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      Lawton Crane walked through the door to his classroom at ten minutes after eleven—late by his standards. The entrance of the first-year law professor stifled the hum of conversation in the room. He made his way to the lectern and offered a nod to the roughly seventy-five students seated before him. Most waited with their laptops open, looking down on him from one of the six elevated rows. He stepped to the center of the room.

      “My apologies for being late this morning.”

      The mass of young faces stared back at him, silent. They only knew the Crane of the present—the fraud of circumstance.

      “I am going to allow myself to remain in the classroom on this one occasion. After all, it is the last day of the course.”

      A grin crept into Lawton Crane’s face as his comment spurred a few laughs throughout the room. Jokes were a rarity in the rookie professor’s classroom, and he appreciated the charitable reaction to his lame attempt at humor. He was a forty-one-year-old, recently divorced attorney that was still recovering from a hard-charging career in private practice. Though Crane had yet to cement his reputation among the students of Georgetown, he understood funny was not the odds-on favorite for his defining character trait. A fact that would have disappointed a younger, more carefree version of himself.

      The practice of law changed people, though, and Crane was no exception. After fifteen years of grappling with demanding partners, judges, and opposing counsel, the business of suing others had created a machine of a man. One that worshipped a harsh, big-law environment ruled by the clock. A world where only the most dogged and determined survived. For that reason, when Crane made his foray into academia, he decided to bring with him a rigorous attendance policy. One intended to prepare his young students for the world that awaited them. On the first day of the course, he announced his policy proudly. It was simple. Arrive early or do not come at all.

      As Crane looked down at the watch on his wrist, he almost chuckled to himself. He’d honored his inflexible attendance policy throughout the entire semester, sometimes kicking students out of his classroom when they arrived only seconds late through the door. The first offenders attempted to justify their tardiness, but Crane refused to hear argument on the subject. Now, as Crane stood at the head of the class, he knew exactly what the twentysomethings seated before him were thinking: There will always be someone above the law.

      “We have a guest speaker that will be joining us in a few minutes,” he said, after a short pause. “I expect you will find his message to be intriguing, maybe even inspiring. We shall see.”

      The professor’s announcement changed the plan for the day and brought on whispers throughout the classroom. A young man with the last name Gilroy raised his hand. Crane pointed in the direction of his student.

      “What about the review for the final exam?” Gilroy asked, eager to take the first arrows for his classmates. “The syllabus specifically outlined today’s lecture as the final exam review day.”

      Crane nodded as he listened. He’d expected at least one dissenter in the group.

      “The material for the final review will be posted on the student portal,” Crane replied. “It will be accessible to you all this afternoon. If you have attended my classes, like we all know you have, Mr. Gilroy, then you’ll have all the information that may appear on my final exam.”

      Crane scanned the surprised faces of his students for any other questions. Though he’d never tell them, he too had been surprised that morning when the phone call came in from the guest speaker’s office. Gilroy’s hand rose again.

      “The syllabus stated that we would have an in-person review of the course before the end of the semester. My study schedule is centered around today’s review.”

      All watched as the professor stepped out from behind the lectern. He ran a hand through his thick hair in a disarming manner, slowly walking along the front row of the class as if it were the edge of a jury box. Lawton Crane had once been a talented litigator with a firm of heavy hitters on Louisiana Avenue. He’d spent fifteen years there as a mercenary, ripping witnesses and opposing parties to pieces for a handsome rate per hour. The muscle memory developed through countless depositions, hearings, and trials had not left him. Though he missed little about his prior life, he did miss the occasional scrap of fresh meat.

      “Mr. Gilroy, as you know, this is⁠—”

      “Professor Crane?” interrupted a familiar voice, its timbre slicing the tension in the room with ease. “I’m sure Stephen here just forgot that the syllabus also allows for changes to be made to the course schedule without notice. With finals starting next week, he is probably just really stressed out like the rest of us.”

      The comment brought on nervous laughter from the onlookers. The professor kept his eyes on Gilroy as he thought about a response. In the law school ecosystem, Stephen Gilroy was what was known as a gunner. A know-it-all, for lack of a better term. Quick to raise a hand and offer shallow input. Crane loathed the gunners in his courses and relished the opportunity to humble them. There was little time for that today, though. Instead, the professor shifted his gaze to his favorite student. A young woman from Blakeston, Georgia—Charlotte Acker.

      “I can certainly understand, Ms. Acker,” Crane replied, allowing a hint of sarcasm to enter his voice. “I was a law student myself some years ago.”

      “I would certainly hope so. This school is charging me an arm and a leg to take classes here.”

      More laughter ensued. Crane ignored the playful comment.

      “That is why I am sending out a video review for the class to watch this evening. Any questions can be emailed to me or addressed in office hours tomorrow afternoon. Is that acceptable to you, Ms. Acker?”

      She smiled. “Perfectly acceptable, Professor Crane.”

      Crane surveyed the room for any other challengers. He saw none.

      “Anything else?”

      Charlotte placed her elbows on the desk in front of her and leaned forward.

      “Who is the guest speaker?”

      Crane held Charlotte’s gaze and felt a tinge of guilt as he considered his response. Charlotte sat three rows up, almost at the center of the room. A fitting spot for her, as she was something of a celebrity among her classmates. Dark hair framed her face and fell just to her shoulders. A yellow quarter-zip fit easily on her athletic frame. Crane knew the young law student had been a two-time National Women’s Track Athlete of the Year at the University of Oregon. He knew she’d also been recognized as an Academic All-American each year she ran for the Ducks. She was impressive, to say the least. Still, Charlotte Acker’s athletic career had not provided the foundation for her notoriety. She had the trial of her late father to thank for that.

      Charlotte’s legal father—Lee Acker—had been the accused in a murder trial that took place five years earlier in her small hometown in Georgia. The case received national attention as the victim—Jake Collins—had been the local district attorney and only son of a US senator. The murder rocked Charlotte’s small Southern town, sending shock waves that stretched from southern Mexico to the halls of the Capitol. The trial ended without a verdict when Charlotte’s father was killed by the matriarch of the victim’s family. Lee’s killer—Lucy Collins—went on to be indicted and tried as well. After an artful presentation of self-defense, Lucy Collins received a resounding “not guilty” from a jury of her peers. A jury that many still believed had been bought and paid for by some of the oldest money in Blake County, Georgia.

      Several documentaries tried to explain the collections of wild theories that still surrounded the deaths of Jake Collins and Lee Acker. Theories that included cartel hit men, secret love affairs, and political scheming originating from some of the most prominent offices in the nation’s capital. Crane had watched a couple of the documentaries and did not know what to believe. No one could tell the whole story. The remaining Ackers and Collinses had feuded through interviews and other means over the last five or six years, each trying to rewrite the story. Charlotte Acker was the only one that refused to join the fray. She was the only one that refused to tell her story.

      “Professor Crane?” Charlotte said again, breaking the professor’s train of thought. “You have us all on the edge of our seats.”

      Crane looked away from Charlotte, unsure how the surprise guest’s appearance that morning would affect her. The speaker’s decision to choose this day to drop in on Crane’s classroom had all the makings of an ambush. One that Crane felt complicit in. He looked toward the door of the classroom and saw a man with a crew cut peering into the room. Crane knew the look. A bulky frame squeezed into a single-breasted suit, off the rack. The man motioned his thick arm at Crane.

      “Excuse me,” Crane said as he walked to the door, turning his back to Charlotte and the rest of the class. “I shouldn’t be long.”

      Crane made his way out into the hallway. When he returned, three men followed in tow.

      “It is my pleasure to introduce you to our guest speaker this morning,” Crane announced as he arrived at his post. “Please give a warm welcome to an esteemed member of our 117th United States Congress, duly elected United States Senator from Georgia, William H. Collins.”

      A man in a navy suit stepped to the center of the room. He wore a green tie that ignited the color in his eyes. A politician by trade, he smiled at the group and shook hands with a few students seated on the front row. At sixty-five years old, he remained trim, only showing his age in the wrinkles near his eyes and gray flecks that textured his hair. He needed no introduction. Still, he looked out on the group of students and started in a smooth South Georgia drawl.

      “Please, call me Bill.”
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      Anger flashed in Charlotte as she considered her options. She could get up and leave. No one would blame her. Bill Collins had been there that night—the night her father was murdered. As she looked on at the politician standing at the front of the room, she could still hear the crack of gunshots. She could still hear the words her father said as she left him that night. Charlotte started packing her bag to make her exit, making no effort to conceal her movements.

      “I’m not here to take up a lot of your time,” Bill said, comfortable standing at the center of attention. “My office only spoke with Professor Crane this morning, but we wanted to get this little presentation scheduled before your summer break. I understand you’re all very busy getting ready for your final exams, so thank you for your patience with me.”

      Charlotte looked up from her packed bag and realized the senator’s eyes were on her.

      “I don’t want anyone to leave without hearing what I have to say, though.”

      Charlotte locked eyes with the politician just as she was about to lift out of her seat. She held his gaze, challenging him to look away. He stared back with a softness that surprised her. The last time she’d seen him in person was in a courtroom back home some years ago. They were seated on different sides of the aisle that day—they still were.

      “Raise your hand if you have any interest in going into politics,” Bill said as his attention returned to the rest of the room. He moved intentionally as he spoke. “Any level of politics.”

      Charlotte watched the senator as he worked the room. She thought back to the way he looked at the last trial in the Blake County Courthouse. During his testimony, he’d explained to the jury that he believed Charlotte’s putative father—her real father—had been his late son, Jake. He’d called her his granddaughter several times throughout his testimony. She’d refused to acknowledge him in hers. A decision she didn’t regret.

      “Come on now, don’t be shy,” the senator said, prodding the group. “I know this room is full of smart, hungry, and ambitious young minds that plan to make big changes in this world. I don’t just want to know who wants to run for office, though I know some of you do. I’m also talking about working in politics. Policy advisers, consultants, lobbyists, and so on.”

      Hands went up throughout the room.

      “Here we go, I see a few now. Thank you.”

      Bill paused and shoved both hands in his pockets. He looked down at his feet as if thinking hard about his next question.

      “Those of you that don’t have a hand up, why are you reluctant to work in the political arena?” The senator let the question hang in the air. He scratched the back of his neck as he appeared to ponder the question himself. “Shouldn’t every one of us want to use our talents to improve this great nation? Shouldn’t we serve our fellow citizens?”

      One of Charlotte’s favorite classmates raised a hand. As if on cue, the senator looked up from his Oxfords and pointed in her direction.

      “I don’t see politics as the place to start if I want to improve things, Senator Collins.”

      The comment didn’t appear to surprise the politician.

      “Just call me Bill,” he replied. “Tell me more, if you will.”

      “Okay, Bill. Well, many of us want to improve our communities. I imagine some of us even aspire to improve the entire country, maybe the entire world. For me, though, that is not what politics is about.”

      The senator nodded as she spoke. He did a masterful job in conveying to the room that he was, in fact, listening.

      “Politics is about power, Bill. It’s about influence. It’s about the Party. Politicians serve only those that voted for them and contributed to their campaigns.”

      “There is power that comes with the responsibilities of elected office,” Bill replied in a convincing tone. “That power—that influence, as you say—that is what gives one the ability to implement change, right?”

      “Maybe it does,” she replied, pushing back. “But that is not what you, or your colleagues for that matter, choose to do with your power. Instead, you mount attacks on the opposition for political gain. You take unreasonable positions on everyday issues. You obstruct until the next election cycle comes around. A few get what they want, but nothing of real substance ends up getting done for the rest of us.”

      Bill bobbed his eyebrows, accepting the response. The seasoned politician was no stranger to criticism. Those that kept tabs on his career knew he played defense better than most.

      “So, come work for me, then,” he replied. “Help me change things.”

      Silence blanketed the room.

      “I’m serious,” Bill continued as he took a few steps closer to his target. “I agree with a lot of what you just said about politics in Washington. I want to change that. I need smart people on my team that are not afraid to speak up. That are not afraid to remind me of my role in the process.”

      More silence. He waited for her response.

      “I’m sorry, Senator—I mean, Bill,” she said after a long pause. “The world of politics just isn’t for me.”

      Charlotte tried to gauge the senator’s reaction. To see if he’d expected the response. He proved difficult to read. A skill she knew served him well in his work.

      “Is politics for anyone, really?” Bill said with a wink, bringing on some laughter from the students.

      The mood lifted again in the room, and a few more hands went up. The senator acknowledged each one with his eyes without inviting input. He continued.

      “Every single one of my colleagues in Congress is just a person like you and me. They come from big cities and small towns. They went to fancy schools and public universities. They are not special, nor are they perfect. The legislative process is not perfect, and it never will be because it is a human endeavor from start to finish.”

      The senator had the full attention of his audience.

      “Some of the best candidates for political office are the ones who would never consider running. Those are the people we need in politics, and the kind of interns we need in my office this summer.”

      Charlotte looked down the row of desks. A number of her classmates appeared enamored with the proposition.

      “I’m not looking for students hungry for schemes, backroom deals, or mudslinging. You need not apply if that’s the kind of experience you want on Capitol Hill.”

      Bill folded his hands in front of him and looked up at Charlotte.

      “If you disagree with my agenda, fine. If you disagree with me, even better. I want you to know that I am pivoting in my career. The candidates that win out in the interview process will help in the transformation of my agenda while interning this summer.”

      The senator turned to one of his security types standing at the back of the room. He pointed to a red folder swallowed under the man’s massive arm. The senator took the folder and turned back to the classroom. He held the folder up for all to see.

      “I have in hand a stack of applications with the information about the time and place for interviews with my office. Fill out an application and send it to my office. I intend to interview every student that applies.”

      His eyes found Charlotte one more time as he placed the folder on a desk at the front of the room.

      “I hope to see you there.”
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      Jimmy Benson sat alone at a table by the diner’s back window. He ate lunch and watched a heavy rain beat down on the parking lot outside, a sloppy rain that washed over the Alabama landscape. He’d driven all morning in the stuff and still had five hours to go.

      “More coffee?” a voice asked over his shoulder, taking his attention away from the window.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Jimmy said, slowly turning in his seat to look at the waitress, his belly pressing against the table fixed to the floor beneath the booth. Earlier that morning, he’d strung together three or four hours of sleep after stumbling in from a bar in Jackson, Mississippi. It had been restless sleep, though. He’d been running on caffeine and some Yellow Jacket knockoffs since rolling out of bed. “Let me get that coffee in a to-go cup. I need to be getting on down the road.”

      “You bet,” the woman said. “I’ll get you the check, too.”

      Jimmy nodded at the waitress as she turned away from him. When driving a route, he liked to stop at familiar places. It helped him feel at home on the road. He’d been driving trucks for seventeen years now, and there were few places along the highways he didn’t recognize. He certainly recognized the waitress fetching his coffee. Knew her from his last few trips through Dothan. He liked the way she always flirted with him.

      “You been driving all day in this rain?” the woman asked as she returned with the bill and a Styrofoam cup.

      “Oh yeah,” Jimmy said as he stretched his arms behind him. “Worn out, too. Been trying to push it on down the road, but it seems like amateur hour is every hour today. All these people turn their flashers on as soon as a good rain starts coming down. Drives me crazy.”

      The woman smiled at Jimmy, encouraging him to continue.

      “I’ve been driving Peterbilts over these roads for the last couple of decades,” Jimmy explained, pointing to a rig parked at the fuel station next door. The outline of the truck was barely visible through the sheets of rain. “I could drive that thing from here to Jacksonville with my eyes closed.”

      “I know that’s right,” replied the waitress. “Not too many old-school professional drivers like you on the roads anymore. It’s a damn shame.”

      Jimmy smiled. “It sure is. See, that’s why I plan to start my own company. I’ll show these new drivers how trucking should be done. All these federal regulations and digital crap keep pushing the experienced drivers off the roads. These young guys need to know how it’s supposed to be done.”

      “I’d love to hear more about that sometime,” the waitress said as she started toward her next table. She looked back at him one more time. “I see you in here every now and then. Make sure and ask for me next time.”

      Jimmy watched her as she walked away, then struggled out of the booth. He made his way out of the restaurant and back into the pouring rain. The noise from the raindrops beating the pavement took over, and Jimmy pulled the bill of his cap low, trudging toward his rig through the puddles in the parking lot. He heaved at the door to the truck and climbed inside the cab. Shaking the rainwater off his cap, he started the engine and cranked the air. He popped the cap to a small bottle and flipped a pill into his mouth, washing it down with a swig of coffee. He smacked his lips and shifted the truck into gear.

      Thirty minutes later, at one forty-five that afternoon, Jimmy crossed the Alabama-Georgia line on Highway 84. He rode in the left lane at seventy-four miles per hour as his Peterbilt crossed the Chattahoochee River into Blake County, Georgia.
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      Ever since she was a small girl, Maya Jones’s grandfather had been telling the story of the Valentine’s Day tornadoes. The story had evolved over the years, but it always began the same way. He was standing on the front porch of his old house on Spare Street, and he could hear it coming—it sounded like a train.

      Maya thought of her grandfather as she stared out the window of the car. She rode in the front passenger seat. Her brother and his best friend, Alvin, sat in the back. Maya looked over at her mother. She sat rigid in the driver’s seat, gripping the steering wheel with both hands. Her mother hated to drive in bad weather and had already thoroughly shushed everyone in the car. With the radio off, all Maya could hear was the sound of the rain on the roof of their little Corolla and the clipping of the blinkers fixed to the emergency setting.

      “I said be quiet, you two!” her mother shouted over the sound of the rain. “I can barely see out the window. Y’all cutting up back there sure isn’t helping.”

      Maya’s brother laughed harder. “Mom, us not talking won’t help your eyes see any better!”

      “Son, how about you say, ‘yes, ma’am’? Now, quiet down. I shouldn’t have to ask you twice.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” came the humbled reply. “Why don’t you just pull over if it’s that bad, Mom?”

      No response was given to the question. Maya glanced over at the driver’s seat and saw her mother’s driving stance remained unchanged. Eyes still fixed on the road ahead.

      “It looks like it might be slowing up,” her mother said as she eased the car into the left lane. They were crossing the bridge from Alabama into Georgia. “These storm fronts always slow down before they cross the river.”

      “You sound just like Grandaddy.”

      The rain slackened a bit, and the sound of the wipers rubbing on the windshield grew louder. Her mother reached over to turn the emergency flashers off, and the speed of the wipers slowed.

      “Worse things have been said about me,” her mother replied, glancing away from the road for a moment to smile at her daughter. “Your grandaddy is right, though. The storms—especially the ones with tornadoes in them—they slow down before they jump the river.”

      “I know,” Maya said. “He says that’s why they do all their destruction over here in Blake County.”

      “Maybe so.”

      The rain started to pick up again as they passed a car that rode slowly in the right lane. The boys were cutting up again in the back seat, so her mother turned around and leveled a stare to quiet them down. As she did, the car wiggled on the road, sliding slightly to the left. Her mother mashed the brake pedal and the car slowed, pulling them half into the right lane. Maya looked over at her mother and saw her working to turn the steering wheel, trying to correct the vehicle.

      She heard the sound first—smash!—then felt the violent jerking of the car. The Corolla swung back around to the left, spinning into the fast lane. She could see the tall wiregrass in the median, thick and green. They seemed to be heading toward the grass, but then Maya felt the car stop, still in the roadway. The boys screamed in the back seat, as did her mother. Maya’s heart seemed to push against her chest as it tried to right itself from the unexpected tailspin.

      That’s when she heard it—it sounded like a train.
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      The state trooper pulled his rain slicker from the trunk of his car. As he slipped it on over his uniform, he eyed the emergency vehicles that were already on scene. Four road deputies from the Blake County Sheriff’s Office. A truck from one of the nearby volunteer fire departments. An ambulance, probably from the hospital over in Dothan.

      “Where’s the driver of that semi?” he yelled to the closest deputy, a young buck directing traffic.

      The deputy pointed an orange traffic wand toward the ambulance. “In there. He’s still getting checked out.”

      “He injured?”

      “Nah,” he replied, shaking his head. “He made out better than anyone.”

      The trooper’s eyes drifted over to the mangled Toyota resting upside down in the median. The front half looked freshly charred, and its deflated airbags were visible through the smashed windows. He’d already heard the news over the radio—three fatalities.

      “We still have a survivor, right?”

      “A girl,” the deputy yelled back, waving his wand at a vehicle that needed to slow down. “She’s already on her way to the hospital.”

      The trooper nodded as he started toward the ambulance. “Let’s pray she makes it, then.”

      A steady drizzle fell on the trooper as he walked along the edge of the highway. Water dripped from the edge of his flat-brimmed hat, so he pulled a plastic covering from the pocket of his jacket. He fit it over the hat as he walked.

      The door to the ambulance had swung open, and a large man now stood on the wet pavement. He readjusted the jeans below his gut. Eyes in the direction of the approaching lawman.

      “That your rig?” the trooper asked, gesturing toward the eighteen-wheeler at his back.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “If you’re able, I need you to get it further out of the roadway.”

      The big man locked eyes with the trooper for a moment, then shifted his gaze away. The trooper considered the reaction, the pinpoint pupils.

      “I’ll move it on over as far as I can,” he said. “The ground in the median has me worried I’ll get stuck. It being so wet and all…”

      The man’s words trailed off.

      “You need me to move it for you?” the trooper quickly asked. “I don’t want you driving if you’re not good to get behind the wheel.”

      The man started toward the truck. “No, sir. I’ll get right on it.”

      “Hold on,” the trooper said. He held a hand up. “Do you have your license on you?”

      The man fished a leather wallet from his back pocket. A lumpy trifold with green bills poking out of the top. He produced an ID from somewhere inside it.

      “James Ronald Benson,” the trooper said after staring at the plastic for a moment. He noted the classification for commercial driving privileges. “You an Alabama boy, James?”

      “That’s right—and it’s Jimmy. I’m originally from Athens.”

      The trooper returned his attention to the license. He didn’t look up from it as he spoke. “Go ahead and move that thing out of the road. I’ll give you your license back after I finish my report.”

      “All right, Trooper⁠—”

      “Kicklighter.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll do my best, Trooper Kicklighter.”

      He looked up from the license and watched the trucker as he passed. The large man’s gait appeared to hasten under the careful attention being paid to him. Kicklighter made mental notes: Nervous. Avoids eye contact. Maybe slightly agitated.

      A voice from the back of the ambulance pulled his attention away from the trucker. Another deputy with the BCSO. “I have one witness waiting for you over in his car. He says he saw the whole thing go down.”

      “Yeah?”

      The deputy nodded. “Says the Toyota sideswiped him, then went spinning back into the path of the eighteen-wheeler.”

      “I’ll start with the witness,” Kicklighter said. He looked back toward Benson’s rig. “Keep an eye on the big boy over there, though. I’m not done with him yet.”

      “You’ve got it, boss.”
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      Maggie Reynolds leaned back in her chair. She sat at the head of the meeting room’s conference table. A commercial played on the flat-screen television mounted to the room’s opposite wall. Images of mangled automobiles and motorcycles faded in and out on the screen. An ambulance’s sirens blared, then its doors opened and a gurney carrying a young woman rushed by in the frame. A catchy hip-hop instrumental poured from the television speakers as a deep purple logo came into focus. Maggie tapped her fingertips on the table’s rosewood surface, waiting for the ad to finish. The music ended, and the law firm’s slogan appeared on the screen in bold letters: “Reynolds Law—Make the Call!”

      The younger of the two men seated at the other end of the table spoke first.

      “What do you think?” he asked, pointing a remote at the television screen to prevent the ad from beginning again.

      Maggie’s cell phone started buzzing on the table. She glanced at its small screen and recognized the area code. Not the number. She silenced the call and turned the phone facedown on the table.

      “It reminds me of the ads Jack Husto’s group is running,” Maggie said, her eyes fixed on her law firm’s sharp logo that remained frozen on the screen. “My shop’s advertising needs to feel fresh. I need you to bring me something different. Something that sets us apart from the pack.”

      The two marketing men looked at one another. They were familiar with the notorious billboard-lawyer, Jack Husto. Most were that lived in Florida. The law firm of Husto & Husto, a Miami-based personal injury law firm, was a juggernaut in the business with an annual advertising budget rumored to be somewhere around $20 million. Jack Husto poured money into television, radio, online ads, cab tops, billboards, magazines, newspapers, and even urinal cakes. It was close to impossible to step foot inside the state and not hear the voice of Jack Husto.

      “People seem to like his commercials,” replied the older of the two marketing men. “He has set the standard for lawyer advertising in Florida. You probably understand that better than we do.”

      “Maybe so,” Maggie replied with a shrug. “That doesn’t mean my firm needs to go out and copy what he is doing.”

      The men both nodded in response to the statement. Maggie knew they’d have no problem veering away from what her competitors were doing. In their business, originality cost money.

      “We can go back to the drawing board,” the younger man replied. “We’ll put something together that isn’t so Jack Husto.”

      Maggie noticed the cell phone vibrating again on the table. She picked the device up and glanced at the screen. Same area code. Same number she didn’t recognize. She mashed the button again on the side of the device to send the call to voicemail.

      “Sorry about that,” Maggie said as she returned her gaze across the table. “Back to the drawing board will be fine. I need this ad campaign up and running by the end of summer. Can we do that?”

      Both men nodded again. That gave them another couple of months. Their advertising agency had catered to personal injury lawyers for years, and, as a rule, the tort lawyers were a distracted bunch. Always hustling for the next payday. One eye on their line of credit, the other looking for the next big client. They always paid their bills, but you had to pin them down on the price.

      “Well, we have a razor-sharp team of videographers, writers, and marketing strategists that we can put on this project, Maggie. We just need to talk about the budget.”

      “I’m ready to make a splash,” Maggie replied, her eyes fixed on the men at the other end of the table. “I understand it won’t be cheap, but I want Reynolds Law to attract the biggest cases in Florida and Georgia.”

      “Understood,” replied the younger of the two men. He looked over at his counterpart, then added, “We will need an initial investment of one hundred thousand dollars to get started.”

      Maggie’s cell phone began vibrating again. She turned the device over in her hand. It was the same number calling. Third time in a row.

      “Excuse me one moment,” Maggie said as she stood from her chair. “I need to step out and take this call.”
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        * * *

      

      Maggie stood in the hallway outside the meeting room. “Hello?” she said, an edge in her tone as she pressed the cell phone to her ear.

      “Maggie?” came a voice on the other end of the line. “Is that you?”

      The voice sounded familiar, but Maggie couldn’t place it right off. Based on the area code, the caller was from the southwest corner of Georgia. An area that included a place she knew well—Blake County.

      “Who is this?” Maggie asked as she glanced at her watch. It was close to four o’clock on a Friday afternoon. She doubted it was an old lawyer friend from Blakeston. Most were far away from their offices by now.

      The reply sounded tired. “It’s Eli—Eli Jones.”

      A faint beeping mixed in with the hum of background noise on the other end. The sounds of a jail intake area, she assumed.

      “It’s good to hear from you, Eli. Listen, I’m not a criminal defense lawyer anymore, so if that’s what you’re calling about, I can get you in touch with a friend by the name of⁠—”

      “It’s not that,” Eli said, his tone serious. “It’s my sister. She was in an accident. She’s hurt, Maggie. It’s bad.”

      Maggie almost slapped herself for making assumptions about the call from her former client. Eli Jones was the last client she represented as a public defender. The young Black man—still a kid of eighteen or nineteen years old at the time she met him—had been accused of knocking over a gas station with a group of fellow gang members. She’d negotiated a sweetheart deal for the kid that kept his feet on the street. There had been no word from him since.

      “Hold on, Eli,” Maggie said as she started walking down the hallway toward the office of one of her paralegals. “I’m looking for something to write with.”

      “I don’t know what to do, Maggie,” Eli said, his worry seeping through the phone. “You’re the only lawyer I know.”

      Maggie turned the corner into her paralegal’s cramped workspace and found no one seated at the desk. She eyed a legal pad and pen near the keyboard and grabbed both. She fell into the office chair and kicked her high heels off.

      “Slow down and tell me what happened, Eli.”
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      Tim Dawson drove while Maggie rode shotgun. As they reached the outskirts of Tallahassee, Florida, they left I-10 and merged onto US-27. The north-south highway would take them through Havana and over the Georgia-Florida line. They’d be in Blakeston by midnight.

      “Has anything been released about the wreck?” Tim asked as he tapped the blinker, easing the vehicle around a tractor-trailer running sixty-five in the right lane.

      “There are a couple of stories up on social media,” Maggie said, her fingers typing away on the computer in her lap. “Looks like both WCTV and WTVY have picked the story up, but no names have been released yet. Maybe there will be more when the ten o’clock news runs.”

      Tim nodded, eyes on the road. The last light of the day cut through the tall pine trees along the divided highway, casting shadows on their path ahead. They’d planned to drive south to Key West for a long weekend together. Their chance to unplug from work and to reconnect with one another. Those plans had changed with one phone call, though, and Eli Jones had them on their way back to rural Georgia. Back to the place where it all began.

      “When was the last time you heard from Jones?” Tim asked, keeping his speed at ten miles over the limit.

      Maggie didn’t respond. He knew she’d heard him, though.

      “Mags?”

      Tim glanced over at her. Maggie had her eyes fixed on the screen in front of her, fingers ticking away at the keys on the laptop. He reminded himself that it wasn’t personal, nor was she ignoring him for the sport of it. She was hard at work, distracted by her thoughts on the new case. He’d been investigating cases for her for almost five years now. Sharing a bed with her for almost six. He knew her moods—especially when she got locked into a big case.

      Six years earlier, before the trial of Lee Acker—still the biggest case of Maggie’s career thus far—Tim worked as an investigator for the Georgia Bureau of Investigation. He’d been a rising star in the ranks of the GBI in those days. He assisted in large-scale narcotics investigations and ran point on murder cases all over South Georgia. So, when a member of local royalty turned up dead in Blake County, Tim caught the coveted assignment as the lead case agent for the team spearheading the investigation into the killer. Then, during the biggest investigation of his young career, he committed a cardinal sin. He struck up a relationship with the key suspect’s lawyer, Maggie Reynolds. When the relationship came to light, the conflict forced him out of his post with the GBI. The choice presented itself: Maggie or his career in law enforcement. Tim chose Maggie.

      Now, he worked as Maggie’s primary investigator at her law firm. She no longer represented the accused, though. She was a personal injury lawyer. Car wrecks, slip and falls, dog bites, and the like. He worked with her on all of it, and he enjoyed it. All except the death cases.

      “So, Eli lost his mother and fifteen-year-old brother in the crash?” Tim asked, this time speaking louder to get Maggie’s attention.

      “And there was another boy in the car,” Maggie replied, still typing away on the laptop. “He was fifteen, too. A friend of Eli’s little brother. He died en route to the hospital.”

      “Jesus,” Tim groaned. “And his sister?”

      “That’s Maya. She’s at the hospital now.”

      “What’s the latest on her condition?”

      Maggie stopped typing for a moment. “I talked to Eli earlier when we stopped at the rest area. It sounds like she is stable, improving.”

      “That is good news,” Tim replied. “What an awful day for those families. I can’t even imagine.”

      Maggie nodded and looked over at him.

      “It is awful, Tim. This is going to be an awful case. A downright brutal, heart-wrenching case. It’s the first big one for the firm, though. The first of many if we can get a good outcome for Eli and Maya.”

      Tim kept his eyes on the road and mulled her words over in his head. There was an insensitivity there to the loss of life that worried him. He understood how it worked, though. For personal injury lawyers, wrongful death cases were good cases. They brought big verdicts, and Maggie was on a mission to get her first big one. To make a name for herself among the trial lawyers in the Southeast.

      “I get it.”

      “Do you get that this case is an opportunity, though?” Maggie asked, her hand reaching across the center console to rub his leg. “These are the kinds of cases that can help us in building the firm up. It can take my career to the next level.”

      He’d bring his concerns up to her later. “I’m all in.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” Maggie said before returning to business. “Are we confirmed with Crash?”

      Columbus “Crash” Davis was Maggie’s preferred accident reconstructionist. Tim knew him well from their days in law enforcement. Back then, Crash was with the Georgia State Patrol, running the roads of South Georgia. He soon realized his talents in accident investigation promised to net him a better living than working at the local post, so he put his papers in for early retirement and started his own consulting firm. As a hired gun for personal injury lawyers that needed expert services, Crash embraced his nickname with vigor, and not-so-subtle marketing.

      “Crash is on for a breakfast meeting in the morning,” Tim said after a long pause. “He will take us out to the scene after.”

      “Did he say whether he was going to be able to make it out to the scene today?”

      “He was going to try to make it to the area before dark to get some photos. Hopefully, he’ll have a preliminary opinion by breakfast.”

      Maggie nodded, satisfied.

      “When are we meeting with Eli?” Tim asked.

      “We need to meet with him as soon as possible to get him signed up. I’d like to make it to him tonight if we can.”

      “I don’t know, Mags. He is probably exhausted and at the hospital with his little sister. Don’t you think we should wait until tomorrow?”

      Maggie closed the laptop and turned toward him.

      “He is vulnerable, Tim. You know people will take advantage of that vulnerability. Friends will be calling, recommending lawyers for the family. Ads will be running on the television in his sister’s hospital room. Some lawyers may even stop by to check on him. He needs advice right now.”

      Tim nodded again. He wasn’t the lawyer.

      “That’s why we need to be there,” Maggie continued, leaning her seat back to shut her eyes. “You get it, right?”

      Tim pressed a button on the steering wheel to turn on the radio, ending the discussion. He listened as A Tribe Called Quest started through the speakers. He settled back in his seat and kept his eyes on the dark road ahead.

      “Let me know when we get close,” Maggie added. “We can check and see if the hospital will let us in for a few minutes to visit.”

      Tim sighed. He knew the number one rule in getting new clients signed up: Get to them while the tears are still in their eyes.
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      Charlotte Acker found a table outside her favorite coffee shop. After the Saturday morning study session inside her apartment, she craved fresh air. She set her laptop up at a small bistro table and welcomed the feeling of sunshine on her arms and face. The shop’s patio, perched on the edge of a small canal, provided cover from the busy traffic on nearby M Street. Charlotte sipped her iced coffee and watched as couples strolled by along the walkway, some taking the small footbridge over the water that led to more rows of high-end offices, shops, and restaurants.

      She often admired the narrow waterway below. A section of her new neighborhood that she would have shared with her father, a man that had loved the beauty of nature and often looked for it in the large cities they visited together. Being by the narrow waterway, far from her home in Blakeston, made her feel close to him.

      Charlotte’s attention moved from her thoughts to her cell phone as the device began buzzing on the small table. She smiled as she picked it up.

      “Hey, Uncle Cliff,” Charlotte said with excitement. “If this is your only call from jail, I recommend you call someone closer to home to bail you out.”

      “If me getting locked up will get you closer to home, I’m willing to take a new charge.”

      “Don’t count on it working!” Charlotte exclaimed. “I didn’t go to class all semester to skip out on finals.”

      “I did all the time, Charlie girl. Look how it worked out for me.”

      “Do you really want me to tee that one up?” she replied, laughter in her voice.

      “No need,” Cliff fired back. “Hey, what’s wrong with your accent, by the way?”

      “Don’t worry about my accent, Uncle Cliff.”

      “Okay, well, if it’s flattening out up there in DC, you just let me know. I’ll make sure you have a few more rednecks calling you throughout the week.”

      “One is plenty,” Charlotte said, her spirits lifting with the sound of her uncle’s voice. “So, what’s up?”

      Since Cliff had been released from prison, shortly after her father’s murder, he’d been a constant in her life. He called almost every other day to check in on Charlotte. Always asking about her law school classes and nights out with friends in DC. Always listening to her as she griped about her day. He and her father were as different as two brothers could be, but that didn’t stop Cliff from stepping up. He was there to stay.

      “Your mom is wanting to know when you will be coming home to Blake County?”

      “I’ll be back this summer to visit. I just don’t know when. I know I’m not staying for long, though.”

      “Aren’t you lawyer types supposed to get internships in the summer?” Cliff asked. “I bet you could get an internship down here for a couple of months. I’m sure Bruce Tevens would love to have you in his office.”

      Blakeston was like most small Southern towns. It had too many lawyers. All with their own shops and fighting over the few clients with enough money to pay their bills. There were those that handled the criminal defense matters and took in the occasional car wreck or slip and fall for a handsome fee. Then there were those that represented the farmers, bankers, and small business owners that could pay by the hour. Bruce Tevens was the latter, and he was the family attorney. Though Charlotte always enjoyed catching up with Bruce, she was determined to stay as far away from small-town lawyering as possible.

      “I already have something in mind for work,” Charlotte replied. “I have an interview later this week.”

      “Isn’t it a little late to line up the summer internship with a big firm?” Cliff asked. “Not that I have done any kind of reading on the subject whatsoever.”

      “Uh-huh,” Charlotte said. “Well, this one is in government, and it just came up.”

      “Give me the scoop. Where’s it at?”

      Charlotte paused and thought a moment about her response.

      “I’ll tell you more about it if I get the gig.”

      “I get it,” Cliff replied. “It’s with the CIA, isn’t it?”

      “It’s not with the CIA,” Charlotte groaned. “It’s just a boring office job.”

      “Yeah, yeah, that’s what someone who is going
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