that I was a clever girl. He said they needed to focus on getting me to work for the charitable foundation my grandmother had started. And that was when I realized that Jake had been lying to me all along. My father had bribed him to marry me.

      “So I went home and packed two bags, left Jake a note telling him to marry my father since they were so cozy together, and then headed to Austin’s house. He was one of Brad’s friends who had chosen my side after our breakup. My father didn’t know about him, and I’d hardly mentioned him to Jake. I spent the entire weekend there trying to figure out what to do, then decided to just leave. I used my debit cards and credit cards to get some cash, and Austin loaned me an old car his mother had kept in his garage for years. I left Dallas Monday morning and really did get turned around after I left the interstate, and I wound up here.”

      We both stared at her in disbelief.

      Finally, I said, “Do you want to go home?”

      “No, but I have to protect Austin. I can’t let them hurt him because of me.”

      “You don’t know that they know about Austin,” I said. “Maybe you should call him and make sure he’s okay before you do anything rash.”

      She gave me a wry look as she pulled a non-smart phone out of her pocket. “You mean more rash than running away from home when you’re thirty-one?”

      I grinned. “Touché.”

      “A burner?” Neely Kate asked.

      A sheepish look washed over Carly’s face. “Austin’s idea.” She turned it on and groaned. “I have three missed calls since I checked this morning, and Austin’s the only one who has this number.” She placed the call and held the phone up to her ear. I’d expected her to walk away for privacy, but she stayed on the bench.

      “Austin, I’m fine,” she gushed. “I’m in Arkansas.”

      I could hear him shouting, “That’s too close, Caroline!”

      “I barely made it out of Texas before the car broke down,” she said. “I made it to—”

      Neely Kate violently shook her head no and made a chopping motion at her neck.

      “I’m stuck,” Carly said. “And I’m waiting for the car to be repaired.” She paused for several seconds, then said, “It’s okay. It’s not your fault. Listen, my father has gone public and says he thinks I’ve been kidnapped, and I’m worried he’ll find out about you. I’m thinking about coming back to clear your name.”

      He said something inaudible on the other end of the phone, to which she replied, “I don’t think there is another way.”

      I still wasn’t convinced it was the best solution, but the only other possibility that came to mind would be for Carly to call her father or ex-fiancé, and as conniving as those two had been, I wouldn’t put it past them to blame her friend anyway.

      “Okay,” she said. “I’ll wait, but at the first hint that he blames you, you need to let me know. I can’t risk you getting arrested.”

      She hung up, then leaned back into the bench and closed her eyes.

      “Food’s here,” Maeve called out from the back door.

      Neely Kate waved to acknowledge we’d heard, and Maeve went back inside.

      “This is entirely your decision,” I said softly, “but if you aren’t ready to face your old life yet, you’re welcome to stay here. If a threat pops up, you can reevaluate. Either way, we’ll be here to support you.”

      “You guys are being so sweet to me,” she said, swiping a tear from her eye. “Thank you.”

      “You know what we need?” Neely Kate asked.

      “What?” I responded.

      “A girls’ trip to the hair salon. Visiting the Cut and Curl this morning reminded me that my stripes are fading. I can get them touched up and we can get mani-pedis too.” She turned to Carly. “What do you say?”

      Her eyes widened, caught off guard. “I had my nails done for my wedding.” She glanced down at her manicured hands.

      “All the more reason to go,” Neely Kate said. “Out with the old Caroline and in with the new Carly. My treat.”

      Carly’s mouth dropped open. “How did you know I didn’t used to go by Carly?”

      Neely Kate grinned. “The moment you introduced yourself. You hesitated on your name.”

      She grimaced. “It seemed prudent to use an alias.” Her gaze turned wistful. “My mother used to call me Carly. No one’s called me that in a long time… I like it.”

      Neely Kate stood. “Well, Carly, I’m starving. I’ll make the appointments while we eat.”

      The three of us headed into the shop. Officer Ernie, one of Henryetta Police Department’s finest, was at the counter, handing two bags of food to Maeve in exchange for cash. Ernie wasn’t in his uniform, instead wearing a Def Leppard T-shirt, a pair of jean shorts, and a blue terry cloth headband. I’d forgotten that he’d started using his station wagon as an Uber on his days off.

      “Hello, Ernie,” I said.

      He cast me a suspicious look, not that I blamed him. I’d gotten him into trouble a time or two.

      “I don’t see why y’all wasted your time ordering salads when they’ve got good burgers,” he grumbled to Maeve.

      “The mysterious ways of women,” she said as she handed him some cash. “You have a good day.”

      “Sure thing,” he said with a grin as he stuffed the money into his front jeans pocket. He spun around to leave, stopping short when he took in the apron Carly was wearing. “You got someone new workin’ here?”

      I was more than a little shocked Ernie knew enough about the nursery to recognize a new employee.

      “We do,” Maeve said in a sweet voice as she walked around the counter and wrapped her arm around Carly’s back, volunteering nothing more.

      “Well, okay then…” Ernie said, hooking his thumbs in his waistband as he scanned our faces.

      Maeve gave Carly a squeeze and then headed to the front door and held it open.

      “You have a nice day,” she said to Officer Ernie. Her smile looked tight, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she’d had another wave of intuition.

      “Yeah,” he said, getting one last look in before he left.

      “Who was that?” Carly asked.

      I shot a glance to Neely Kate, wondering if we should tell her.

      Neely Kate must have felt the same way because she said, “He works for the Henryetta Police Department, but don’t worry. I doubt he’ll put together who you are.”

      “But if he does…” she said, sounding worried.

      “First of all,” I said, “he’d have to be paying attention to the national news, and that’s highly doubtful. Second, Officer Ernie couldn’t solve a crime if the key evidence was starin’ him in the face. But,” I added when I could see I hadn’t convinced her yet, “if he comes sniffin’ around, we’ll throw him off track. I promise.”

      “But in case he does comes sniffin’ around,” Neely Kate said, “we should come up with a plan to convince him it’s not her. Maybe we should give her a makeover.”

      Carly wrapped her arms around her chest. “You mean change my hair?”

      “Yeah,” Neely Kate said. “We could do it this afternoon. I bet if Ernie sees you again, he won’t associate you with the woman he saw today. He’s really not that bright.”

      Carly reached up and ran her fingers through her blond ponytail. “I know this is stupid, but I’m not sure that I’m ready to change my hair. My mother’s hair was this color, and everyone says we look alike. I like seeing traces of her when I look in the mirror. Like she’s still with me.” She grimaced. “That sounds morbid, doesn’t it?”

      “No,” Violet said. She’d been standing to the side observing everything with her watchful eyes. “It sounds like a beautiful tribute to the woman who loved you more than anything. I can only hope my daughter will see traces of me in the mirror once she’s grown.” She walked over and picked up Carly’s hand, giving it a squeeze. “You keep your hair color. We’ll cover for you.”

      Carly gave my sister a hug. “Thank you, Violet.”

      Then she turned to the rest of us, and the fear and gratitude in her eyes made me wonder what she’d left out of her story. Carly wasn’t just running from her manipulative father. She was running from danger. Were we smart to keep her here?

      It didn’t matter. She needed help, and we’d give it to her.
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      Neely Kate got the both of them appointments at Beulah’s Nip and Clip on the courthouse square. I hadn’t worked on client plans since the previous week, so I bowed out, choosing instead to go to the office. I didn’t have my truck, but it worked out fine because our office was only a short distance from the salon.

      As soon as I sat in my chair, I realized I wasn’t ready to settle into work yet, but there was something equally productive that I could do. I took a deep breath and called Mason.

      “Rose,” he said. “I’m surprised to hear from you.”

      “Neely Kate and I are conducting an investigation and came upon some information I thought you might be interested in.”

      “Me? What’s it pertain to?”

      “The Sugar Branch Police Department. Have you heard anything about them?”

      He took a second, then said, “I didn’t even know they had a police department.”

      “Neither did I. I think they’re fairly new. Our client is from Sugar Branch, and they refused to take a report on her missing nineteen-year-old daughter.”

      That seemed to catch his attention. “Did they tell her why not?”

      “They said she ran away. She tried to get the sheriff’s department to take the case, but Joe says he couldn’t because the sheriff would have had his head. Part of the reason the town voted in a police department is because the townsfolk are at odds with the sheriff’s deputies.”

      “Do you know why they’re at odds with the sheriff’s department?”

      “From what I’ve heard, it’s because the sheriff deputies are a little too good at doing their job with the DUIs and drug bust arrests.”

      He was silent for a moment. “Denny Carmichael’s down there.”

      “A source told me that someone who’s worried about the police busting him gave the city money to hire the police department. They’re telling everyone it’s a grant.”

      “Did your source know who provided the funds?”

      “She didn’t say, but I’d bet my farm it was Denny Carmichael. Who else has that kind of money down there?”

      He was quiet for a moment and I could hear his wheels spinning. “So Carmichael gets the town to hire a police department who’ll leave him and his dealers alone. It makes sense. Part of his property is within the city limits. If he put his cook on that part, he’d be safe from a bust.”

      “There’s more,” I said.

      “Okay…”

      “I also heard that the police are making businesses pay ‘insurance.’ Tiggy’s Bar pays them so they don’t get busted for underage drinking.”

      He was silent for a moment, then turned all business. “Who else have you told about this?”

      “No one. I heard the information this morning, and this was the first chance I had to call you.”

      “Why not call Joe?” He sounded genuinely curious.

      “Because it sounds like Joe’s hands are tied. I figured you’d have more authority to deal with it.”

      “Thanks. I’ll definitely do some digging. If you and Neely Kate are working down there, are you safe?”

      “We just handed the case over to Joe. We interviewed a woman who claims she messed Sarah up with her switchblade, turning our missing person case into a potential homicide investigation.”

      “You said she claims to have messed her up. You don’t think she did it.”

      “I’m just not sure she actually did it. We have four stronger suspects, one of whom is one of Denny Carmichael’s suppliers.”

      “Was she a dealer or a user?” he asked.

      “Not that I’m aware of,” I said. “We haven’t found a solid connection between the two of them, but Emmitt Lincoln disappeared around the same time Sarah did. And she disappeared after she told her best friend she was about to come into enough money to help the two of them run away together. We wondered if she’d somehow found his money.”

      “Emmitt Lincoln… I’ve heard that name before.”

      “We were about to start askin’ around about him, but I guess we don’t need to now.”

      “If he’s connected to Carmichael, you girls need to stay far away from him. Denny’s a known rapist and murderer.”

      “Then why isn’t he behind bars?” I asked, feeling frustrated.

      “Because he knows how to play the system, and it sounds like he just upped his game.” I heard someone calling Mason in the background. “I have to go, Rose, but thank you for this.”

      “We still want the same thing, Mason,” I said. “We just have different ways of going about it.”

      He hesitated, as though he wanted to say something, then said, “Take care, Rose.”

      “You too.”

      I hung up, feeling better that Mason and I had engaged in an entire conversation without getting into an argument. I’d consider that progress, and it was a side benefit that he’d have something to work with that didn’t involve James.

      I started to work and was deep in thought on a particularly tricky yard layout when my phone rang. My heart leapt into my throat when I saw J at the top of the screen.

      James.

      “Hey,” I said when I answered, leaning back in my chair.

      “Are you with Neely Kate?”

      “No, I’m alone at the office. She’s at the hair salon with Carly… long story.” I paused, then added, trying not to sound needy, “You took a while to answer me.”

      “I’m dealing with an employee issue. Can I see you tonight?”

      An employee issue? That could run the gamut from one of the dancers at his strip club to one of the criminals who swore loyalty to him. “Is everything okay?”

      “Everything’s fine,” he said, clearly lying. “I just want to see you.” His voice took on a husky tone. “I miss your body against mine.”

      A spark shot down to my core, making me flush. What was it about this man that got me so turned on in seconds?

      Nothing good, something whispered deep down inside me, and for the first time, I wondered if that voice was right. This man could be my family’s ruin, yet I loved him.

      What was I to do about that?

      “Yeah,” I said. “I can get away tonight.” It struck me that we might not have another opportunity for a long time.

      “I’ll be at the house by eight,” he said.

      “I’ll see you then.” I started to ask him about Emmitt Lincoln, but he hung up. I stared at my phone, my heart hurting. Should I end it tonight?

      Wouldn’t that be for the best? We’d agreed our relationship could only be short term, but these weren’t short-term feelings.

      I worked for another half hour, but my thoughts kept straying back to James. Hoping a caffeine fix and a visit with Neely Kate and Carly might help me reset, I pocketed my phone, my keys, and some cash and left the office.

      The Daily Grind was a couple of storefronts down. Since it was early afternoon, there were only a few people inside and one of them was Dena Breene, Joe’s girlfriend. She ran the cupcake shop on the other side of the square, so I was surprised to see her here in the middle of the day, deep in conversation with a woman whose back was to me.

      I placed my order for a nonfat latte—deciding to ignore the call of the chocolate chip scones—then asked them to make a caramel mocha for Carly and a cup of Neely Kate’s current favorite drink. (Since it was usually complicated and always changing, they kept a copy behind the counter for when Joe and I came in to place an order for her.) After I paid, I stood to the side and waited for the barista to make my drinks.

      “Rose?” I heard Dena call out. I tried to hide my cringe.

      Dena and I hadn’t gotten along too well ever since she started dating Joe, mostly because she was jealous of me. Or, more likely, she was worried Joe wasn’t over me. But she sounded sweet now and there was no way to ignore her, so I turned and smiled. “Hey, Dena. How are you?”

      “Great,” she said with a beaming smile. “Takin’ a coffee break?”

      “Yep,” I said, casting a wistful glance at the counter, hoping my drinks were ready. No such luck.

      “Have you met Margi?” Dena asked, motioning to her companion. “Margi, this is Rose Gardner.”

      The young woman turned to face me, and I realized I’d seen her in a vision. She was Levi’s sister.

      Her bright blue eyes had lifted with polite interest, but they’d shuttered over with contempt as soon as she heard my last name. “We haven’t been introduced.”

      “Hi,” I said, really wishing I were anywhere but here. “Nice to meet you.”

      Her response was a glare.

      “I’ll let you two get back to your conversation,” I said, taking a step toward the counter.

      Dena didn’t seem as eager to let me off the hook. “I talked to Joe earlier,” she said in a friendly tone, and I wondered if she’d finally accepted I wasn’t a threat to her relationship with my ex-boyfriend. “He said you and Neely Kate solved your latest case.”

      I just smiled, not wanting to volunteer any information. I wasn’t sure how much Joe had told her.

      “What case is that?” Margi asked, acting slightly interested.

      “Rose and Neely Kate were lookin’ for a missing person… but it looks like someone confessed to the girls that they killed her. That and the fact they found her purse by Shute Creek means that Joe’s got a locked-up case.”

      It wasn’t nearly that cut and dried, but I still didn’t feel like I should be confirming anything. In fact, I was shocked Joe had told her so much.

      Margi looked close to passing out. “Is it Sarah? Did they find her body?”

      I was shocked she knew who we were looking for, but then I realized Levi must have told her I’d stopped by the office asking about her. Was she keeping tabs on Sarah because she knew her? It had to be shocking to find out your employee had possibly been murdered. “No,” I said, before I thought better of it. “Not yet.”

      Margi pressed a hand to her chest and took several deep breaths.

      “Did you know her?” Dena asked as she reached over to pat Margi’s other hand on the table.

      “She worked for Levi. Sweet girl.” She still looked stunned. “Who confessed?”

      I didn’t even know if they’d arrested Karen yet, or if they would arrest her at all, and I didn’t want to be the one blamed for this leak. “I can’t say. I’ve already said too much as it is.”

      “But you haven’t said anything,” Dena protested.

      And yet it still felt like too much. “I’m sorry, but you can’t tell anyone about any of this. As far as I know, Joe still hasn’t told Sarah’s mother.”

      Dena shook her head. “How horrible!”

      “Yes, of course,” Margi said, her face still pale. She took a deep breath, then said, “I’m not feeling well. Excuse me while I go to the restroom.” She got to her feet and hurried down the hall.

      “I feel terrible that we upset her,” Dena said, but she did a poor job of hiding her excitement. “I had no idea there was a connection between them or I would have been more discreet.”

      “Of course you had no way of knowin’.” But the glee in her eyes suggested she loved being the one to tell her. “Still, I’m sure Joe doesn’t want you spreadin’ around confidential information regarding an active case.” I couldn’t stop the bite the words held.

      Her friendliness evaporated, and she said in a snippy tone, “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Rose,” the barista called from the counter.

      “Good to see you, Dena,” I said, trying not to sound catty and failing miserably. It sounded lame after our less than pleasant exchange, but she didn’t respond either way. I walked over and picked up my drink tray, then headed out the door. She was too busy tapping on her phone screen to acknowledge that I was leaving.

      Even more anxious after upsetting Margi, I headed to the hair salon. Neely Kate was sitting under a hair dryer with foils in her hair, while Carly was sitting in the chair getting her hair cut. I didn’t hide my look of surprise.

      “Hey, Rose,” Neely Kate called out over the roar of her dryer. “Everything okay?”

      I forced a smile. “I got you your special latte.”

      She grinned as I handed her a cup. “Thanks.”

      “Carly changed her mind?” I asked, gesturing to her in the chair.

      “She’s just getting it cut.” She leaned closer and whispered, “I told Beulah that Carly is my cousin.”

      “Good thinking,” I whispered back, then walked over to our mystery guest and pulled her coffee out of the carrying tray.

      “I thought you and Neely Kate might need a caffeine boost. How’s it goin’?”

      “Oh! Thank you.” She took the cup and savored a sip before she gestured to her head. “I decided to get it cut shorter.” She glanced back at her hairdresser. “Neely Kate told Beulah that I needed a change after my breakup with my cheater boyfriend, and she had some ideas for a new look.”

      Beulah nodded. “Nothin’ like a change to help you get over a funk.” Then she caught Carly’s gaze in the mirror. “Not that you should spend much time mopin’ over a dirty, cheatin’ liar.”

      Carly glanced at me and held back a smile.

      “Rat bastard,” the hairdresser said. “Don’t you girls worry. I’ll take good care of her.”

      “I’m sure you will. I can’t wait to see it.”

      I walked back over to Neely Kate and sat down in the empty chair next to her. “I ran into Dena chatting with Margi Romano at the Daily Grind. Dena said more about our case than Joe would probably want her spreadin’ round. Margi figured out we were talking about Sarah and looked pretty upset. I asked her to keep it quiet. Dena too. She didn’t appreciate my admonishment.” My mouth twisted to the side as I reflected on our exchange. “Admittedly, I was a bit snippy.”

      Neely Kate frowned. “As you should have been.” Worry filled her eyes. “I wonder if we should tell Joe. Last we heard, no one’s talked to Marsha yet.”

      “I know,” I said. “That’s got me worried.”

      “I’ll call Joe and give him a heads-up. I’ll also tell him to mind what he shares with his girlfriend.”

      After all the frustrations Neely Kate had endured with Dena, I was surprised there wasn’t more venom in her tone. “Thanks. I’m gonna head back to work.”

      “We should be done in a couple of hours. We’re doin’ our mani-pedis next.” A guilty look filled her eyes. “Sure you don’t want to change your mind?”

      “No, I’m too antsy to sit still that long, but after this weekend, you need some pampering. You girls take your time,” I said. “No hurry gettin’ back.”

      I left the salon and headed back to the office. I wasn’t feeling any less anxious, but I’d settled down enough to nearly finish the landscaping plan I was working on when the bell on the door jangled. A man wearing a ball cap and sunglasses walked in and headed right for me. He wore jeans and a T-shirt, along with a denim jacket. He was tall and had some muscle behind him, but it was the hard set of his mouth and his clenched fists, like he meant business, that gave me pause.

      I pulled open the drawer where I’d stashed my purse, then grabbed my canister of pepper spray and clamped it in my fist.

      “I hear you’re lookin’ for Emmitt Lincoln,” he said, a rough edge to his tone.

      I might be alone, but I reminded myself the pepper spray wasn’t my only weapon. My gun was also strapped to my thigh. I could protect myself if necessary.

      “And you are?” I asked with raised eyebrows, channeling the Lady in Black’s attitude.

      He sat in one of the chairs in front of my desk and rested his hands on the arms. His jacket parted enough to show me a glimpse of the strap of his gun holster. “That’s not anything you need to know.”

      “Obviously you think I need to know something since you’re sitting here, interruptin’ my work.”

      He snorted. “Looks like you can’t figure out what your job is.”

      “I don’t see what business that is of yours. If you’d like your yard landscaped, I’ll be happy to schedule a consultation.”

      “It’s not me you’ll be consultin’ with.”

      “Then why are you here?” I retorted, sounding more courageous than I felt.

      “Because my boss is too busy to fetch you himself.”

      “And your boss is?” I prodded.

      “Denny Carmichael. And he’s eager to meet you.”
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      The bottom fell out of my stomach. James had called him a maniac, and Mason had just told me about an hour ago that he was a rapist and a murderer. Now this man was telling me that Denny Carmichael wanted to meet me. I gave my visitor a patient smile even though I was quaking inside. “Tell Mr. Carmichael that I’ll check my schedule and get back to him. I might have an opening tomorrow.”

      He crossed his legs. “Mr. Carmichael doesn’t like to be kept waitin’. He wants to see you now.”

      I tilted my head slightly. “And if I say no?”

      “Then my friend will shoot your friend at the beauty shop.”

      I fought to hide my alarm. “Excuse me?” Why had I thought it was an acceptable idea for Neely Kate to go around without a bodyguard? What if my nonchalance got her killed?

      “I have a guy who’s standing outside the beauty shop, and he’ll shoot her if you say no.”

      Dammit all to hell. “Why does Mr. Carmichael want to see me?”

      “You’ll find out when you get there,” he grunted.

      “And how do I know I’ll leave Mr. Carmichael’s presence unscathed?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Huh?”

      I sighed. “How do I know he won’t hurt me?”

      “I guess you don’t.”

      “Then maybe I don’t want to go.”

      He grabbed his phone out of his front jacket pocket. “I guess I’ll tell my friend to shoot.”

      He could be bluffing, but I couldn’t count on it, not with Neely Kate’s life on the line. I was backed into a corner, and he knew it, but I needed to get the upper hand somehow. I stood and walked around the corner of the desk, hiding my pepper spray in my fisted right hand as I reached for his shoulder with my left.

      I quickly closed my eyes and asked, What will happen if I go with him to see Denny?

      A vision quickly sucked me under. I was in the same area I’d seen in James’s vision of Denny Carmichael. Denny’s face and clothes weren’t dirty this time, but his hair looked like it should have been washed a few days prior. He was wearing an AC/DC T-shirt and a shit-eating grin. Vision Rose stood in front of him with a look of disgust.

      “Well, I’m here,” Vision Rose said. “What do you want?”

      “I’m the one callin’ the shots,” Denny said, his grin spreading. “Where do you get off demandin’ anything?”

      “Let’s get one thing straight,” I said. “I could have taken out Clyde over here anytime I wanted. I still can if you’d like. I came out of curiosity—now what do you want?”

      He laughed, glancing back at a few of his men. “She’s a spitfire all right.”

      “You gonna let her talk to you like that?” one of the guys asked in disbelief.

      “I want to see the infamous Lady in Black in action. I hear she’s neutral now,” Denny said, then turned back to me. “I have a job for you.”

      The vision shifted. I was standing outside in the same place, surrounded by a group of angry men, but this time it was pitch-black outside. Denny stood in front of us on top of something that made him a good four feet higher than us. He was holding a flaming torch.

      “Are we gonna sit back and let him keep what’s rightfully ours?” Denny shouted, waving the torch. Flames whipped wildly around his head, and the crackling sound filled the cool, damp air around us.

      “No!” I shouted with all the other men.

      “Are we gonna demand it back?” Denny shouted, spittle flying out of his mouth.

      “Yes!” the men shouted.

      “Then let’s get to it!” Denny held his torch into the air as men started running off toward pickup trucks. Then he turned to me and said, “Clyde, get the lady and put her in the truck with me.”

      The vision cleared, and I was back in the office. “He has a job for me,” I blurted out.

      I jerked my hand from his shoulder, wondering what I’d just seen in the second part. Was I the lady he was referring to? Were they about to go after James?

      Clyde stared up at me like I’d lost my mind, then jumped to his feet. “Don’t put up a fuss or I might shoot you too.”

      “No worries, Clyde,” I said, sounding braver than I felt. If I’d learned nothing else, it was that I couldn’t show fear or I’d lose all control. Not that I had much control at the moment, but I had my visions and my reputation as Lady. That had to count for something. I took comfort in the loaded holster on my thigh.

      I only hoped they didn’t search me.

      “I have no problem goin’ with you.” It sounded more believable since it was true. After my vision, I was curious about what job Denny Carmichael wanted me to work on, but even more so about what I’d seen in the second vision. If he wanted me to harm James, I’d pretend to go along with it and then find an out later. A bonus was that I might get information to help save us all.

      If he didn’t kill me first.

      Of course, James would never see it that way, but I decided to see this through.

      Clyde’s eyes widened at my use of his name, and my smug attitude returned. Let him be freaked out by me. I’d use it to my advantage.

      He ushered me out of the office and into a beat-up pickup truck with only a front seat and gestured for me to sit in the passenger side.

      “No hidin’ me?” I asked. “No blindfolds?”

      He chuckled as he started the engine, although he still sounded nervous. “Done this a time or two?”

      I decided not to respond.

      “There’s nothin’ to hide. People can find Denny if they really want to, and you’re goin’ of your own free will.”

      “Not free will,” I said. “Coercion.”

      “Huh?”

      Rather than respond, I took solace in the fact that he wasn’t hiding my presence in his truck and paid close attention to the scenery as he headed south. If I needed to escape, at least I’d know where to go. Then I remembered his threat to Neely Kate.

      I addressed him in a stern tone. “I’m goin’ with you, which means you need to call your man off my friend.”

      A smug grin spread across his face, and I realized I’d been hoodwinked.

      “You didn’t have anyone watching Neely Kate, did you?” I asked.

      “Denny knew the threat alone would be enough,” Clyde said. “No need to send anyone else.”

      I didn’t try to hide my disgust. “One would hope any decent human being would try to save their friend.”

      “Denny Carmichael ain’t a decent human bein’.”

      His employee’s confirmation of what I already knew from hearsay didn’t make me feel any better.

      At least Neely Kate was safe from getting shot. Now my only worry was whether I’d made the right call. In hindsight, I could have pulled out my gun and held Clyde hostage while I called James. Part of me now wondered if that’s what I should have done, but it was too late to try it now.

      Or was it? I could pull my gun on him and make him pull over to the side of the road, but it would be a huge risk. We were close enough together that he could try to grab the gun out of my hand.

      If you point a gun at someone, you should be prepared to use it. I wasn’t so sure I was ready to shoot the messenger, or in this case, the driver. I was likely to learn more by just going along with their plan.

      For now.

      After about twenty minutes of driving south, Clyde turned off onto a one-lane gravel road tucked between trees.

      My stomach started to twist. Sure, I’d seen a vision of Denny saying he had a job for me to work on, but I hadn’t seen Vision Rose leave his property. It struck me that it would be a feather in his cap if he sent the woman he thought to be his archnemesis’s girlfriend back violated.

      Had I made the wrong decision? At this point, there was no putting that horse back in the barn. I’d just have to bluster my way through this.

      Clyde pulled up to what looked like a small compound with a couple of houses, a barn, and a few other ill-kempt buildings. My phone was in my pocket, and I considered trying to surreptitiously call James so he could hear what was going on, but we were in the middle of nowhere and the terrain suggested there might not be cell service. Even if I found the opportunity to actually place the call, which seemed unlikely.

      Clyde pulled to a stop and turned off the engine, leaving the key in the ignition as he opened the door.

      I decided to take charge of the situation as best I could. I threw my own door open, then marched toward the center of the compound and called out, “Denny Carmichael! I’m here, so get on out here and start talkin’!”

      The front door to the larger house swung open, and Denny stood in the doorway, pausing to assess me. A huge grin spread across his face. He was wearing the same clothes he’d had on in the vision, and his hair looked just as grimy.

      “Well, if it ain’t the infamous Lady in Black gracing my front door.”

      “Cut the bull,” I said with my Lady attitude. “We both know you coerced me to come, but the pretense of hurting my friend wasn’t necessary. You could have just sent me an invitation, and if you’d asked nicely enough, I would have come.”

      He stared at me as though not believing his ears, then burst out laughing. “You’re full of piss and vinegar, ain’t ya?”

      I didn’t see a need to answer. This discussion was similar to the one in my vision, but it was also significantly different. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not, but there was nothing to be done about it now.

      “You wanted me here. I’m here,” I said. “So cut all the chitchat and tell me what you want.” I realized I was taking a huge risk with this approach, but I wasn’t about to be meek and subservient either. The Lady in Black had never taken crap from anyone in the criminal world, and I wasn’t about to kowtow to anyone now. Especially to this man. He’d get off on any timidity or fear.

      He took several steps closer, his grin fading slightly. “You sure you’re ready to get right to it?”

      Reality had taken a huge detour from my vision. I took comfort in the fact that only three people seemed to be here—me, Clyde, and Denny. If push came to shove, I could reach for my gun, get into the truck, and drive myself to safety, thanks to Clyde leaving his keys in the ignition.

      “I’ve got important things to do, so yeah, let’s get right to it.”

      He gestured to his open front door. “Then let’s head inside.”

      The door looked like a giant black hole, and I sure as Hades wasn’t going in there. “No, thanks,” I said in a no-nonsense tone. “I think we’ll have our discussion out here.”

      “But all the paperwork’s inside, Lady,” he said in an amused, cajoling tone. “And what kind of host would I be if I didn’t offer the lady a drink?” Bitterness filled his eyes. “I was never fortunate enough to meet you in one of Malcolm’s little meetings last winter, although I saw you at the auction.” His gaze drifted to my bare legs and lingered there. “I’d remember those sexy legs anywhere.”

      I swallowed my fear and focused on the first part of his statement. “Those meetings were held to ferret out the traitors,” I said. “You should be thankful you weren’t invited.”

      He finally lifted his face. “He considered me incapable of turnin’ on him?” he asked, his brows lifted.

      “I had an arrangement with Mr. Malcolm. He had me come to his meetings, and I interviewed his men to help determine which ones were traitors. I had no prior knowledge about them, and I definitely wasn’t privy to what was going on in Mr. Malcolm’s head.”

      His sardonic grin was back. “Mr. Malcolm,” he mocked. “Do you call him Mr. Malcolm while you’re screwin’ him?”

      My first reaction was to get pissed, but I needed to play this with cool disdain, otherwise I was giving him power over me. I also had to decide whether to acknowledge his statement or deny it. Instead, I decided to ignore it. But I struggled to ignore the deep-seated fear that he might have brought up my relationship with James as a segue to something more heinous. Especially after that comment about my legs. Now was not the time to show my fear. “If you invited me here to discuss my private life in coarse language, our time is done.”

      “You think you can just leave?” he asked, sounding incredulous.

      “Yes, Mr. Carmichael, I know that I can.”

      “Go ahead and try it.”

      I’d let him back me into a corner. If I stuck around to see what he wanted, I’d lose my upper hand. “If I leave now, I won’t be back,” I said. “If you wish to have this discussion, then you need to treat me with respect. If you choose not to treat me with respect, then we are done.”

      He stared at me in disbelief for a few moments, then burst out laughing again. “Does this tough bitch role really work for you? You’re standing there dressed like little Mary Sunshine in your sweet skirt and top, lookin’ like you’re about to head to the malt shop. Do you expect me to fall for it?”

      I shot him a dark glare. “This is your last warnin’, Mr. Carmichael. Treat me with respect or I’m leavin’.”

      He turned to Clyde and kept right on laughing.

      That was that. I spun around and started walking toward the truck.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re goin’?” Denny called after me, still laughing.

      I didn’t answer, just kept walking. The last time I’d tried this, I’d been shot at, and Denny Carmichael was definitely meaner than Kip Wagner, so it was a definite risk. I was nervous over how this was going to turn out, but the only reason I was here at this very moment was because I hadn’t taken crap from the men who thought they were better than me.

      “Clyde,” Denny said with some of his laughter gone. “Go get her.”

      I wasn’t sure I would make it to the truck before Clyde reached me, so I stopped and turned around, reaching down and pulling my gun out of the holster strapped to my thigh. I raised the gun, pointing it at Denny’s chest. “Let’s get one thing straight. I will only stay if I’m respected, and I’ll leave whenever I’m ready. Can I make this any clearer?”

      Denny shot Clyde a murderous look. “You didn’t search her for weapons?”

      “But she’s a girl,” Clyde said with a whine.

      “Not just a girl, you goddamned fool,” Denny snarled. “The damned Lady in Black. You prepared to use that gun, Lady?”

      “Ask Daniel Crocker if I’m prepared to use a gun. Oh, wait. He’s dead.”

      “You didn’t kill him,” Denny countered. “I bet Simmons killed him.”

      I slowly shook my head. “Think what you like. I also killed Kip Wagner. And don’t forget that I shot J.R. Simmons too, so I won’t hesitate to shoot you.” I hadn’t really killed Kip Wagner, but I’d let everyone believe that I had to save James’s hide.

      His grin was back, and he held his hands up. “Fine. You win.”

      “I’ll give you one last chance. What do you want?”

      “I want to know who killed Sarah Freestone.”

      I couldn’t hide my shock. “Why do you want to know?”

      “You already made a connection between her and Emmitt Lincoln. He had a lot of my money on him, and I want it back.”

      “You want to hire me to find your missing money?”

      “I don’t need you to find it. I need to know who killed Sarah Freestone, and I can take care of the rest.”

      My brow shot up. “You want me to tell you who confessed?”

      “I’m not sure how else to spell this out,” he ground out. “Give me the goddamned name.”

      “You couldn’t have called to ask me this?”

      His hands fisted at his side. “Give me the name!”

      “I’m not tellin’ you,” I said, making sure the gun was still aimed at his chest. “That’s confidential information, and the sheriff’s office likely already has the person in custody. Find out from them. Surely you have someone on the inside.”

      “I need that money!” he shouted, his face red with anger.

      Had Sarah stolen Emmitt Lincoln’s money? Did that mean Karen had found it? Not likely since she was still working at the Piggly Wiggly. Besides, I still wasn’t convinced she’d killed Sarah in the first place. “I’m afraid I won’t be able to help you with that.”

      Denny watched me for several seconds as though considering his options.

      “She knew my name, Denny,” Clyde told him, casting me worried looks.

      “What the hell does that mean?” Denny asked, his narrowed eyes still on me.

      “It means she really is a witch. I never told her my name, and it wasn’t on anything for her to read.”

      Denny narrowed his eyes. “How’d you know his name?”

      I lifted my shoulder into a shrug.

      “How’d you identify the traitors for Malcolm?” Denny asked.

      “I asked them questions.”

      “And they just admitted they were traitors?” he asked incredulously.

      “Not always…”

      “I have a file on you,” he said.

      So James was right.

      “Do you now?” I asked, trying to sound amused even though I was anything but. “I heard Kip Wagner had a file on me and it disappeared. You must have bought it from Charlene before you killed her. I hope you retrieved your money before you torched her trailer.”

      “Charlene?” He tried to sound confused, but he had a sparkle in his eyes. He was proud of himself. He truly was a sociopath. “Don’t know her.”

      Liar.

      Charlene had been a suspect in our last investigation. She’d killed her cousin after they’d schemed to buy the files stolen from Kip Wagner. Charlene had confessed to us, and in the process had mentioned there was a file on me. She’d also said she’d sold the files to a buyer who wouldn’t want word to get out. Later, when James and I found the files, we figured she’d been lying, but it turned out she had sold one of the files… and it just so happened to be mine.

      “Do you know what’s in your folder?” he asked.

      “The really important question is why you’re interested in what’s in my file.”

      His grin spread. “Come on, Rose Gardner. You know you’re interested.” When I didn’t protest, he said, “Kip Wagner thought you were a witch.”

      I gave him a grudging shrug. “I can’t say I blame him for not likin’ me.”

      “Not that kind of witch. An actual magical witch.”

      “Magic?” I asked with a laugh.

      “My folder says you know things you shouldn’t.” He put his hands on his hips as he looked me up and down. The look in his eyes suggested he wasn’t just interested in my ability to suss out information. “The question is how do you know them?”

      There was no way in Hades I was telling him I had visions, but I wasn’t sure how to explain what I knew. “I just have one of those faces that makes people want to share their life story.”

      He studied me again. “That might be true, but that’s not the full truth. You have a way of finding out things. Malcolm discovered it and either threatened you or hired you to help him.”

      “I’m not discussing my relationship with Skeeter Malcolm with you, professional or otherwise, but I’ve made it abundantly clear I’m neutral. I helped Buck Reynolds find his missing necklace and even ruled in his favor after he and Malcolm held a parley.”

      “And you took in a guy running from Wagner,” he said. “You declared your farm to be neutral.”

      “I did, and I’d appreciate it if you’d respect that neutrality.”

      “Why?” he asked. “Why would you go to that much trouble?”

      “Because sometimes your world is harsh, and sometimes people in your world need a safe haven.”

      “If Malcolm’s reign is so amazing, why do people need protection?” he snickered.

      “Because he’s still dealin’ with people like you.” I gave him a dismissive look. “Is there anything else you need?”

      His smile fell off his face. “I need my money. I want you to tell me where it is.”

      I briefly considered having a vision of him, but I just as quickly nixed the idea. For one thing, I didn’t want to get close enough to touch him, and two, I didn’t dare give him an inkling of how I came up with my information. “I don’t have any information about your money, but if I did, I’d tell you.”

      “Would you blow me off if I were Malcolm?”

      “If I had the answer, I’d tell him, and if I didn’t, I’d tell him that too.”

      “If I were Malcolm, you’d bust your ass to find it.”

      “Maybe I would,” I admitted, “but that would be because he’d hired me to do so, like he did when he had me suss out his traitors. But you, Mr. Carmichael, have not hired me.”

      “Then I’ll hire you,” he said, “although we wouldn’t have to go through the hassle if you’d just tell me who confessed to killing the girl.”

      “You won’t be payin’ me anything because I won’t be takin’ any cases from you.”

      “Because I’m not Malcolm?”

      “No,” I said, “because you dragged me here against my will, and treated me disrespectfully. If you decide to change your behavior, then let me know, but for now we’re done.” I turned to Clyde. “I’m ready to leave now. Will you be takin’ me back to my office, or will I be drivin’ myself in your truck?”

      His mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water as he sent his boss a pleading look.

      “I’ll let you have it your way, Lady,” Denny sneered. “This time. But I’ll be callin’ you again someday soon, and I won’t take no for an answer that time.” A leer lit up his face. “Because I’m interested in findin’ out why Malcolm is so intrigued with you.” His eyes turned cold, and I knew I was looking into the soul of a monster. “So consider this your friendly warning.” With that, he turned around and headed into the house.

      Clyde gave me a look of disbelief, then climbed into his truck, and I quickly followed. We were quiet the entire drive back. I had no idea what Clyde was thinking, but I was wondering how much time I had until Denny Carmichael came calling again, and more importantly, what he would want me to do.
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      Clyde parked the beat-up truck in front of my office. “Denny’ll be in touch.”

      I jerked the door handle and opened the door. “Tell Mr. Carmichael not to waste his time.”

      With that, I hopped out and slammed the door shut, stomping toward the office door, more pissed than worried, which I knew was foolish. I should be plenty worried.

      We’d left the door unlocked, but in my defense, I’d been too rattled to insist on following my usual safety protocols. Thankfully, everything seemed to be in place and no one had come in and robbed the place.

      After locking myself inside, I sank into my office chair and mulled over the whole situation. Had I been stupid to face off with Denny like that? Probably, yet I didn’t regret it. I’d learned that posturing was a major part of that world—and if I’d acted like someone who would allow disrespect, I would have gotten it.

      Or was I just making excuses for my irresponsible actions?

      The fact was that I was moving my dying sister and her kids into my house and a dangerous drug supplier had just sent a man with a gun to collect me—and it would appear I’d only whetted his interest in me. What would I do if he sent someone to my house next time? What if Ashley or Mikey answered the door?

      Had I done the right thing by refusing to give him Karen’s name? Ethically, I knew I was in the right, but in regards to my sister and her kids’ safety… I wasn’t so sure.

      I went over our exchange, trying to make it fit with the second vision I’d had of Clyde. I was no closer to understanding it now than I had been before.

      I needed to tell someone about this, but who? Neely Kate would be back soon, but she’d be with Carly. I could call James—and I knew I should—but I worried I was too dependent on him in these kinds of situations. Being tied so closely to him was partially what had gotten me into this situation. He needed to know about the threat from Denny, but I worried he’d lose his mind if I told him Denny’s lackey had kidnapped me and dragged me off to his property.

      Instead, I decided to call the man who’d had my back since the underground auction that had gained James his crown. I pressed my speed dial option for Jed.

      “Everything okay?” he asked.

      One day, I’d be able to make phone calls without the person on the other end being worried about my safety and vice versa. Only I had no idea when that day would come. “I just met Denny Carmichael.”

      “What? Are you okay? Is Neely Kate all right?”

      “Neely Kate’s still at the hair salon with Carly. She doesn’t even know, and I’m fine. He never touched me, although I feel like I need a shower after being in his presence.”

      “Where did this meeting take place?”

      “Denny’s property.”

      “What in the hell were you doin’ out there?” he demanded. “You know that man’s dangerous!”

      “I was extended an invitation I couldn’t refuse.”

      “He kidnapped you?” I could hear the rage in Jed’s voice.

      “Technically, I decided to go with him, but a threat was issued. Still, I had my gun. I could have pulled it on him and then called you or Joe or James. But I had a vision first, and I was intrigued by what I saw, so I went.” I paused before admitting, “He also threatened to have someone shoot Neely Kate at the Nip and Clip, but later I figured out that was a bluff. They knew the threat to her safety would get me to cooperate.”

      Jed was silent for a moment, then asked, “What did he want?”

      I told him about Denny wanting to know who’d killed Sarah and my refusal to tell him about Karen. Then, in the spirit of full disclosure, I told him about how Denny and I had parted ways, including Denny’s disconcerting promise that he’d be in touch.

      When I finished, Jed was quiet for several seconds.

      “No reprimand?” I asked with a hint of defiance.

      “You’re not a damned child, and you’re in this world for better or worse. You were backed into a corner and took a calculated risk.”

      “So you think I did the right thing?”

      He pushed out a sigh, sounding defeated. “Let’s just say I would have done the same thing under those circumstances. Not that I’m necessarily happy about that. You’ve come a long way since last November, Rose Gardner.”

      Only he didn’t say it like it was a good thing—not that I was surprised. He was in the process of extricating himself from the criminal world, while I’d grabbed a shovel and kept digging myself deeper.

      “Have you told Skeeter?” he asked.

      “No, not yet.”

      “Why do I sense hesitation?”

      Why indeed. “Because I’m supposed to be neutral. Which means I can’t be running to James with every little problem. Besides, can you imagine how he’ll react? He’s likely to drive to Denny Carmichael’s front door and murder him.”

      “Would you tell Dermot if he were in charge?” Jed countered. “Or would you keep it to yourself?”

      “That’s a very good question,” I admitted, not sure I had the answer. “I suppose it would depend on whether I saw the situation as a threat to the county.”

      He was silent for a moment, then said, “I think the thing you should be askin’ yourself right now is why you aren’t tellin’ your boyfriend. I’d be pissed as hell if Neely Kate didn’t tell me.”

      “Because we’re not like you and Neely Kate, Jed. He’s not my boyfriend. This is just a fling.”

      “You’re both fooling yourselves if you believe that, and frankly, it’s gonna get one or the both of you killed. I love Skeeter like a brother—a controlling, self-centered brother—but I love him nonetheless. But you…” He paused. “You’re not meant to be part of this world, Rose. You got dragged into it completely against your will, and thanks to Skeeter’s selfishness, you got stuck in it.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” I protested. “I agreed to help him to save Mason.”

      “And then you got pulled back in this summer to save Skeeter.”

      My brow furrowed as I considered his statement. “I admit I did it to help him, but there was also a greater purpose, and you know it. And when I took Marshall in last month, I didn’t do that for James. I did it because he was a scared, wounded kid, and it was the right thing to do. I hid it from James.”

      “And you gained the respect of a lot of men and women by helping that kid. More than you likely realize.”

      “Bruce Wayne alluded to that afterward.”

      “But you need to realize the ones who respect you are the sheep. The underlings. They may see you as their salvation if they need help, but they sure as hell won’t take the initiative to help you if you’re the one in trouble. If their boss tells them to pick up a gun and drag you away by force, by damn they’re gonna do it.”

      I suspected he had a point.

      “I’m probably breaking a confidence with Skeeter, but I love you like you were my sister, Rose.”

      “You’re scarin’ me, Jed.”

      He chuckled. “By saying I love you like my sister? A few people would agree.” He turned serious. “Something’s goin’ on with Skeeter. He’s distracted and now is not the time to be distracted.”

      My breath caught. “Is it because of our relationship?”

      “The truth? I suspect that’s part of it, but there’s something goin’ on in his organization too. Reacher let it slip that one of Skeeter’s men did something that sent Skeeter into a rage, and they’re lookin’ for a replacement for the guy.”

      “Traitors?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, but it’s got Skeeter on edge.”

      “Is that why he’s goin’ to Little Rock on Thursday?”

      “He’s goin’ to Little Rock?”

      “He told me yesterday mornin’ that he couldn’t meet with me on Thursday because of it.”

      “I have no idea why he’s goin’ up there. It’s not to see Kate.”

      That caught me by surprise. “Has he been up there to see her before?”

      He paused for several seconds. “He wanted information from her, but she’s long gone, so that can’t be his reason. Still, it must be damn important if he’s leavin’ now.”

      One more thing to worry about.

      “You’re a good influence on him, Rose. You soothe something in his soul, but I’m scared for you, both as Lady and as Skeeter’s girlfriend.”

      “Maybe it’s not fair of me to ask, but if you knew I’d listen to anything you said, what would you tell me to do?”

      “Honestly, Rose, at this point, I don’t know—and that scares the hell out of me.” He paused a beat. “And I know it’s definitely on Skeeter’s mind.”

      “I know.” What was I going to do about the people I cared about who might get caught in the crossfire? “My sister and her kids are movin’ out to the farm tomorrow.”

      “Neely Kate told me. You’re worried about protecting them?”

      “And protecting Neely Kate too. I want her to move in with you for a bit. We both know she needs more protection than my farm provides, and frankly,” I said with a hint of levity, “I need her bed to sleep in if Carly is stayin’.

      “Who’s gonna protect you and the rest of the people in your house if we leave?” he asked.

      Who indeed? Who would be enough of a threat to scare off anyone from coming to the farm in the first place. Then it hit me. “Maybe I’ll tell Joe about Denny and see if he’ll stay with us for a bit.”

      “You really want to involve the sheriff’s office in this?”

      “Just because I tell Joe doesn’t mean the sheriff’s office is involved.” But I wasn’t sure that was a good idea either. I’d be putting Joe in an awkward situation. Again.

      He was silent for a moment. “I don’t like it, but it could work.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “I can explain Joe’s presence by sayin’ I need his help with Violet, first because Mike might show up and pitch a fit, and then later when she’s… when she’s really sick.”

      “Neely Kate’s gonna want to be there for you,” he said softly. “You know that.”

      “And she can be. She just needs to stay with you for a bit first.”

      “Don’t you think that’s her decision?” he asked.

      “She wants to stay with you,” I said with a lump in my throat. “She just needs to know I’ll be okay.”

      “Yeah,” he admitted. “I suspect you’re right.”

      “Besides, we’ve already had a conversation about her stayin’ with you, so this won’t come out of nowhere. She just needs a little push, and if Joe agrees to stay with us, she’ll know we’re okay.”

      “Are you sure you want to ask Simmons?” he asked. “Especially with your history?”

      “We’ve been gettin’ along lately, and he likes Violet and adores her kids. I think it’s the perfect solution. Denny Carmichael might think twice about showing up at my house if he thinks the chief deputy sheriff will answer the door.”

      “If Simmons agrees.”

      I considered his statement, realizing how presumptuous I was being, yet I couldn’t imagine a scenario in which he turned me down. Even with Dena in the picture. The thought of messing up his new relationship filled me with guilt. Unfortunately, I was getting far too used to the feeling. “I think he will. For Ashley and Mikey alone.”

      “Okay. But for now, I’m going to send Witt over to sit with you until I can head out to the farm. I’ve been workin’ on Carly’s car, tryin’ to get it done sooner rather than later after her story made the news.”

      “Witt’s not helpin’?”

      “I seem to have it covered, and he’s hoverin’ like a mother hen. You’d be doin me a favor by gettin’ him out of my hair.”

      I chuckled. “Anything I can do to help.”

      “Seriously though, Rose, I’m glad you’re okay.”

      I turned somber. “Yeah, me too.”
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      Witt showed up about twenty minutes later, wearing an ear-to-ear grin. He camped out at Bruce Wayne’s desk, goofing off on his phone until Neely Kate and Carly showed up about a half hour later.

      His eyes bugged out and his mouth dropped open when they walked through the door, not that I could blame him. I was taken by surprise myself. While Carly’s hair was the same color, she looked completely different. Beulah had layered it and cut it a little past her shoulders. It hung in loose waves and long bangs lay across her forehead.

      “Wow!” Witt said, still gaping at her.

      Carly blushed.

      “Shut your mouth, Witt,” Neely Kate snapped. “What are ya doin’ here anyway? Shouldn’t you be workin’ on Carly’s car?”

      He shot me a quick glance. “Jed’s got it covered, and I was bored, so I came over to hang out with Rose.”

      Neely Kate turned to me, her eyes narrowing in suspicion. When I didn’t say anything, she said, “Witt, can you and Carly go down to the coffee shop and get me a drink?”

      “I’m not here as your gofer, Neely Kate,” he grumbled.

      “She’s tryin’ to get some privacy,” Carly said. “And that’s her subtle way of telling us to get out.”

      “Oh.” He stared up at Carly and grinned. “I’ll be happy to get you coffee.”

      “That’s not what I asked you to do,” Neely Kate grumbled.

      Witt was busy ignoring her as he walked over to Carly. “If I buy you coffee, can we call it a date?”

      “No!” Neely Kate shouted. “On second thought, Carly, you need to stay here and my cousin needs to be on his way.”

      “No can do, coz,” Witt said. “I’ve got my orders.”

      We all knew those orders didn’t involve coffee.

      “You can talk about whatever it is in front of me,” Carly said. “I won’t tell anyone.”

      While I had no doubt that was true, I was worried about scaring her away. Then again, if she was living with us, she had a right to know the possible danger she might be in.

      “Okay,” I said with a firm nod. “Have a seat.”

      Neely Kate looked less certain about my decision, but she gestured for Carly to sit at the client table in the back part of the office. I joined them, and Witt returned to Bruce Wayne’s desk.

      I decided there was no easing into this conversation, so I might as well jump right in. “I met with Denny Carmichael this afternoon out on his property.”

      “You did what?” Neely Kate practically screeched.

      “He sent an associate to persuade me to come meet him. After I looked at the possible outcome, I decided it was worth the risk.”

      The understanding in Neely Kate’s eyes let me know she’d gotten the hint about my vision. “And he just drove you there?” she asked.

      “He claimed the location of Denny’s property wasn’t a secret so there was no reason to hide it. Once we got there, Denny came out to meet me. He was amused at first, but he finally got down to business and demanded that I tell him who confessed to killing Sarah.”

      Neely Kate’s eyes widened. “Why in Hades would he care who killed her?”

      “He thinks her murder is tied to Emmitt Lincoln somehow. He says Emmitt had a lot of his money and he wants it back.”

      “Do you think Sarah somehow came across his money?”

      I made a face. “Sounds like maybe she did, although I doubt Karen has it. How did Denny know someone had confessed to hurting Sarah, anyway? Randy acted like they were keepin’ that tight-lipped.”

      “Maybe he has a mole in the sheriff’s department. We both know Skeeter did. And besides, it’s not exactly a secret if Dena’s tellin’ everyone.”

      “True.” But it still bugged me. Especially since Marsha might not know what was going on. I understood why we needed to keep it from her, but it still felt wrong.

      “Something about this whole case feels off,” I said. “If Karen killed Sarah, what happened to Emmitt Lincoln?”

      “Maybe he ran off with the money.”

      “Hmm…” It struck me that we knew next to nothing about Emmitt, and yet his name kept cropping up. “Feel like takin’ a drive back down to Sugar Branch?”

      “We already handed the case off to Joe,” Neely Kate protested. “If Karen didn’t kill her, Joe will find out who did.”

      We’d just taken opposite sides of this conversation only hours before, so her response surprised me. “But we don’t know what happened to Emmitt Lincoln.”

      “We purposely stayed away from him for fear of pissing off Denny Carmichael.”

      “And now we have Denny Carmichael’s blessin’,” I countered.

      “You know,” Witt said from across the room, his feet propped up on the desk and his hands neatly folded over his stomach, “If Carmichael finds out you’re sniffin’ around askin’ questions about Lincoln, he’s gonna expect you to hand over a wad of money. Otherwise, he’ll presume you turned him down so you could find the money for Skeeter Malcolm.”

      Neely Kate frowned. “He’s right.”

      I groaned. He was right, but I hated to give up when the case still felt so unresolved. “Let’s think about it tonight and revisit it in the mornin’. If we both agree, then we’ll look into Emmitt. Maybe we can talk to his mother. It would be helpful if we knew what Emmitt was doin’ the Friday night before Sarah’s disappearance.”

      “You think his mother will know?” Neely Kate asked. “I thought she’d given up on him.”

      “Maybe so, but she’s likely to know who he hung out with or at least the name of a friend or two. Then we’ll have some leads to follow.”

      Neely Kate didn’t look convinced. “You’re supposed to be movin’ Violet into the farmhouse tomorrow.” She pushed out a breath. “But maybe we can check into it on Thursday.”

      It was the best we could do for now.

      “I’m starvin’,” Witt said as he leaned back in his chair, patting his belly. “Since the only pay I get for hangin’ out with y’all is food, I say we head to the farm and y’all feed me.”

      Neely Kate shot him a dark look. “Is food the only thing you think about?”

      He grinned and winked. “I think about other things too.”

      “Gross,” she said with a shudder, then pointed a glittery, pink-tipped finger at him. “Stay away from Carly.”

      He laughed, but Carly shot him a look that suggested he should listen to her cousin.

      The last thing the poor woman needed right now was to have a man hitting on her. “You mind yourself, Witt Rivers,” I admonished. “Or I’ll kick you to the curb, whether we need protection or not.”

      If either part of my statement bothered Carly, she didn’t let on.

      “It’s nearly five,” I said. “I have to be somewhere at eight. I say we go home and make dinner, and I’ll spend some time with Muffy before I go.”

      “You’re not gonna take her with you?” Neely Kate asked in surprise.

      “Not tonight.” I wasn’t sure why, but things felt off, and it seemed safer to leave her at the farm.

      Worry filled Neely Kate’s eyes. “Is Skeeter upset that you went to see Denny Carmichael?”

      “He doesn’t know, but don’t worry. I’ll handle it.”

      “Okay…” Clearly I hadn’t reassured her at all. If anything, she looked more worried than ever.

      Maybe she had a point.
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      We hadn’t been home long before Joe called me. I’d already sent him a text, telling him I needed to talk to him about something serious.

      “We’ve brought Karen Peasly in for questionin’,” Joe said as I walked out the front door and sat on the porch. Muffy followed behind with a worn tennis ball in her mouth. “She hasn’t confessed to anything yet, but she’s not callin’ for her lawyer either, so there’s still hope.”

      “That’s good, I guess,” I said, taking the tennis ball from Muffy and throwing it into the yard.

      She scampered after it, her tail wagging.

      “I take it that’s not why you needed to talk to me,” he said.

      I considered telling him we should discuss this in person, but it struck me that it might be better for us to have some distance between us when we had this conversation.

      “I have a request, but I need to tell you something first.”

      “I can’t break any rules for you, Rose. I’m skatin’ on thin ice over the last weekend with Kate.”

      “Oh. It’s nothin’ like that. It’s personal.”

      He took a moment before he said, “Okay.”

      “Vi and the kids are movin’ out to the farm tomorrow.”

      “You need me to help move them in?” he asked. “I have a meetin’ with Deveraux first thing in the morning, but I can probably get away by ten.”

      “No, actually…” I said. “That’s not it either. Violet says she doesn’t have much to move, and we can fit it all into the back of my truck.” I paused. “I’m callin’ about a request for after she moves in.”

      “Okay…” He sounded confused, not that I blamed him.

      I needed to jump right into this, no tiptoeing. “We both know that over the past few months, I’ve had a presence in the criminal world.”

      He remained silent.

      “I present myself as completely neutral, but there are some entities that don’t appreciate my meddling.”

      “Go on,” he nudged in a nonjudgmental tone.

      “The latest instance is possibly dangerous, and I’m worried about Violet and the kids’ safety. I’m sure we’ll all be fine, but in case trouble shows up at my front door, I’m not sure I can protect them on my own.”

      He hesitated before he said, “I thought Carlisle was stayin’ out there with Neely Kate.”

      “He has been,” I said. “But if Hardshaw is still lookin’ for Neely Kate, this is the worst possible place for her to stay. She’d be much safer with Jed at his new house.”

      “Leavin’ you alone on the farm with your dyin’ sister and her two little kids.”

      And our mystery guest, but one issue at a time. “Yeah.”

      “Who’d you piss off?”

      “I wouldn’t say I pissed him off. He’s merely intrigued. He hinted that he’ll be in touch in the future when he wishes to seek out my services.”

      “And what services might those be?” Joe asked in a tight voice.

      “If you’re thinkin’ sexual services, then you don’t know me at all, Joe Simmons,” I snapped.

      “I never said anything of the sort,” he argued. “But I have no idea what you do for those criminals.”

      “Do you really want to know, Joe?” I asked.

      He paused for several seconds, then said, “No. I don’t think I do.”

      My mouth dropped open in shock.

      “Not the answer you expected, huh?” he asked.

      “No.” I took a breath. “But let me tell you what’s safe for you to know. Scooter Malcolm was missin’ a few weeks ago, and the likely culprit for his kidnappin’ was Buck Reynolds. He hired me to find Scooter.”

      Joe was quiet for a moment. “Why? Did he think you might know where he was since you’re in thick with his brother?”

      “No. He hired me to fend off a battle. He knew Skeeter Malcolm would blame him after their latest beef over a necklace. In fact, the same person who kidnapped Scooter tried to kidnap me too, but I got away.”

      “Jesus Christ, Rose! When did this happen?”

      “The night of the county fair,” I said. “Like I told you that next mornin’, Levi was called away for an emergency, so I told him to leave me there and I’d get a ride home. Instead, I was kidnapped in the parking lot.”

      “I saw you the next morning,” he mumbled, clearly unnerved by my confession. “Wearin’ men’s clothes.”

      “My clothes had gotten filthy and ruined, so someone gave me new clothes to wear.”

      “Ruined?” he asked, sounding horrified. “Were you…”

      “Raped?” I supplied for him. “No. But I got hurt and my skirt was covered in blood.”

      “Blood?”

      I cursed myself for mentioning the blood. “I’m fine. I was slightly injured, but nothing a few stitches didn’t fix. I’ll show you the scar on my leg sometime if you want.”

      “I accused you of… Rose.” He sounded sick.

      “Stop,” I said. “I’m far from innocent, so don’t you feel guilty over your reaction.”

      “I was judgin’ and condescendin’.”

      “True, but I probably deserved some of it.”

      He lowered his voice. “I take it you found Scooter Malcolm and figured out who took him. I know for a fact that Scooter was at Walmart in the lawn and garden department a few days ago.”

      “I did. And prevented a war in the process.”

      “Who took him?” Joe asked.

      “I’d rather not say.”

      “Did that have anything to do with Merv Chapman’s disappearance? We’ve noticed he’s no longer around.”

      I didn’t answer.

      “Did Skeeter Malcolm kill his second-in-command for kidnappin’ his brother?”

      I could hear the wheels spinning in his head. He could use this to arrest Skeeter for murder.

      “No,” I said with plenty of force. “Skeeter Malcolm never laid a hand on Merv Chapman. Just the opposite, in fact. Merv nearly killed Skeeter. And me.”

      He let that sink in for a moment. “Who killed Merv Chapman, Rose?”

      I was beginning to have serious regrets about this phone call, or at least for deciding to be so forthcoming. “I’m not answerin’ that question one way or the other, Joe Simmons. You were lucky I volunteered anything at all. I was nearly killed by that madman.”

      “Did you kill him in self-defense?” he pressed, righteousness in his voice.

      “This phone call was a bad idea. Sorry for wastin’ your time.” I hung up and dropped the phone on the table next to me.

      Why had I volunteered so much information? I replayed our conversation in my head, trying to determine if I’d implicated James in any way. I’d been stupid and careless. Sure, Joe and I had been getting along better lately, but he was the chief deputy sheriff of Fenton County, which ranked much higher in his book than being my friend. Sure, he’d bent his ethics to help Neely Kate, but she was his sister. I was his ex-girlfriend who had hooked up with his archnemesis Mason Deveraux after our breakup. I was lucky he was speaking civilly to me. I sure couldn’t expect him to understand my associations with the criminal world.

      The front door opened, and Carly stuck her head through the crack. “Neely Kate says it’s time for dinner.”

      I gave her a wry look. “Do you happen to know if she added any extra ingredients to the pork chops and fried potatoes?”

      Her forehead wrinkled. “Extra ingredients?”

      I got to my feet. “Sometimes Neely Kate fancies herself to be a chef on Chopped. You know, the show where they get odd ingredients to make a dish?”

      Carly nodded with a grin.

      “Most of the time her experiments are… interesting. She might have added some to impress you.”

      Carly laughed. “I didn’t notice any odd ingredients.”

      I laughed with her. “Then we should be safe.”

      Carly started to go in, only to stop and turn back to me. “Rose, I know I keep saying this, but I wanted to thank you for bein’ so nice to me. You had absolutely no reason to take me in, yet you did.”

      “I told you that’s what Neely Kate and I do. We help people.”

      Her smile fell, and she nodded. “I think it’s only fair to tell you that I’m scared my father’s going to find me.”

      I studied her for a second, then decided to be honest. I seemed to be doing that a lot today. “I know there’s more to your story than you’re tellin’ us.” Fear filled her eyes and I held up a hand. “Please, that’s no recrimination. I lost track of how many half-truths I’ve told over the last year. What I’m tryin’ to tell you is that we can help you. Whether you want to go back or stay, we’re here for you.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t go back. This is too big. It goes too deep.”

      I decided to take a shot in the dark. “Does your father happen to work for an organization called Hardshaw?”

      Confusion flashed in her eyes. “What’s that?”

      “Never mind,” I said, feeling relieved. “It would have been a crazy coincidence.” I placed a hand on her upper arm. “You have a job if you want it, Carly. Maeve and Violet love having you at the nursery, and we’ve made no secret that Violet won’t be workin’ there for much longer.” I paused. “Violet and her kids are movin’ in here tomorrow, but you are still welcome to stay here at the farmhouse. Or if it’s too much for you to handle, I’m sure Maeve would love to have you. She’s already offered.”

      “You all seem too good to be true.”

      I grinned, but it was half-hearted. “Would you be sure to tell Joe that? After the call we just had, he might need some convincin’.”

      Carly laughed. “I’m not sure how persuasive I’ll be, but I could give it a shot.”

      “I might hold you to it.”
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      After dinner, Carly and I cleaned up the kitchen while Neely Kate and Jed took Muffy on a walk. Once we were finished, I headed upstairs and packed a bag for my night with James.

      Carly was reading a book on the front porch when I walked out the front door.

      “You headed out?” she asked, looking up.

      “Are Neely Kate and Jed not back yet?” I asked, glancing around. “Are you okay with me leaving you here alone?”

      “I’m fine,” she said. “I found this book on your bookshelves.” She cringed. “I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Help yourself,” I said. “Make yourself at home. Nothin’s off-limits.”

      I got into my truck and waved goodbye as I turned around and headed toward the highway. I mulled over the case while I made the half-hour drive. I still wanted to know the connection between Sarah and Emmitt, and as far as I knew, Joe hadn’t linked the two disappearances. Should I tell him? I decided to keep it to myself for now.

      The lights were on at James’s house in the woods when I pulled up. He’d given me a garage door opener, so I pushed the button and parked in the empty garage. He’d told me he’d be home by eight, and it was a few minutes after, but with everything else going on, I wasn’t surprised he was late.

      I headed inside and opened the fridge to get out a pitcher of tea. James never drank it, but I’d made a pitcher after we returned from Shreveport on Saturday. I’d been here often enough it was starting to become familiar. It still felt strange to think that James would never be as familiar in my house as I was in his. He’d never spent more time there than necessary. It was safer that way, and I was used to it, but tonight it chafed.

      I filled a glass and went out onto James’s screened-in porch off the living room. The evening had a bit of a chill, so I kicked off my shoes, grabbed an afghan off the sofa—another new addition since I’d become a frequent visitor; James claimed he had no need for afghans—and cuddled up on the cushioned love seat. The lump between my legs reminded me that I was still wearing my gun, so I removed both the gun and the holster and placed them next to my glass on the table. During my drive, I’d decided that I needed to tell James about my encounter with Denny Carmichael but it would be best to ease my way into the conversation. As much as it was possible to ease into a conversation about being kidnapped by a drug dealer.

      I must have dozed off, because when I roused it was dark outside and I heard James bark from the kitchen, “I know there was a whole lot more than you told me, so call me back and spill it all, or your cushy little job’s about to be flushed down the toilet.”

      He was quiet for a good half minute before he called out, his voice much gentler, “Rose?”

      “Out here.”

      He appeared in the doorway, the light framing him and making him glow like an avenging angel.

      “Hey,” I said, my voice still groggy with sleep. “Sorry. I dozed off. What time is it?”

      He sat down next to me and pulled my legs onto his lap, then tugged my foot free of the throw and began to massage the ball of my foot. “Only eight forty. You been here long?”

      “Long enough to take a nap,” I said with a soft moan. “That feels heavenly.”

      “Sorry I’m late. I’m dealing with another situation.”

      “I heard the tail end of your call.” And Jed had mentioned there was trouble too, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. “Everything okay?”

      He leaned back and put his feet on the ottoman. His shoulders relaxed, and it looked like he was dropping a hundred-pound load.

      “It is now,” he said, his words full of contentment.

      I sat up and reached for his cheek, gently turning his face toward me. I placed a soft kiss on his lips and he kissed me back, just as gently.

      He released a soft sigh into my mouth and his fingers pressed lightly into my jaw. “When I’m with you…” His voice trailed off as he searched my eyes.

      I grinned up at him. “Don’t stop there.”

      He kissed me again, his mouth more demanding this time, and I could tell his inner demons were winning the war over the softer part of him. He was capable of gentleness, but not for long. His possessiveness usually rose up and took over.

      He reached for the hem of my shirt as his mouth claimed mine, our tongues tangling as I wrapped my hands around his head and brought him closer.

      He lifted my shirt, pulling away for a brief second to throw it to the ground before his lips found mine again. Seconds later, he’d unhooked my bra and sent it to the floor with my shirt.

      “Come here. Let me look at you,” he said, his voice husky. He lifted me under my arms and straddled me on his lap so that he was gazing at my naked chest. “I never get tired of this view.”

      I grinned down at him. “I don’t get to see you?”

      He lifted his shirt up and over his head within seconds.

      “Better?” he asked with a lazy grin.

      “Yeah.” I placed my hands on his chest, letting my fingers trail along his hard, defined muscles, and his hands lifted to my breasts. He gently cupped them as his thumbs brushed the sensitive skin below my nipples.

      A shiver ran down my back and I sucked in a breath.

      His grin spread across his face. He loved every reaction he elicited from me.

      “I missed you today,” he said as his thumbs became bolder.

      “I missed you too.”

      He lowered his face to my breast, taking my nipple into his mouth.

      I moaned, and his arm wrapped around my back, holding me in place. Closing my eyes, I soaked him in. I knew I couldn’t have him forever, so I’d take what I could for now.

      Cupping both of my butt cheeks with his hands, he stood. I wrapped my legs around his waist as he headed inside. He started for the stairs, then stopped and kissed me with a raw hunger that stole my breath.

      When he finally pulled back, his voice was husky as he said, “Tell me that I get you all night.”

      “I’m yours.”

      My words stoked a fire in him and he kissed me with such passion that I was sure he’d take me right there against the wall in his living room, but instead he carried me up the stairs and into his room. With his mouth still capturing mine, he slid my body down his front until my feet touched the floor. He finally took a step back, his gaze dropping to my chest. “Take off your skirt.”

      His rough voice sent a thrill down my spine. I reached for the button and unfastened it, then pushed it over my hips and let it drop to the floor.

      “Now your panties.”

      They followed suit and I was standing in front of him naked. It wasn’t the first time, and it wasn’t even the twentieth, but the hungry look in his eyes sent a flush of heat through my veins that filled me with the same anticipation I’d felt the first time. This man had a hold on me I couldn’t explain, and I didn’t know how to handle it.

      “Lie down on the bed,” he said, his eyes hooded with desire. “On your back.”

      Still facing him, I backed up to the bed and sat down. Scooting backward, I lay down with my head on the pillows, then bent my legs at the knees and spread them wide.

      He inhaled sharply, and his chest expanded as his jaw tightened. With his dark gaze on my body, he reached for the button of his jeans. He made quick work of stripping off the rest of his clothes.

      “Touch yourself,” he said as he stood at the end of the bed.

      I froze. He’d never asked me to do that before, but his gaze set my body on fire. I reached between my legs, feeling wicked and aroused.

      He watched me as he knelt on the bed between my legs, his gaze blazing up my body to my face.

      He slowly leaned over me, and I started to pull my hand away, but his hand covered mine, and he grunted, “Don’t stop.” Then he guided my hand back between my legs as his mouth claimed one of my breasts.

      Desire shot straight to my core, and I arched my back as I cried out, but he gently pushed me back down. He released my breast and kissed me with abandon as we worked together to bring me to climax.

      Then he rose up on his knees and pulled my hand free, lifting it to his mouth. Holding my gaze, he licked my fingertips as he prodded my entrance. Then, sucking my index and middle finger into his mouth, he plunged into me, fully sheathing himself.

      I lifted my hips to take him, crying out again, overwhelmed with sensation. I closed my eyes, reveling in the feel of him.

      He pulled back and dropped my hand. “Roll over,” he grunted.

      I opened my eyes and stared up at him with a questioning look, but the naked desire on his face stole my breath and I quickly obeyed.

      “On your knees.”

      Leaning forward on my elbows, I got onto my knees and lifted my butt to him.

      He grabbed one hip and slid his other hand around my stomach and between my legs. I sucked in a breath as white-hot desire shot to my core.

      I gasped as he slowly slid into me. Something deep within me tightened, and his hand swept up from my hip to the nape of my neck as he plunged in again. I pushed back into him, overcome with some primal force as he grabbed a handful of my hair, tugged it back, and thrust again.

      “Oh God,” I breathed out, closing my eyes, and my words sent him into a frenzy.

      His hands were everywhere, grabbing, claiming, as he thrust into me over and over. His arm snaked over my chest and between my breasts, his hand grabbing my shoulder so he could get a firmer grip. His forearm lifted my chest off the bed, arching my back as I pushed back into him even more.

      “Oh God. James,” I cried out as he stoked a sexual hunger I’d never experienced before. I would have sold my soul to fulfill it, and from the frenzied pace he set, he felt it too.

      His mouth roughly kissed my back, his teeth scraping my shoulder, and I grabbed his arm, my fingers digging deep. I was desperate for more of him everywhere. He plunged harder, shaking the bed so hard I could barely maintain my balance, but he held me firmly in place as he thrust as though he couldn’t get deep enough.

      “Jesus Christ, Rose.” He grunted, his hand tightening its grip again. Then, with his left arm still holding me off the bed, his other hand reached between my legs, coaxing me higher still.

      I released a loud moan, nearly ready to fall over the edge of my climax.

      “Not yet,” he growled, sounding more animal than man, and bit lightly into my shoulder.

      It was one sensation too many, and something in me exploded, white-hot and bright. I saw stars as wave after wave of pleasure washed through me, and just as it started to subside, his fingers shifted, and he changed his angle, and another, even larger orgasm slammed into me.

      I lost myself in the tidal wave of feeling, more intense and blinding than anything I’d ever experienced.

      He pushed my chest onto the bed, one hand on the middle of my back and the other gripping my hip as he gave several more forceful thrusts. Then he shoved deeper yet and released a loud roar as he came.

      He collapsed beside me onto the bed, still inside me as he pulled my back to his chest, his arm crossing over my chest and bringing me closer yet. I had to loosen his arms to breathe.

      “Rose,” he said, my name like a prayer on his lips. He pressed kisses to my back, and I could feel his passion rising again as he turned my head so he could kiss me, his tongue and lips hard and demanding.

      He pulled out, then rolled me onto my back and straddled my legs. Leaning over me, he grabbed my face with both hands and kissed me deeply.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, answering his silent call for more and demanding more in return.

      Something had happened tonight, something soul-deep and earth-shattering. Something that I had no clue what to name.

      And that scared the crap out of me.
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      “Rose,” he said, placing kisses across my cheeks. “I want more than this.”

      I already knew I’d be sore, although I wasn’t complaining. “I’m not sure I’d survive it,” I teased as I pulled his mouth back to mine and gave him a long soulful kiss.

      My words fed the animal inside him and he growled, his hands roughly grabbing my breasts as he pulled his mouth free and kissed my neck. “I definitely want more of this, but that’s not what I meant.”

      I pushed my head into the pillow and lifted his face to search his eyes. “I’m not sure what that means.”

      The hunger in his eyes had me ready for round two, but his hands stilled. “I know you’ll have your hands full with your sister, but I want you here more after that situation is all… resolved.”

      The only resolution to Violet’s situation was death, but while his statement was awkwardly worded, I took no offense. He was trying to be delicate. Still, it cooled the heat in my veins.

      “That could be months,” I said. “And I’ve been spending more nights here than at home as it is. I’m not sure how much more time you could have with me other than me movin’ in.”

      He studied me with a blank expression, and I could see an internal battle waging in his eyes as he rolled onto his back, his hands behind his head.

      I propped up on one elbow, my forehead wrinkling as I strained to understand. “Are you askin’ me to move in with you?”

      He frowned and stared up at the ceiling as though realizing what he’d actually asked.

      I sat up and ran a hand through my hair. This conversation was like going from the Sahara Desert to a polar ice plunge. My head was spinning from the contrast. “We both know this is temporary. That question was not my way of tryin’ to coerce you into something you don’t want. I’m just tryin’ to understand, James.”

      He sat up too and turned to face me, looking every bit as shell-shocked by the suggestion as I had been. “Do you like bein’ here?”

      I narrowed my eyes in confusion but said, “You know I covet our time together, whether it’s here, or in Shreveport, or in the back of my truck.” I shot him a sexy grin.

      “I’m not talkin’ about sex, Rose.”

      I looked at him dumbfounded. “After that, you’re not talkin’ about sex? That was…” I let my voice trail off because I had no idea how to describe what had just happened between us.

      “Okay, I’m not talkin’ about just sex,” he said, sounding frustrated.

      This conversation surely had to be straight out of an alternate universe. “I don’t see this as just sex either,” I conceded. “But we both know it’s an important part of what we are. Probably the most important part.”

      “This weekend…”

      “I know it was cut short,” I said. “I understood why we had to come back. You know I wanted to come back too.”

      He cupped my face and stared into my eyes. “Rose, hear me out.”

      My pulse picked up at what he might be getting at. “Okay…”

      “I like you being in my life. I like it when I come home and you’re here waiting for me. I like waking up with you in my bed.”

      “So you do want me to move in with you?” I asked cautiously.

      “You mean like move all your stuff here?” he asked, his tone suggesting he wasn’t a fan of the idea.

      “I don’t know, James,” I said, starting to get irritated. “You’re the one who said you wanted me here more, and I pointed out that me bein’ here more would be the equivalent of me movin’ in. I’m just tryin’ to understand.”

      Now he was getting mad. “I told you this wasn’t long term,” he said as he scooted several inches back from me as though touching me might infect him with the sudden desire for domesticity.

      “Don’t you worry,” I said. “I’ve never been deluded into thinking we were in a real relationship,” I said, sliding out of bed.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” he shouted.

      “It means,” I said, turning to face him, “that just this afternoon I realized what you and I have isn’t real. It’s based on amazing chemistry. That’s it.” That was a flat-out lie. I loved him, and I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that he loved me, but he would sooner die than admit it, and I wasn’t going to risk running him off with those three dreaded words. It struck me that we were living a lie—a pretty one, but a lie nonetheless. We loved each other and neither of us would admit it.

      He got to his feet, both of us on opposite sides of the bed. His jaw locked, and he ground out, “This isn’t real to you?”

      “This,” I said, pointing to the bed, “is the most real thing I’ve ever experienced in my entire life. What we just had… No inhibitions. No holding back.” I shook my head. “I don’t even know how to describe it. But out there”—I pointed to the door—“the real world isn’t any part of us.”

      “You truly believe that?” he demanded, sounding incredulous as anger flashed in his eyes.

      “How can I not, James? If this were real, I would be your girlfriend and you would be my boyfriend, and we’re not, because that would make this a relationship, which you’ve made it very clear you don’t want. If this were real, I would share my most intimate thoughts with you. Things that have nothin’ to do with sex and everything to do with me.” I pressed my hand to my chest. “My sister’s dyin’, James. I’m about to move her and her kids into my house. The responsibility of that is nearly suffocatin’, not to mention I have to prepare myself to watch her die in the very bed I sleep in every night. Last night I was so overwhelmed all I wanted to do was share it with the man in my life. But instead I cried myself to sleep. Alone. Because we’ve set these boundaries.” I paused and caught my breath. “If we were real, you would have been in my bed, holdin’ me and tellin’ me everything would be okay. But instead you were off doin’ God knows what, because those are the rules.”

      His jaw worked, and a range of emotions swam through his eyes—love, regret, fear—but he settled on his go-to emotion, the one that had helped him survive throughout untold hardships. Anger.

      His face reddened, and his hands fisted at his sides. “Is this your way of tryin’ to trap me into agreeing to be in a relationship?”

      Tears pooled in my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. “After I poured my heart out to you, that’s your response?”

      He continued to glare at me.

      Leaning back my head, I released a long groan. Once I’d let my frustration out, I leveled my head to face him, stating in a calm, but direct tone, “You made your terms clear from the very beginning—no relationship. No strings. We agreed to have a fling until one of us decides we don’t want it anymore. I agreed to that, James. I had no problem with that.” Anger seeped into my words as I pointed my finger at him. “The fact you’re standin’ there accusin’ me of tryin’ to trap you into anything else is insulting and degrading.”

      Indecision flickered in his eyes as I stomped to the foot of the bed and picked up my underwear and skirt.

      Hot fury filled my words. “For the record, James Malcolm, I will never stoop so low as to trick a man into bein’ in a relationship with me. You either want me or you don’t, and if you don’t, then it’s your freakin’ loss.”

      I headed out the bedroom door and to the stairs, not surprised when he didn’t follow. He’d also made it clear he would never chase after a woman.

      I went into the powder room to clean up as best I could with a hand towel under the sink. The rest of my clothes were on the porch, so I headed out there and quickly dressed, pausing to put on my gun harness and replace the gun. I found my cell phone in the cushions, then headed into the kitchen and picked up my overnight bag by the island. My hand was on the doorknob to the garage when I heard footsteps behind me.

      “Rose.”

      Stunned, I turned around to see James standing in the living room wearing his jeans and nothing else. I watched him, waiting for him to say something, but it was obvious he expected me to be the one to cave.

      Shaking my head, I opened the door to the garage and shut it behind me.

      He didn’t follow me. I would have been shocked if he had. Finding him in the living room had been surprising enough. I suspected he was discovering what I had—that our relationship wasn’t enough for him—but he was too stubborn to admit it.

      I’d pulled out of his garage and was starting toward the road when my phone rang.

      Had he already come to his senses?

      But I saw Joe’s name on the screen. I’d hung up on him just a few hours before. Lord only knew why he was calling back now.

      Maybe it was a good thing it wasn’t James that had called me, though. He was going to have to do some serious groveling, and I needed to figure out what it would take for me to forgive him.

      I sighed, staring at my ringing phone. I wasn’t really ready to deal with another confrontation but nixed the idea of letting the call go to voice mail. It could be important. I took two deep breaths to calm down some before I answered and put him on speaker. “Hey.”

      “I called for a couple of reasons, so don’t hang up on me until I’ve had my say,” he said with a hint of humor. “All right?”

      “Sure,” I said, all the fight gone out of me after my confrontation with James. I was left with a deep sorrow.

      “First, I’m pretty sure Karen Peasly didn’t kill Sarah Freestone.”

      “I had a feeling she hadn’t,” I said as I pulled to a stop at the end of James’s road. “She seemed the least likely of the suspects, and she admitted to hurting her a little too readily.”

      “Turns out Karen has an airtight alibi for the Sunday Sarah disappeared.”

      “Where was she?” I asked as I turned right onto the county road.

      “In the county jail. We’d arrested her for shoplifting the Saturday before and released her on the Tuesday after.”

      “Why’d you hold her so long?”

      “Her mother took a few days to post bail.”

      “We gave Randy a list of our other suspects. Have you started working on those?” He was silent for several seconds and my heart sunk. “You’re not lookin’ into them, are you?”

      Regret filled his words. “My hands are tied, Rose. The sheriff…”

      I sighed. “I know.”

      “You’re not pissed?”

      “No. I know it’s not your fault. Thanks for steppin’ in when you could.”

      “Yeah,” he said as though at a loss for words. “You’re welcome.”

      “What’s next on your list of things to discuss?” I asked, then chuckled. “Before I get to hang up on you.”

      He laughed. “As long as we know how this call’s gonna end.” The laughter faded from his voice and his tone turned serious. “I talked to Mason. He said you called him about the Sugar Branch police.”

      “I hope I didn’t overstep my bounds by not goin’ to you first,” I said. “It’s just… I know Mason could make all our lives hell, yet at the same time, I can’t fault him for why he’s here. He’s tryin’ to clean up the corruption in this county, and we both know there’s plenty of it. I figured I’d show him that we really do want the same thing. Besides, it might give him something to keep him preoccupied.”

      “You didn’t overstep, and I think it’s a good idea. Here’s the thing, Rose. After my conversation with him, I realized the threat you were trying to tell me about earlier is Denny Carmichael.”

      My heart skipped a beat.

      “Does he have it out for you?”

      I hesitated, not sure what to admit to. “He’s interested in the Lady in Black, and he’s fully aware that I’m her. He’s also made it clear he’ll be seeking my services in the near future.”

      “Did he touch you?” Joe asked, nearly choking on his words.

      “No.” I paused. “Let’s just say I had an equalizer to ensure my safety.”

      “Malcolm was with you?”

      I snorted. “No. It was me, Denny Carmichael, and the man he’d sent to fetch me, a guy named Clyde.”

      “Clyde Morris. And did you say he fetched you?” His anger was palpable.

      I sighed. “I had my gun. He coerced me, but I went willingly enough. I’d had a vision, so I knew I’d be safe for the time being. Kip Wagner supposedly had a file on me. It was stolen, and Denny Carmichael bought it from Charlene Nelson.”

      “The woman who died in the trailer fire a few weeks ago?” He started to put the pieces together. “Jesus Christ. She was murdered.”

      “I’m 99.9% certain Denny killed her. He denied it, but he seemed pretty pleased when I accused him of it.”

      “You accused him of it?”

      I sighed again. My adrenaline was crashing after my argument with James as well as our… interaction before. “He dragged me there to meet the Lady in Black. I had to act the part. Lady doesn’t back down when she’s threatened by criminals. She stands her ground.”

      “What about Rose Gardner?” he asked.

      I hesitated. “Back in the beginning, they were two separate entities, but over last winter, I became more like her. We’re one and the same now. I don’t back down. I don’t show fear. Fear will only get me killed.”

      He was silent for a few seconds, and when he spoke again, he sounded resigned. “You are not the woman I met last summer.”

      “No,” I said sadly. “I’m not.”

      He was silent for a moment, then said, “Denny Carmichael is a psychopath. If he’s interested in you in the slightest, we need to take this very seriously.”

      “I know. Which was why I called you earlier to make my request.”

      “I can’t arrest him, Rose. The best I could do is arrest his man for kidnapping.”

      “No,” I said. “It’s not worth the trouble. He’ll get off, and I’d make an enemy of Denny. Right now he’s more curious than pissed, although I know that could turn on a dime, especially if he continues to think I’m with James.”

      “James.” His name was an accusation.

      “I’m not getting into it, Joe.”

      “Rose, I’m just sayin—”

      “No. Stop.”

      “Okay, we need to focus on protecting you, Vi, and the kids. Is Malcolm putting a protection detail on you?”

      “No.”

      “Why the hell not? He’s the one who got you roped into this in the first place!”

      “Two reasons. The first, if Denny sees James’s men playin’ bodyguard, it will only confirm that I’m sleepin’ with him. And two, James doesn’t know I met with Denny.”

      Joe’s anger was back. “Why the hell not?”

      “We don’t have that kind of relationship,” I said, my voice tight from the lump in my throat.

      “What does that mean?”

      I shook my head as a tear spilled down my cheek. “It doesn’t matter. I’m on my own. I’m making Jed take Neely Kate to his house, which means I need someone else to stay with us. Someone who will be perceived as a big enough threat that Denny Carmichael wouldn’t dare show up at my house.”

      Silence hung over the line for a moment. Then he said, “You need me.”

      “I realize it’s a huge imposition, and if it were just me, I’d deal with it.”

      “But it’s your dyin’ sister and her kids.”

      “And my new houseguest.”

      “Houseguest?”

      “Her name’s Carly and I hired her to help at the nursery. She needed a place to stay, and at the time, I had a couple of extra beds.”

      “You’re an amazing woman, Rose Gardner,” he said, his words thick with admiration.

      I snort-laughed. “I need protection for my sister and her kids from a drug czar. Not so amazing.”

      “You’re movin’ Violet in tomorrow?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What about tonight?”

      “Jed’s there tonight. We’ll be fine.”

      “Okay. We’ll need to make it public that I’m there. Hopefully it’ll be enough of a deterrent I won’t need to use the actual gun in my holster.”

      “We’re very much in agreement on that, but if it comes down to it, I’ll be at your side with my own shotgun. I’m a pretty good shot now. We can put Violet and the kids in the safe room.”

      “Rose…”

      “I know,” I said. “It’s not ideal, but it is what it is.”

      “Okay,” he said. “I’ll be by tomorrow early evening.”

      “Thank you, Joe. This means so much to me.”

      “You were wrong, you know,” he said, his words rough. “If it were just you, I still wouldn’t let you deal with it alone. We’re friends, Rose. I’d be there for you. You only have to ask.”
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      We ended the call, and I realized I wasn’t even close to being ready to go home. It was early enough that I’d likely have to face Neely Kate and Jed, and I wasn’t ready to do that.

      I was headed toward County Road 22 and it occurred to me that I’d be driving past Tiggy’s Bar.

      Maybe I needed a drink.

      My phone rang, and James’s name popped up on the screen. I considered letting it go to voice mail, but I was shocked he was calling me so soon.

      “Hello,” I said in a cold voice.

      “Why the fucking hell didn’t you tell me you had a face-to-face conversation with Denny Carmichael?”

      He shouted so loudly, I jumped even though he was on speaker.

      “Are you serious?” I shouted back. “After our argument, that’s what you’re harpin’ on?”

      In fairness, he had a legitimate reason to be upset, but I was hurt he was calling to shout at me rather than apologize.

      “Harpin’ on? Are you fuckin’ kiddin’ me?”

      I hadn’t thought it possible for him to exceed the decibel level of his greeting, but he’d surpassed it and then some.

      “Who told you?” I demanded.

      “Who told me? How many people know about this meeting other than me?”

      “It was Jed, wasn’t it?” I asked in disgust. “He probably thought I wouldn’t tell you.”

      “You didn’t!”

      “You didn’t give me a chance!”

      He paused a beat, then asked in his scary Skeeter Malcolm voice, “What did he want?”

      The man was a fool if he thought that intimidated me now. “He wanted to know who confessed to killin’ Sarah Freestone.”

      “What else did he want? He wouldn’t go to all the trouble of draggin’ you there to ask you that.”

      “Maybe he was just curious. He wanted to see the woman Skeeter Malcolm is screwin’.”

      He was silent for several seconds, and when he finally spoke, his tone was so cold it sent a shiver down my back. “Did he say that?”

      This voice scared me so much more than the other. James would never hurt me. But he would mutilate any man who did.

      “Not in those exact words. I believe the exact phrase he used was ‘Do you call him Mr. Malcolm while you’re screwin’ him?’ But it’s the same gist.”

      “Denny Carmichael is a fucking dead man.”

      “And that right there is the reason I didn’t tell you right away. Killin’ Denny Carmichael will get you either killed or thrown in jail, James Malcolm. You know you’re suspect number one if he winds up dead, and you’re so worked up right now, you’re liable to be careless You’re likely to go in guns blazin’.”

      “What the hell do you expect me to do, Rose?” he asked in frustration.

      “Nothing. I expect you to do absolutely nothing.”

      “You’ve got to be fucking kiddin’ me!”

      “Why do you think he dragged me there, insulted me, then let me go?” I didn’t give him a chance to answer, because the answer to my question had just hit me in the face. “He’s baitin’ you, James. He’s probably sittin’ in his front yard in a cheap plastic chair drinkin’ his Budweiser with his shotgun on his lap, just waitin’ for you to show up. He’ll kill you before you get close enough to threaten him, let alone do any damage.”

      “He insulted you?”

      “James. Focus.” My anger mushroomed. “What the heck do you care anyway? I’m just some connivin’ woman tryin’ to trick you into puttin’ a ring on it. Seems to me you’d be thankful Denny Carmichael is takin’ out the trash for you.”

      “Rose,” he said in exasperation.

      “I’m not ready to speak to you about that little tirade just yet, so we’ll focus on more pressing matters. Promise me you won’t go after Denny Carmichael avengin’ my honor.”

      “Do you even understand how it’s gonna look if I don’t retaliate?”

      “It’s gonna look like you don’t give a damn. That’s what it’s gonna look like, which is exactly what we want him to think. Now promise me.”

      “Rose!”

      “Dammit, Skeeter Malcolm, promise me or I’ll drive over to Denny Carmichael’s property right now to stop you. Don’t think I won’t!”

      “Fine. I won’t, but I’m tellin’ you right now it’s gonna make me look weak. He knows you’re important to me. If I don’t confront him for mishandlin’ my property, I’m gonna look weak and ineffective.”

      My mouth dropped open, and I nearly drove off the road. “Your property?” I shook my head in an attempt to gather my wits. “Are you kiddin’ me? After all the effort I’ve put into makin’ myself look neutral?” Then a new thought hit me. “Oh. My. Word. Have you been goin’ around tellin’ people I’m your property?”

      “Rose.”

      I hung up, so pissed off that I was afraid I’d drive back to his house and wring his neck if I spent another second on the phone with him.

      He tried calling me back, but I declined the call. And the next five. I was too angry to deal with him right now. I needed to calm way down first.

      I could see the flashing neon sign for Tiggy’s up ahead. I questioned whether stopping was a good idea, but it was a public place, and I had no intention of asking questions. I merely planned to observe. Joe had closed the case, which meant Neely Kate and I were picking it back up. If Sarah was dead, and it certainly seemed that way, as much as I wanted to deny it, I wouldn’t let her killer get away with it. Maybe I could eavesdrop on a conversation that would give us a place to start looking in the morning.

      The parking lot was surprisingly full for a Tuesday night, but I took that as a good sign. Too many witnesses if Digger and Stewie decided to accost me. Plus, I still had my gun.

      I could hear the blaring country music before I even walked inside, accompanied by off-key singing that guaranteed it was karaoke night.

      I headed straight for an empty stool at the bar, but stood next to it instead of sitting, taking the opportunity to survey the crowd while I waited for the bartender.

      A woman wearing a pleather miniskirt and black tube top was on the small stage to the left of the bar, finishing up her cry-in-my-beer country song. Her back was to me, so I couldn’t gauge how old she was.

      “Come on, Marsha,” said a woman in the audience, reaching up for her friend. “Let’s get you home.”

      Marsha?

      I took another look, and the woman turned slightly so that I could see that it was indeed Marsha Freestone on the stage, and judging from the way she was staggering on her platform heels, she was drunker than a skunk.

      Had she heard that Joe had questioned Karen and let her go?

      “I ain’t goin’ back there,” Marsha said, stumbling backward as she started to cry. “I ain’t goin’ back to the bed he screwed her in.” She turned to the side and shouted, “I’m gonna sing that again.”

      Had Marsha found proof that Conrad had molested Sarah?

      “You don’t know that he screwed her in your bed,” her friend called up to her. “He could have screwed her in her bed.”

      “That’s not any better!” Marsha shouted at her.

      Oh, sweet baby Moses. She had. I grabbed my phone and sent a text to Neely Kate.

      I’m at Tiggy’s Bar and Marsha’s here, drunk off her butt. I think she found out that Conrad molested Sarah.

      The crowd began to hiss and boo. “Get off the stage!”

      “You suck!” someone shouted.

      Marsha’s tears turned into wails. “I’m not good enough for anybody.”

      I watched in horror, wondering if I should intervene or if my presence would make it worse.

      Marsha’s friend was now on the stage, trying to coax her off, but Marsha was having none of it. Her friend had snagged her wrist, but Marsha was leaning backward, her body angled into a V. Her friend was much smaller and couldn’t hold her weight, so Marsha fell backward, into a cardboard cutout of a beer bottle with foam spilling out the top, and both Marsha and the cardboard beer fell off the stage and into the crowd.

      I was about to run over and help, but the bartender finally came around. “Can I get you something?”

      “Uh…” I mumbled, still watching Marsha try to get to her feet.

      The bartender glanced toward the commotion next to the stage. “Oh shit. Marsha’s at it again. I’ll be right back.” Then he took off, walking out of the open end of the bar and into the crowd toward the drunk, sobbing woman.

      At it again? Did she do this often? But now that he was intervening, I felt better about not stepping in.

      My phone vibrated. I expected to find a text from Neely Kate, but instead it was a message from James.

      This conversation isn’t over. Call me. NOW.

      I sent my phone a glare so powerful I was surprised it didn’t crack the screen. Who the hell did he think he was? Did he really expect me to jump at his command? Oh, that’s right. He thinks I’m his property.

      “What did that poor innocent phone do to you?” I heard a familiar voice say, and I glanced up to find myself face-to-face with Stewie Frasier.

      Well, crap. I’d hoped to find him and Digger here, but I’d aimed to get the drop on them rather than vice versa. This visit had just taken an unexpected turn. To my surprise, Stewie didn’t look hostile today. If anything, he seemed interested in me. Was it possible he didn’t recognize me? The lighting was bad in here, sure, and I had my hair down tonight, but even so, it seemed unlikely. So what was he on about?

      “Sisters,” I said, shaking my head with a grimace. “Mine’s always meddling. You got any sisters?”

      He shot me a confused look, then grinned. “Nope. No brothers either. Only child.”

      “Lucky,” I said, keeping my tone light. “Where’s the bartender? I could really use a drink.”

      Stewie laughed and gestured toward the stage, where the bartender had gotten Marsha to her feet and was taking her toward a back room. “Looks like he’s got his hands full with Marsha, but he’ll be back in a minute. Maybe I’ll buy you one to make up for getting belligerent the other day.”

      So he did recognize me. Interesting.

      He leaned his arm on the bar top and gave me a smile that probably wasn’t supposed to look like a leer. “What’s a pretty little thing like you doin’ in a place like this, anyway? I didn’t take you for the type to hang out at a bar all on your own.”

      Was he really trying to hit on me? Or was he trying to catch me off guard? From the corner of my eye, I caught sight of Digger at a table in the back.

      I gave him a sardonic grin. “That line work for you much?”

      “Never tried, but I heard it in a movie last week, so I thought I’d give it a shot. How’d I do?”

      I gestured to the table where Digger sat with two other girls. Digger was leaning back in his chair, looking despondent while one of the girls rubbed his back. “Maybe you should try it on one of the women at your table.”

      “Nah,” he said, leaning further into the bar. “I’ve already bagged them.”

      Nice. Time to change the subject. Might as well be forthright. We were in public after all, and I did have my gun if I needed it. “Congratulations, by the way.”

      Confusion filled his eyes. “What for? Did my pickup line work after all?”

      “Sadly, no. The congratulations is for gettin’ off the hook for murder, which is even better.”

      Stewie’s mouth dropped open. “What are you talkin’ about?”

      “Haven’t you heard? Karen Peasly—the girl Digger cheated on Sarah with—was taken in for questioning. She confessed.” Okay, so I was stretching the truth a little and omitting the fact she’d been released, but it was worth it if I could get him to talk.

      I watched him closely for his reaction. Surprise washed over his face and he leaned into the counter as though he needed it to hold him up. “Karen?”

      I lifted my shoulder into a lazy shrug. “We talked to her at the Piggly Wiggly, and she told us she’d messed Sarah up with her switchblade.”

      His mouth shifted to one side and he looked impressed. “Damn. I never would have thought Karen had it in her.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Hey, don’t tell Digger. He’ll be upset that the girl he was foolin’ around with killed Sarah. He’s already upset by Marsha’s performance.”

      I decided to play dumb. “What was she talkin’ about up there?”

      “She didn’t tell you? I thought she hired you to find Sarah.”

      I shook my head. “I haven’t heard a thing other than Karen’s confession.”

      “She found Sarah’s journal. Turns out the old bastard she’s livin’ with was screwin’ her daughter. Only Sarah wasn’t wantin’ it.”

      Journal? Where had Marsha found her journal? Neely Kate and I had searched her room and found nothing. “How’d you find out?”

      “She walked in, already drunk, about an hour ago and confronted Digger. Asked him why he didn’t stop Conrad from rapin’ his girlfriend.”

      I couldn’t hide my shock. “What did Digger say?”

      “He said he didn’t know or he would have kicked the fucker’s ass. He’s already plottin’ what to do when the bastard comes home.”

      My eyes widened. “He loved her?”

      He seemed to consider it, then said, “I wouldn’t go that far, but he really liked screwin’ her.”

      I could see he was trying to get a reaction out of me, but I just made a face that suggested it was a legit reason and turned to the bartender as he walked over to us.

      “Sorry about that,” he said. “That Marsha…”

      “Does she do this often?” I asked.

      “Every month or so, when she finds out her boyfriend’s foolin’ around on her, but tonight’s a doozy, even for her. Turns out her man’s been screwing her own daughter, right under her nose.”

      “It was rape,” I said in a harsher tone than I’d intended. “If Sarah didn’t want it, then it was rape, and someone needs to call the Sugar Branch police.” But that would likely be a waste of time. I’d be better off telling Joe and seeing what he could do about it.

      The bartender shot me a surprised look and held up his hands. “Not my business, but if it was rape, then I feel bad about…” He shook his head. “Never mind. What can I get you to drink? It’s three-dollar-beer night.”

      “The lady will take a beer,” Stewie said. “Make it two and put them both on my tab.”

      “You really don’t have to do that,” I said.

      He lifted his own bottle in salute. “Like I said, I feel bad about the other day. Besides, you brought me good news. It’s the least I can do.” Then he drained the last of his bottle and set it on the counter with a loud thud.

      He seemed genuine in his relief, and even though he was putting off skeevy vibes, I didn’t think he’d killed Sarah. Might as well find out for sure.

      With no explanation, I put my hand on his arm and asked, What does Stewie know about Sarah’s disappearance?

      The room faded, and suddenly I was in Nina’s dark living room, pacing the floor while Digger sobbed on the sofa.

      “Get yourself together, dude. You’re cryin’ like a girl.”

      Nina stood in the doorway to the kitchen, leaning into the doorjamb. Tears streamed down her face. “Leave him alone, Stewie. He loved her.” Anger filled her eyes. “Call your cousin.”

      “Johnnie ain’t gonna do nothin’ if it don’t make him or Flem any money. I done told you that.”

      “They’re supposed to be the goddamned police!” Nina shouted. “Tell your cousin to do his damned job!”

      Digger looked up, his face red and wet with tears and snot. A grim determination filled his eyes as he got to his feet and pulled out his pocket knife. “We don’t need them. We’ll kill the bastard ourselves.”

      “Conrad ain’t even home, you fool,” Nina spat in disgust. “He’s down in Louisiana.”

      Digger’s jaw tightened, and his gaze looked deadly. “Then we’ll find him.”

      The vision cleared, giving way to the noisy bar, as I blurted out, “You’re gonna find him.”

      Stewie’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

      The bartender placed our beers on the bar.

      “Sorry, I changed my mind.” I turned to Stewie. “Give my beer to Digger. Looks like he needs it more than I do.”

      “Hey! Why’re you runnin’ off?” Stewie shouted after me. “We were just gettin’ started.”

      Someone needed to put him in his place, but it wouldn’t be me. Not tonight, anyway, I had a case to solve. I headed out to my truck and pulled out my phone, placing a call to Joe.

      “Rose? Everything all right?” he asked, sounding out of breath.

      “Who the hell is callin’ at this time of night?” I heard Dena say in the background. “Tell them it can wait!”

      I hadn’t thought about jealous Dena being with him. “I’m sorry to bother you this late, but it’s important.”

      “What’s goin’ on?” He sounded more alert.

      “I’m at Tiggy’s Bar in Sugar Branch and found out a couple of things you need to know.”

      “What the hell are you doin’ at Tiggy’s? Is Neely Kate with you?”

      “Is that Rose?” Dena screeched in the background.

      I felt sorry for Joe but not enough to regret calling him. “No, I’m alone, but Marsha Free—”

      “What are you doin’ there alone?” he demanded.

      I pushed out a frustrated sigh. “Dammit, Joe. Will you listen to me? This is important.”

      He took a deep breath, then said, “What did you find out?”

      “First, Marsha supposedly found her daughter’s journal. She found out that Conrad was sleepin’ with Sarah, and she was drunk on the stage, wailing about it.”

      “Why do I need to know her of-age daughter was havin’ sex with her boyfriend?”

      “Because I’m pretty doggone sure it wasn’t consensual, and I’d bet the proof is in that journal.”

      “You want me to look at the journal?” He paused. “I’ll look into it tomorrow, but I’m not guaranteein’ I can do anything about it.”

      “There’s more. I ran into Stewie Frasier, our number one suspect. He said Digger was upset about finding out about Conrad, and I got the vibe that neither of them were involved in her disappearance.”

      Joe pushed out a sigh. “I can’t go off a vibe, Rose.”

      “I know. That’s why I had a vision. Stewie, Digger, and Nina were talkin’ about tryin’ to get the Sugar Branch police involved, but Stewie said they’d only help out if they could make money from it. So Digger said he was takin’ matters into his own hands and he was goin’ after Conrad. They were wearing the same clothes I just saw them in. They’re goin’ tonight.”

      “I guess I can send a deputy to warn Conrad and check out the security of his house.”

      “He’s not home, Joe. He’s in Louisiana travelin’ for work, only I don’t know where.”

      I saw two women walk around the back of the bar, headed in my direction. The parking lot was poorly lit, but one of them was wearing a miniskirt and staggering in a way that told me it was Marsha.

      “Marsha just walked out the back of the bar,” I said, heading toward her. “I’ll call you back after I find out where Conrad is and where she put the journal.”

      “After you’re done, get the hell out of there, Rose. I have a bad feelin’ about all of this.”

      I did too, but I still needed to see this through. “Okay. Call you in a few minutes.”

      I hung up and glanced at my screen, seeing I had a couple of missed texts. Marsha was still half the length of the building away, so I checked the messages.

      I wasn’t surprised to see they were from James.

      If you don’t answer me, I’m coming to you. We ARE talking about this.

      Then:

      Why the fuck are you at Tiggy’s????

      How in the world did he know where I was? Then it hit me. He’d put a tracker app on my phone without my knowledge.

      I’d deal with that later.

      I needed to talk to Marsha, then head home. James could chase me there if he wanted, but I still wasn’t in any mood to deal with him.

      Stuffing my phone in my pocket, I approached the women.

      Marsha’s friend looked wary, but Marsha squinted. “Rose?”

      “Hey, Marsha. Can I help you get to your car?”

      Relief covered her friend’s face. “Thank you. We’re in a bit of a hurry.”

      I wasn’t sure why, but I didn’t have a problem with it. I didn’t really want to stick around either. “Not a problem.”

      I lifted Marsha’s free arm over my shoulder, and the three of us started walking.

      “You smell like your man,” she mumbled.

      I wasn’t surprised, but rather than comment I asked, “Did you find Sarah’s journal?”

      She whipped her head around so quickly she stumbled. “How’d you know about the journal?”

      “Stewie told me.”

      “Oh,” she said in defeat.

      “We scoured Sarah’s room and never found it. Where was it?” I asked.

      “In Conrad’s tackle box in the garage.” She started to cry. “He’s been sleepin’ with her for over a year.”

      “Marsha,” I said, my stomach roiling. Conrad had claimed he was fishing the Sunday she disappeared. “Did Sarah say she didn’t want to have sex with him?”

      Marsha stopped walking and turned to face me. Guilt filled her eyes. “She didn’t. He forced her and held her down. And then apologized like it could be forgiven with a floral arrangement.”

      So Conrad had been the one to give her the bruises. And the flowers.

      I grabbed her upper arms and studied her face. “Marsha, this is important. Do you think Conrad killed Sarah?”

      Her chin quivered, and she stared at me for several seconds before she said, “I found Sarah’s panties in his tackle box too. Yeah. I think that monster killed my baby.”

      Flashing red and white lights caught my attention, and I turned to see a shiny new police car pull into the parking lot with Sugar Branch Police emblazoned on the side.

      “Dammit,” Marsha’s friend muttered. “We didn’t get out of here fast enough.”

      I now realized what the bartender had regretted doing—calling the police. And Marsha and her friend had been trying to outrun them.

      The car door opened and a man in jeans and a T-shirt got out, slamming his door shut behind him.

      “Good evenin’, ladies,” he said as he walked over. He looked to be in his thirties, and there was a dangerous gleam in his eyes. I could see a resemblance to Stewie, so I gathered this was his cousin, Johnnie. “Tell me your names and what you’re up to this evenin’.”

      “I’m Theresa Hancock,” Marsha’s friend said. “And this is Marsha Freestone.”

      “You know who I am!” Marsha shouted. “Why’re you actin’ all prissy, Johnnie Frasier?”

      Officer Frasier shifted his weight. “Tony called a disorderly on ya, Marsha. Sorry. I gotta haul you in.” Only his grin didn’t make him look all that sorry.

      “You can’t do that!” Marsha retorted.

      “But I can.” He pulled his handcuffs out of his back pocket and took a step toward her.

      Marsha began to sob.

      “Officer Frasier,” I said, being extra nice. “If you only knew the circumstances, you might be more understandin’. Poor Marsha just found out that her boyfriend has been molestin’ her daughter, and she thinks she has proof he killed her.”

      His eye shot wide, and he turned to me with new interest. “And you are?”

      I swallowed, then steeled my back. “I’m Rose Gardner. Marsha hired me and my friend to investigate Sarah’s disappearance.”

      Officer Frasier hooked his thumbs on his waistband and studied the lot of us. Then he shook his head with a smug grin and said, “Looks like I just solved me a crime. Marsha, you run on home, but only if Theresa drives ya.”

      “I will,” Theresa assured him, her head bobbing.

      “You wait for me to come by tomorrow to get your statement. I’m gonna give you some time to sober up.”

      “Thank you,” Theresa said. “My car’s right over there,” she said to me, pointing to a vehicle a couple of cars down. We got Marsha into the passenger seat while Officer Frasier watched. After Theresa got into the driver’s seat, he finally came forward and opened the driver’s side door. “I think it would be better for all involved if we forget that we ever met in this here parking lot tonight. We’ll just say that Marsha called me in the morning.” He paused and gave her cold blooded stare. “You catch my drift?”

      Theresa looked up into his face for a moment. Then her glance shifted to me before returning to him. She nodded, her hands shaking.

      Cold dread washed through my body and I took a step back.

      Officer Frasier shut the door and stalked toward me with a leer. “Rose Gardner, you’re comin’ with me.”
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      Before I even had time to think, he was on me, spinning me around and slapping handcuffs on my wrists behind my back.

      I struggled to stay calm. Panicking wouldn’t help. “May I ask what I’m being arrested for?”

      “Obstruction of justice.”

      “And how exactly did I do that?” I asked as he grabbed my upper arm and marched me toward his police car. He hadn’t given me my Miranda rights, but I suspected he didn’t need to give them in this situation.

      “We’ll talk about it at the station.” He opened the back door and stuffed me inside.

      I stared up at him, fear slithering in my gut. “I wasn’t aware that Sugar Branch had a police station.”

      An evil grin spread across his face as he slammed the door shut.

      He pulled out his phone and placed a call, then climbed into the driver’s seat. “You’ll never guess who I just apprehended.” He started his car but left it in park. “Rose Gardner.” He glanced over his seat at me and grinned. “I know he won’t, but he’ll never know. We’ll hand her over to Carmichael. He’s been gettin’ a little too suspicious anyway. He won’t realize we’re playin’ him. I’m gonna need you to come pick up her truck.”

      Icy fear swam through my blood, and I felt close to passing out.

      Don’t panic. I had my phone and James had sworn he was coming to find me. He’d follow me with the app on the phone.

      Suddenly, I wasn’t so pissed about his invasion of my privacy.

      But I couldn’t count on James to save me. I needed to rely on my own self.

      Take inventory of the situation.

      I realized these weren’t regulation police cars. There wasn’t a divider between the front and the back, and the car didn’t have a computer console. It looked like a civilian car with a light bar on top and a professional paint job. I also realized the interior light hadn’t come on when he opened the doors.

      “You’ll find them on the front seat. Meet you there,” Officer Frasier said as he ended the call and got out of the car. He opened the back door and leaned inside. “I need your keys.”

      “They’re already in the truck,” I lied. If he searched me, he’d find my phone.

      And my gun.

      Sure, the gun wouldn’t do me much good with my hands cuffed behind my back, but it was somewhat comforting to have a plan in place in case I could get to it.

      “Now, now, Rose Gardner, it’s not good to lie to the police.” He placed his hands on either side of my waist and slowly slid up to my breasts, making it clear this wouldn’t be a routine pat-down.

      I only had one shot at this.

      I quickly spun sideways on the seat, bracing my shoulders on the door behind me, and kicked him as hard as I could in the chest. But I lost leverage and the blow wasn’t as effective as I’d hoped. He grabbed my ankles with both hands and spread my legs open, then lowered himself on top of me.

      I had no doubt about what he planned to do.

      “You want it rough, huh?” he asked, clearly aroused. Then he leaned back and placed his hand on my thigh, sliding up to my holster. “What do we have here?” He sounded amused. “You got a permit for this, Ms. Gardner?”

      “Yes,” I said, trying to sound strong, but his hand shifted up my thigh and I froze.

      Malicious glee filled his eyes as he pulled out my gun. He tossed it over the front seat, pinning me down with his weight.

      When his hand returned to my upper thigh, I smothered a sob. I would not give this asshole the satisfaction of breaking down.

      Voices floated into the night sky, moving closer, and irritation filled the officer’s eyes as he rose up and looked out the window, cursing his bad luck. Then he grinned. “No worries. We’ll get back to this later.”

      “I’ll kill you if you try,” I spat out.

      He laughed. “Sarah Freestone said the same thing, but look at which one of us is still alive and kickin’.” Then he grabbed my keys out of my pocket and got out, shutting the door behind him.

      Why hadn’t he grabbed my phone? Then I realized it must have fallen out of my pocket when he’d pushed up my skirt. I glanced down at the floor and saw it was partially hidden under the seat.

      I was still so dazed from his attack that it took me a couple of seconds to realize he’d admitted to raping Sarah, and possibly killing her. I sat upright.

      I had to get out of here or he’d do the same to me.

      Using my foot, I nudged my phone closer. Once it was lined up with my hands, I lowered myself to the floorboard. I fit just enough to pick up my phone. Getting back up on the seat, I scooted to the door, reaching back for the door handle on the passenger side. To my shock, it actually opened. A quick glance toward my truck confirmed that the officer was opening my truck door, putting my keys inside.

      I didn’t have time to lose. Pushing the door open as quietly as possible, I slid out of the car and carefully shut the door. I briefly considered taking precious extra seconds to try to get the gun out of the front, but I couldn’t shoot it with my hands cuffed behind me. I’d have a better chance if I hid in the woods at the back of the property.

      The voices had quieted, and I saw the bystanders had gotten into a car. I briefly considered running to them for help, but I just as quickly nixed it. I’d be putting them in danger, for one thing, and there was no knowing whose side they’d be on.

      Instead, I ran to the side of the building, thankful for the poor lighting. I hid in the shadows as I ran toward the back, glancing over my shoulder to see the officer returning to the patrol car. He was shifting his jeans and wearing a shit-eating grin. I only had a precious few seconds until he discovered I was gone. I couldn’t make a call, but hopefully the tracking app was good enough to lead James straight to me.

      I took off in a sprint toward the tree line, but running was awkward with my pinned hands. I only made it about ten feet before something tripped me in the dark. I stumbled, my shoulder hitting a tree, and bit my lip to swallow a cry of pain.

      Frasier called out from the parking lot, “I love me a good game of hide-and-seek. You better hide good, Rose.”

      I closed my eyes and took a breath before I took off again. Only a few steps in, I realized it would be worth the few extra seconds it would take to get my arms in front of me. I got down on my back, slipped my hands under my butt—clutching my phone tightly in my palm—and then looped my legs the rest of the way through.

      I was too close to the tree line to suit me, so I went several more feet before finding a tree large enough to hide behind.

      “Rose!” Frasier called out from the edge of the tree line, and I realized he was waiting to hear a sound to know which direction to go.

      James was likely on his way. I only had to bide my time. But would he know I was back here?

      It struck me that the man chasing me was a policeman. The Sugar Branch police force was notoriously corrupt, but this was still a huge mess. Ultimately, it would be my word against his. I needed to record this for evidence. But first I needed to text James and tell him where he could find me.

      I could see Frasier take a few steps into the trees, the lights in the parking lot making him look like a silhouette.

      Holding my phone close to my body, I opened the screen and sent James a text.

      I’m trapped in the woods behind Tiggy’s. The Sugar Branch police tried to kidnap me.

      He quickly sent back: I’m on my way. Hang tight.

      I quickly switched over to my camera, turning on the video, and prayed the tree I’d chosen was big enough that the light from my phone hadn’t given me away.

      “Where is she?” I heard another male voice ask.

      I turned the phone in his direction.

      “I think she took off into the trees. I’m listening for her to give herself away.”

      “Snatchin’ her was a stupid move,” the other voice said in a disgusted tone. “He’s gonna go on a fucking rampage when he finds out she’s dead. If he ever ties it to us…”

      A shiver ran down my back.

      “He won’t,” Frasier insisted. “How would he?”

      The crunch of leaves confirmed they were entering the woods, but I stayed put.

      “We’ll need to hide her body,” the other man said. “And her truck. Just like we did with the other girl.”

      “No one’s found her yet, have they?” Frasier countered. “I told you the junkyard was the perfect place. All the more reason to shut this one up, if you ask me. Rose is the only one diggin’ into her disappearance.”

      “That friend of hers was helpin’. They’re like peas and carrots.”

      “Peas are worthless without carrots. We only need to do away with this one.”

      Neely Kate was going to be furious when I told her they’d called her peas.

      “I don’t like it,” the new guy said.

      “It’s too damn late now. It’s either we kill her or he kills us for screwin’ up his plan. I pick her.”

      “Yeah,” the new guy conceded. “Her.”

      They were closer now, so close I let my breath out slowly for fear they’d hear me.

      “Shit,” the new guy said. “He’s callin’ again.”

      “Don’t answer it.”

      “I’ve sent it to voice mail three times now, and the last time we didn’t answer, he nearly killed us.” His tone then changed as he grunted, “Yeah,” presumably into the speaker of his phone. He paused a second. “Right now? We’re in the middle of a traffic stop.” He paused again, then said, “Yeah, him too. It’s a tricky one.” He had to be the other Sugar Branch police officer, Flem Horton.

      Frasier cursed softly.

      “Yeah,” Horton said. “I hear you. We’re comin’ right now.” Seconds later, he cursed, cluing me in that he’d hung up. “He says we have to go now.”

      “We can’t leave her. She’ll talk.”

      “We’ll take care of her later,” the new guy said, getting angrier by the second. “If you’d left her alone like you should have done in the first place, we wouldn’t be in this situation.”

      “I’m tellin’ you, she’s gonna go straight to Malcolm or her sheriff buddy, and one or the other is gonna come after us, guns blazin’. We can’t leave her or we’re dead.” He paused. “And she was right there for the pluckin’. Man, she’s soft. I’m gonna love buryin’ myself in her.”

      “You’re not gonna do any such thing, you moron. That’s what got us into trouble in the first place. You got a fuckin’ hard-on for that girl when you saw her at Lincoln’s mercy after she stole his money, and you just had to go and complicate things. Now we’re hiding his murder and hers. We just need to sit tight a little longer, and soon we’ll have enough money to move to Mexico.”

      My phone buzzed with a text, and it was just loud enough to be heard in the silent woods.

      “Come on, Rose,” Frasier called out. “I just want to play.”

      He was on the other side of the tree, and I knew there was no way I could outrun him. But I was sure going to try.

      I dodged to the right, then ran straight for the parking lot, not daring to look back. I’d nearly made it when I was tackled from behind. I felt Frasier’s hot breath in my ear as he whispered, “Gotcha.”

      My phone skittered out of my hand, onto the pavement.

      “You can’t screw her,” Horton said impatiently, sounding breathless behind us. “There’s no time.”

      Frasier’s weight was suddenly gone. Then Horton hauled me to my feet and wrapped his hands around my throat. “Sorry, Rose, but I’ve got to clean up this shithead’s mess.”

      I kicked at him and clawed at his hands as I felt the airflow cut off, but he didn’t budge. His grip was like iron.

      “Shit!” Frasier whined. “You’re stranglin’ her? That’s cold man.”

      “We can’t risk shootin’ her with our guns. Especially with…”

      I didn’t hear the rest. My consciousness was fading, and I realized James wasn’t going to make it in time.

      Just as everything turned to black, I heard several soft pings, and then the grip on my neck was gone. I crumpled to a heap, blinking as my oxygen-deprived brain tried to figure out what had just happened.

      A face I recognized but found difficult to place in my haze loomed over me.

      “Tell Malcolm I owe him for this, and you owe me one free job. I’ll be in touch.”

      Then everything faded to black and Denny Carmichael was gone.
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      When I came to, it was Joe’s face I saw next, not James’s, and I blinked in confusion.

      “What are you doin’ here?” My voice sounded hoarse.

      He was fumbling with my hands as he said, “I was worried about you, for good reason, apparently. I decided to check on you.” He sounded terrified as his gaze searched my abdomen.

      I reached down to help push myself up, only then realizing he must have removed my cuffs.

      Joe gently pushed me back down, sounding frantic. “Stay where you are. The ambulance is on its way. I’m tryin’ to find out where you’re bleedin’ from. I can’t find it.”

      “It’s from him.” I gestured to the body next to me. “I was only strangled. I wasn’t shot. I don’t think.” I pushed his hand away and sat up, glancing down at my body. Sure enough, my side was soaked with blood, but it was from the dead man next to me.

      “Only strangled?”

      I ignored him, remembering my recording. “Where’s my phone?”

      “Your phone?” he asked, incredulous.

      “I recorded their confession. They killed Sarah, and Emmitt Lincoln too. They admitted to the whole thing. We need the proof.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t see your phone.”

      I started to get to my feet, and he grabbed my arm to help me.

      “I have to find my phone!” I said, becoming hysterical. “Their confessions are in that video!” I jerked out of his hold and started manically searching the ground.

      “We’ll find it. More deputies are on the way, and the forensics team too.”

      I spun around to face him, the ground beneath my feet suddenly unsteady. “I have to find it, Joe!” My breath was coming in quick pants.

      He pulled me into a hug. “Rose. Breathe, darlin’. Just take a second to breathe.” His arms wrapped around me, and I realized I was shaking.

      I took a deep breath, and even though everything inside me quaked, Joe kept me grounded.

      “That’s my girl,” he whispered into my ear. “Just breathe. I’ve got you.”

      Something inside me cracked and my pain and fear burst through the fissure. I felt as though I’d been through an 8.2 earthquake and the very foundation I’d set my life upon had shifted, but I couldn’t figure out what was different, only that it was. I sobbed noisy, body-shaking sobs into his chest, feeling my old self disintegrate and fade away. The new, post-earthquake me was only held together by Joe’s tight embrace.

      He stroked my head and held me close until my knees buckled, then swooped me up into his arms and carried me, still sobbing, to the ambulance that had just pulled up to the back of the building.

      The paramedics hurried to get the back doors open, and Joe lifted me inside, setting me down on the gurney. He seemed unsure of what to do, so he sat next to me, his leg touching mine, his arm wrapped around my back as I buried my head into his chest.

      After another minute, my sobs started to subside, and when I glanced up at him, he gave me a reassuring smile. “It’s going to be okay, Rose.”

      Was it?

      He started to get out, and panic filled me again. I needed to get ahold of myself. I’d been through worse than this, right?

      But something in me felt broken, and I didn’t think I could do this alone.

      “Joe.”

      He turned back to face me, worry in his eyes.

      “Don’t leave me,” I pleaded, hating myself for being weak. “Please.”

      The worry on his face deepened, and he got back inside, telling one of the paramedics to bring Deputy Morgan over so Joe could brief him and have him take over.

      He sat next to me and pulled me as close as possible. He kissed my temple and stroked my hair as I cried again, and when I settled down, he held me for another minute before he said, “You’re scarin’ me, Rose. What happened?”

      I turned to look up at him. “Have they found my phone yet?”

      “Not yet. But if it’s out there, they will.”

      If it’s out there. And suddenly I knew why my world felt tilted, the pieces of my last moments of consciousness coming back. My phone wasn’t out there. Denny Carmichael had picked it up to hide the evidence.

      The two Sugar Branch police officers had killed Emmitt Lincoln. Why? For his money? James had found out that Carmichael had brought me to his property looking for his missing money, then sent Denny Carmichael to kill them instead of coming himself. How long had he known that they were involved in Lincoln’s murder? Or Sarah’s for that matter?

      I couldn’t trust him, despite everything we’d shared. It was one betrayal too many.

      I took a deep, heartening breath, already feeling more like myself. “I’m ready to give my statement now.”

      Joe noticed my abrupt change and said, “Maybe we should get you checked out first.”

      I shook my head, pain shooting through my neck. “I want to give it once, and that’s it. Then I’ll do whatever you want me to do.”

      The paramedics found a deputy to take my statement, and Joe sat next to me as I told them everything, leaving out only two things—the fact that the officers clearly answered to someone outside of the law and any mention of Denny Carmichael, including the fact that he’d shown up at the scene. I said one of the men had strangled me until shots rang out and I lost consciousness.

      When I finished, my voice was so hoarse that Joe insisted that I go to the ER to have my neck examined. Joe never left my side. Once there, the medics insisted that I take my shirt off and put on a gown. I wasn’t sad to see the shirt go since the side was now stiff with dried blood, but I noticed Joe’s gaze lingering on my back, and I realized he was looking at the marks James had left earlier.

      I was discharged a few hours later, sent home in a spare T-shirt Joe had in the trunk of his car. They’d given me a prescription for pain medication I had no intention of taking, plus instructions to eat soft foods until it no longer hurt to swallow.

      It was three in the morning before Joe pulled up to my farmhouse, and the house was dark except for the lamp we always left on in the living room. Joe got out of his car and walked around to help me out. “You don’t have to help me out, Joe.”

      “I’m moving in tonight, Rose.”

      I stared up at him in shock. “What about Dena? She probably wants you to get back to…”

      Home? Her place?

      His eyes shuttered. “Dena and I are done.”

      And I was to blame. More guilt roiled in my gut. Hadn’t I known my request would hurt his relationship with Dena? And yet I’d asked him anyway. “Joe. I’m so sorry.”

      “I’m not.”

      The certainty in his voice helped ease my guilt. I gave him a teasing grin. “You were too good for her.”

      He chuckled. “I’m not so sure about that, but it was the right thing to do. Neely Kate was right. She’s too much like Hilary.”

      “Wait for the right woman,” I said. “You deserve that.”

      He gave me a warm smile. “Good advice.” Then his smile faded. “Where does Malcolm fit into all of this?”

      Sighing, I walked over to the steps and sat down.

      Joe sat beside me and waited.

      I thought about what Denny Carmichael had told me—that James and I both owed him—and the implications. Fear seized me as I realized I’d told Mason to investigate the Sugar Branch police. “He doesn’t fit into this at all.”

      “He had no part of tonight? He didn’t shoot those two officers?”

      “I can most certainly assure you that he did not kill those men.”

      “Off the record, do you know who did?”

      I leaned my temple into his shoulder. “I think I’ll go to bed. I’m supposed to be at Vi’s house at nine.”

      “You’re still helpin’ her move in tomorrow?”

      I sat up and stared at him. “You don’t think she should move in now?”

      “No, I think you should take it easy tomorrow. Let me move her in.”

      “You can help if you want, but I’m moving my sister home.”

      He gave me a sad smile. “We’ll do it together.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next evening, I sat in one of the wicker chairs on my front porch. Violet sat beside me wearing a contented smile as she sipped a glass of tea and watched Ashley and Mikey play in the front yard with Muffy and Carly. My brother-in-law had taken the news that she was moving out better than we’d expected, which I found surprising since he’d been so adamant that I stay away from the kids, but I wasn’t about to question it. Not yet.

      Carly was throwing tennis balls for Muffy to chase while simultaneously kicking soccer balls to the kids, which Muffy chased too. Neely Kate and Jed had eaten dinner with us but were planning to leave for Jed’s house soon. She seemed hesitant to leave me after my traumatic night, but I thought there might be more to it than that. We’d lived together for six months and now that was all changing.

      A car pulled down the drive, and I tensed until I saw that it was Joe. He parked on the side of the house, then got out, carrying an overstuffed duffel bag.

      Carly glanced over at him, looking less nervous than she had when I’d introduced her to him in the morning. He hadn’t recognized her, and he didn’t seem threatening, both of which seemed to have set her at ease.

      “Looks like I missed supper,” he said with a grin as the kids rushed for him.

      “Uncle Joe!”

      They threw their arms around his legs and he dropped his bag and picked them both up in his arms and spun in a circle. Giggles erupted and they begged him for more, but he put them down and said they’d play later.

      “We’re havin’ a sleepover, Uncle Joe,” Ashley said. “Aunt Rose says Muffy can sleep with me and Mikey.”

      Mikey squinted at Joe’s bag. “What’s in there, Uncle Joe?”

      “That’s my stuff. I’m havin’ a sleepover too.”

      “Yay!” they shouted, and Ashley smiled from ear to ear. “Are you sleepin’ with Aunt Rose like you used to?”

      He laughed. “Nope. I get my own bed this time… or more like the sofa.”

      I stood and moved toward the front door. “We saved you some food. I’ll go heat it up.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      We went into the kitchen, and I pulled the container of leftovers from the fridge. “Have you heard if the DA is going to file charges against me?”

      He pulled a plate out of the cabinet. “No one doubts your story, so I wouldn’t worry about it, but there’s a chance Mason’s gonna call you to testify in front of a grand jury about the Sugar Branch officers in a few weeks.”

      A cold sweat broke out on my forehead.

      “It’ll be fine, Rose.”

      I nodded, hoping he was right.

      Joe lowered his voice. “I didn’t want to bring this up in front of everyone else, especially the kids.”

      I gave him my full attention.

      “We found Sarah’s body this afternoon at a junkyard west of town. She was in the trunk of her car, and she’d been shot. Just like you said. They’ll check to see if the ballistics match the officers guns.”

      A lump filled my throat. We’d been working under the assumption that she was dead for a while now. Maybe I should be happy her mother would have closure, but I hated to think about what that monster had done to her. “Emmitt Lincoln?”

      “Not yet. They’re still lookin’.”

      “And my phone?”

      “No sign of it.”

      I nodded. “I hadn’t expected it to be found, but I wanted to ask one last time. I’ll get a new one tomorrow.”
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      The next morning, I got a new phone as soon as the store opened. The first thing I did was check my messages, looking for a message from one person in particular, but nothing popped up. I wasn’t sure why I was surprised. He’d abandoned me. He’d made his choice. So why was I so desperate to hear from him?

      I was a fool.

      Yet I had to admit it didn’t add up. Why hadn’t he come?

      I finished in time to make it to my consultation appointment at ten. I’d wrapped a scarf around my neck to avoid questions, and my voice was better if still slightly raspy. When I was on my way back to the office, a message popped up on my screen.

      I need to see you.

      I didn’t respond. As soon as I walked into the office, Neely Kate instantly knew something was wrong, not that I was surprised. She’d been babying me like a mother hen since she’d woken up the day before and found out my night with James hadn’t gone as planned. (She’d slept through my text.) Not that she knew about the argument that had sent me running home. I’d just told her we’d argued and I’d left, and she hadn’t pressed for details. There’d been plenty of other revelations to capture her attention.

      But I had told her and Jed the entire version of events of everything that had gone down outside Tiggy’s. Jed hadn’t known about any connection between James and the Sugar Branch Police Department, and he was about ready to hunt James down and rip his head off for not showing up to save me when he’d told me he was on his way. Then there was the fact that he hadn’t reached out to any of us… Well, Jed had half a mind to disown him.

      As I sat down in my office chair and told Neely Kate about his text, her upper lip curled in disgust. “You don’t owe that man a blessed thing. He made his bed, now he can lie in it.”

      I was inclined to agree, but in the end, I knew I couldn’t tell him no, if for no other reason than that I wanted to see what he had to say for himself.

      I texted him back. I’m free this afternoon at four.

      He answered immediately. At our spot.

      Our spot. Behind Sinclair station.

      I was a nervous wreck until it was time to go. Neely Kate had agreed to pick up Carly since Jed and Witt had hit a snag getting the parts to finish her car, and Violet was picking up the kids, then heading home.

      At three forty-five, I took a deep breath, grabbed my purse, then headed for the door.

      “Rose,” Neely Kate called after me.

      I stopped in the doorway, feeling very much like I was about to attend a funeral.

      “You’re surrounded by people who love you. Never forget that.”

      I wasn’t sure how that applied to the situation I was about to walk into, but I appreciated hearing it just the same. “Thank you.”

      By the time I pulled up behind the Sinclair station, I’d forced myself to calm down. I knew how this needed to end—it was the beginning and middle of the conversation that concerned me.

      He was waiting for me, leaning his butt on the hood of his car with his arms folded across his chest. He stood when he saw me, and as soon as I parked, he came over and opened my door.

      When he reached down to grab my arm to help me out, I pushed his hand away. “I’m here to talk. Let’s make that clear right now.”

      Nodding, he moved to the back of my truck and lowered the tailgate, then sat on the end, looking very much like a schoolboy waiting to see the principal. Only we weren’t children, and he was playing a deadly game that had nearly gotten me killed… and might have been responsible for Emmitt and Sarah’s deaths too.

      I considered sitting next to him, but I didn’t trust myself and I needed answers too badly.

      “I don’t know where to start,” I said, standing several feet in front of him and wrapping my arms over my chest.

      He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his flask, unscrewed the top, and took a long pull. Then he waited.

      “You have nothing to say for yourself?” I asked.

      He looked up at me with eyes full of regret and self-revulsion.

      “When I heard that Sugar Branch had received a grant from someone with money to fund a police department, I just presumed it was Denny Carmichael.” I held his gaze. “But it was you all along, wasn’t it?”

      He gave me a half-smile. “You were always too smart for your own good.” Then he took another drink.

      Tears flooded my eyes. “Why, James?”

      He lifted his shoulder into a shrug and didn’t answer.

      “What are you doin’ that you need a police force in your pocket?”

      His eyes hardened. “Nothing that you need to know about.”

      “I almost died, James! Those men nearly killed me!”

      He lifted his chin and gave me a defiant look. “But they didn’t.” He gestured toward me. “You’re standing in front of me right now.”

      My mouth dropped open at his cavalier attitude. “What happened to I’ll die before I let anything happen to you? What happened to the man who, minutes before I was attacked, was ready to go hunt Denny Carmichael down for merely insulting me? One of those men nearly strangled me, but only after the first one almost raped me in the back of his police car! Where the hell were you?”

      For the first time since I got there, he finally showed emotion—a flash of anger. “I made sure you were saved. What more do you want from me, woman?”

      I gasped and I could see a flash of pain in his eyes. He’d never spoken to me disrespectfully like this before, not since the very beginning of Lady.

      “What are you doin’?” I whispered in horror.

      “I’m sittin’ here lettin’ you give me an ass whoopin’,” he spat out, his face red with anger.

      “An ass whoopin’?” I shouted. “Are you kiddin’ me?” I took a breath. Never had I ever seen him act like this. I stepped toward him, searching his face as I pleaded, “James. Please. Talk to me.”

      “What do you want me to say, Rose? That I’m a worthless asshole who is incapable of loving anyone but himself? Because that’s the truth, isn’t it?”

      I thought about the man I’d come to know. “No. That’s not true.”

      “I told you from the beginnin’ that you shouldn’t get involved with me. I warned you that I don’t do relationships!”

      “Oh?” I said, holding my hands out at my sides. “We’re moving on to the argument that sent me home that night?”

      “No, we’re not rehashin’ that. I’ve decided this is too much trouble and we’re done.”

      Tears stung my eyes. I wasn’t buying it. Not for one minute. “You’re lyin’.” I took a breath and tried again, “Why did you pay for a Sugar Branch police department?”

      He started to say something flippant, then stopped. His eyes turned glassy. “Everything I do now, I do for you.”

      I shook my head, completely confused. “What are you talkin’ about?”

      He swallowed hard but didn’t answer.

      I gently grabbed his face between my hands and made him look me in the eye. “Why didn’t you come save me?”

      His mouth parted as he started to answer. I could tell he was working on some glib answer. Then he said, “I wanted to, Rose, I swear to God, but I couldn’t.”

      I started to light into him at that, but his words echoed in my ears, reminding me of something Joe said to me a year ago. I’d been in the thick of the Daniel Crocker mess, and he’d told me he couldn’t help me save myself. Later I’d found out he was working undercover for the state police and helping me would have blown his cover.

      My eyes widened, and I tightened my grip on his face. “You’re workin’ undercover,” I whispered.

      He started to look away.

      “That’s why you’ve been pushin’ Jed away. And now me.”

      He tried to stand, but I pushed him back down and stood between his legs. “James. Talk to me.”

      “I can’t, Rose. I can’t drag you into this any more than I already have.”

      “You said everything you’re doin’, you’re doin’ for me. What does that mean?”

      He captured my face in both his hands. “I want a life with you so damn much that I’ll risk everything to have it, but I’ve put you in danger. I can’t lose you in the process.” He kissed me hard. “I can’t risk it.”

      “What are you doin’, James? Please, tell me.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You’re not gonna tell me anything?” I asked, backing out of his hold. “Why did you let me look for Sarah when you knew your hired police force had killed her?”

      “I didn’t know they’d killed her. I knew they’d questioned Lincoln on my order, but I had no idea she was caught in the crossfire. Or that they’d killed Lincoln and stolen the money. I had no idea there was any money involved until we were by Shute Creek and you said your client had found a large loot. I’d found out that area was an exchange site, so I called Horton and asked him if Lincoln had had any money on him. He claimed it wasn’t so, but I suspected he was lyin’. I was about to question him myself, but then they found you.” He paused. “What happened, Rose?” His voice tightened, and he choked out, “It was Frasier who touched you, wasn’t it?”

      I shook my head, trying to swallow past the lump in my throat. “I can’t talk about that.”

      He stood and came to me, wrapping his arms around me. “I’m so sorry, Rose. If anything had happened to you…”

      “You called Denny Carmichael to save me.” I couldn’t wrap my head around it. “Why?”

      “After I found out Carmichael had sent for you, I called him and told him that Horton and Frasier had killed his distributor, and I had no idea what they’d done with his money. After you texted me, I let him know they were tryin’ to kill you, and it would be in all of our best interests if they were eliminated.”

      “You told him to kill them.”

      A hard look filled his eyes. “If you expect me to apologize for that, you’ll be waitin’ for hell to freeze over. Their lives or yours. There’s absolutely no contest.”

      “Carmichael says I owe him a job now.”

      His eyes hardened. “That wasn’t part of our deal.”

      “Maybe he decided saving me was a deal between the two of us.”

      His jaw worked, but he didn’t respond.

      “I trusted you, James. I trusted you to always come when I needed you.”

      His voice broke. “I know. Which is why this has to end.”

      An overwhelming sadness washed over me, too deep for me to even cry.

      He took a breath. “You were wrong. I considered us a relationship. I was just scared.”

      “I know,” I whispered.

      He lifted his hand to my face, gently cupping my cheek as he captured my gaze. “I love you, Rose.”

      I started to cry, but he cupped my other cheek, his eyes burning into mine as though he could sear his words into my soul. “I’ve never said those words to anyone before, and I hadn’t intended to tell you before this was all said and done, but after our argument, and me not showing up… I didn’t want you to think it was because you aren’t enough for me.” He took a breath. “You’re my everything, Rose. There’s nothing without you. That’s why I’m riskin’ it all.”

      My heart squeezed with fear. “What are you doin’, James?”

      He kissed me, his lips soft and gentle. “That’s why we can’t see each other for now. You can’t count on me to protect you, and all I’m doin’ is puttin’ you in the crosshairs.”

      “James.”

      “If you get into trouble, call Jed. In a way, he’s more loyal to you than he ever was to me. He’ll protect you.” He took a breath. “And I know Simmons is stayin’ with you.” He nodded and sniffed, his eyes glassy. “That’s good. You need him with your sister and her kids there. Your brother-in-law will leave you in peace.”

      My mouth dropped open. “What did you do?”

      “I did what little I could to make your life easier.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to consider the full implications of that. I started to cry.

      He kissed me again. “No more Lady. It’s too dangerous right now. I need you and Neely Kate to stay well out of this world.”

      Whatever he was up to terrified me. “I want to have a vision. I want to see the end of this.”

      He grinned, but his eyes were sad. “I’m not sure I want to know there’s no hope of bein’ with you at the end of this.”

      “I’ve had two nearly identical visions that haven’t come to pass yet,” I said. “I told you about part of it. We were in bed together.” I paused. “But there’s a part I haven’t told you because I thought it would scare you away.” I stared up at him. “I was wearin’ an engagement ring.”

      His eyes widened in surprise.

      “That freaks you out.”

      “No. It gives me hope, Rose.”

      “So let me have another vision,” I pleaded.

      He shook his head. “No. I don’t want to jinx it. We’ll just believe the other ones will come true.”

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and plastered my chest to his.

      He kept his arms at his sides, but when I refused to let go, he wrapped his arms around my back, holding me close.

      I soaked in the feel of him, wondering how long I’d have to wait for my vision to come to pass. “I’m sorry for what I said the other night.”

      “No,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “You were right about most of it.”

      “I’m sorry I left. If I hadn’t left…” Then I wouldn’t have gone to the bar. And we might still be together.

      “You deserve more than what I was givin’ you.” He tilted my chin up to face him. “And for what it’s worth, I wanted to know about every part of you. Maybe when this is done, I’ll get that chance.” He kissed me again, long and slow as though he had all the time in the world.

      When he lifted his head, his gaze swept over my face. “I have to go. I’m gonna be late as it is.”

      “To Little Rock?”

      “Forget about me for a while, Rose. It’s safer that way.” He grinned, but tears filled his eyes. “I love you.”

      My heart tripped, and my eyes flooded with tears. “I love you too.”

      Then he got into his car and drove away.
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      Note: I added this after this book was copy edited and proofread, so if you find typos, please keep that in mind before you send me an email telling me I’m a terrible author and how disappointed you are in me. (Yes, that actually happens.)

      

      This year has been incredibly difficult for me. After falling two grade levels behind, my youngest daughter was diagnosed with a learning disability. In an attempt to try to get her caught up to her current grade level, we started homeschooling. It hasn’t been easy. In fact, it’s been the most stressful situation I’ve endured in years. My stress has been through the roof and it has ultimately affected my health.

      The good news is that I now have help for my daughter, and I hope to have her back in school next year. The new help has helped ease my stress, and I’m dealing with my health issues head on. No worries. I’ve got this.

      But the stress has also taken its toll on my writing. It’s hard to be creative when your brain is constricted with anxiety—and apparently health issues too. I missed multiple deadlines this year, to the point of nearly postponing both In High Cotton and Up Shute Creek. (I did end up postponing Of Blood and Monsters.) But thank God for my editing team—Angela Polidoro, Shannon Page, and Carolina Schneider. They were aware of my situation and rather than letting me sink due to my own unprofessionalism, they busted their butts to help make sure those books were published, especially Carolina with In High Cotton. We all owe them a huge thanks for helping me get those books ready in time. And when I start to doubt myself and whether I can still write a decent story, they are my biggest cheerleaders, telling me that yes, I still have it.

      They are amazing friends. I couldn’t imagine doing this without them.
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