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            Summary

          

        

      

    

    
      When Rayne becomes the lead detective in a high-profile murder case, she’s thrown into a world of danger and deception. With the killer on the loose and all eyes on her, she’s forced to navigate treacherous waters and stay one step ahead of the game. But when a mysterious stranger comes to town, she finds herself drawn to him despite her better judgment.

      

      Jameson is a seasoned undercover cop who’s seen it all, or so he thought. When he’s assigned to a small town to take down a major drug ring, he never expects to get caught up in a deadly game of cat and mouse. And he certainly didn’t expect to fall for Rayne, the tough-as-nails detective who’s leading the charge.

      

      As they work together to bring down the criminals who threaten their town, Rayne and Jameson can’t deny the sparks that fly between them. But with danger lurking around every corner, can they risk opening their hearts to each other? Find out in this thrilling mystery romance about two people who find love in the midst of chaos and danger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication of my 100th book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Make new friends, keep the old,

        one is silver and the other is gold.”

        –Joseph Parry

      

      

      

      
        
        My addition to this timeless verse.

      

      

      

      
        
        “To find a true friend and not another dud,

        is like finding a perfect diamond in the mud.”

        –Jill Sanders

      

      

      

      
        
        To all of my diamonds in the mud

        Thank you for seeing me through some great times and being there to help pick me up during the not-so-great ones.

      

      

      

      
        
        To my sisters

        Is there anything better than diamonds?

        Cuz that’s what you all are to me.

      

      

      

      
        
        To my husband

        Thank you for standing by my side through every wild idea and adventure and walking the path with me every step of the way.

      

      

      

      
        
        To my editor, Erica

        We’ve journeyed through 100 babies and countless words together! Thank you for your unwavering support.

      

      

      

      
        
        To every single reader who has enjoyed any of my books. Thank you for allowing me to fill your head with my stories. Without you, I would have never reached 100 books.

      

      

      

      
        
        An important message from the author

      

      

      As some of my loyal readers may know, right before I started writing this book, I underwent a double mastectomy, and I was awaiting my last reconstructive surgery while I wrote this book.

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t alone in this battle. Not only was my cousin undergoing the same surgeries at the very same time, but a couple of my school friends had to fight the same battle.

      I’m grateful my cousin and I both caught our cancer early enough to avoid the more agonizing treatments like chemotherapy or radiation. Neither of my close school friends was so lucky. Within the same year, the four of us were all fighting a battle that millions of women and men face in their lifetimes.

      Invasive breast cancer affects approximately 13%, or one in eight, of US women within their lifetime. These statistics are alarmingly high.

      I urge you to take a moment to schedule your yearly mammogram and/or doctor’s appointment while reading this book.

      Thank you, and I hope you enjoy Diamonds in the Mud.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      From the case files of the local police department in Avoyelles Parish, Louisiana, dated November 3rd:

      “Today at approximately 06:15 a.m. CST, Officers James Lee and Randy Cordova were out on patrol on County Road 56 near mile marker 38 when they pulled onto the highway’s shoulder to remove some tree debris in the road from last night’s storm.

      Officer Cordova claims that roughly five minutes after pulling over, he heard a sound like that of a dying animal emanating from the eastern marsh. The officers worked their way approximately thirty feet into the wetlands and then called for immediate backup when they spotted a child. They were unable to reach the exact spot without sinking into the marsh themselves.

      When Chief Roswell arrived, it took the three of them almost half an hour to pull the young girl, estimated to be about five years old, out of the soggy marsh. She had been buried chest-deep in the mud and was covered with bug bites and what appeared to be burns and lacerations.

      The child was rushed to the medical center where it was estimated that she had been stuck in the marsh for more than twenty-four hours. The girl, who couldn’t remember her name, was severely dehydrated and…”

      The rest of the words in the handwritten report were smudged and no longer legible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “A real diamond is never perfect.”

        –Anthony Doerr

      

      

      Rayne

      I finished typing my single-page report and immediately fought the urge to wad it up and chuck it at someone’s head.

      Who in the hell would do such a thing?

      An entire box of puppies, no older than a few hours old, had been tossed into the dumpster behind the Piggly Wiggly on O’Riley Street. Their little bodies were stuck in place due to the tar-like substance that someone had poured all over their fur.

      I’d seen a lot in the five years since I’d taken the job as investigations lieutenant at the PD in my hometown of Gemsville, Louisiana, but this was the worst thing I’d ever laid eyes on. The worst kinds of criminals were those who harmed the innocent and weak.

      Gemsville was built like a lot of small towns scattered all over the South. The city and county buildings and the old town center were in the heart of the town, which was circled by a large highway. Most of the businesses, schools, and homes were in the inner circle. The Red River ran smack through the middle of the town and was the unofficial separation between classes.

      The larger, higher-class homes sat to the east side of the river while the smaller ones were on the west. These rules were set long before I’d been born, and most of the businesses followed them too, except for the businesses directly downtown, which had been renovated in the past ten years or so. Most of them catered to younger crowds in an effort to drive money into the revived location.

      Since taking this job in the town I’d been raised in, home of some forty-thousand people, I’d witnessed drug overdoses, spousal and child abuse, and straight-up murders. Still, I knew that the box of dead puppies would be the thing to keep me up at night.

      It wasn’t even seven o’clock in the morning and my gut was rolling. I doubted I could eat the kolache I’d picked up before getting the call about the dogs.

      “Rayne?” Someone knocked on my door, and I jerked my head up from my messy desk. “We got a call.” Sherry Ericson, the PD’s version of an office assistant, stuck her head in my door. The woman’s perfect mocha-colored skin always reminded me that I should take better care of my own skin.

      “A call?” I asked, waiting. I knew Sherry did things on her own time. If she was ever in a hurry, that’s when I knew I’d better start to worry.

      She leaned on my doorway and sighed. “You know the two Bobbys?”

      I rolled my eyes. “What’d they do now?”

      “Nothing.” She shook her head back, sending her beautiful afro swaying. Which reminded me that I was probably due for a hair appointment. How long had it been? A year? I reached up as I waited for Sherry to finish the story and played with the split ends in my muddy brown, straight-as-a-nail hair. “They called in to complain about loud noises coming from the Taylor’s last night around one.”

      This surprised me. The two Bobbys, as everyone in the precinct called them, were Robert Elwood Sr. and Robert Elwood Jr. Over the course of the last ten years or so, the father and son duo had spent more time in the drunk tank than they’d spent in their own beds. What surprised me wasn’t the fact that the Bobbys had called the cops, but that they’d called about a noise problem at Henry and Sharon Taylor’s residence. The Taylors were Gemsville’s very own “It” family. Sharon Taylor had recently been re-elected as the town’s mayor, while her husband sat on almost every single board in town, including the school board, the city council, and the boards responsible for planning and building, parks and recreation, and historical preservation. He even sometimes sat in on the police and fire district meetings. The family had their hands in everything that was Gemsville.

      The Bobbys’ single-wide trailer sat less than five hundred yards from the Taylor’s old ten-thousand-square-foot mansion and its pristine ten-acre, perfectly manicured yard. The historic plantation, complete with white marble columns, had been in Henry Taylor’s family since the slave trading days. It was a historic gem and also one of the largest homes in the parish.

      There were a lot of rumors around town about the Taylor plantation. Some were good and some, like the fact that it was haunted, not so good.

      It was a well-known fact that the Taylors never let common people, such as they considered me to be, into the massive place. Every year during the holidays, they held an elite ball with a very exclusive guest list that included ten other couples either from very wealthy families or of high political station. They never allowed anyone single into the mix, or so the rumors said. There were a few exceptions for coworkers who held power or money, but that was it.

      The fact that the two Bobbys had heard a loud noise coming from the place didn’t sit well with me.

      “So, have a couple uniforms stop by and⁠—”

      Sherry sighed and shook her head. “Can’t, everyone is out on morning calls already. It’s you and the rookie.”

      I held in a groan. Owen Morrison wasn’t really a rookie. He’d been there almost two years. It had taken almost three years of working behind this desk before they stopped calling me a rookie.

      “I’ll make a call to the Taylors.” I reached for my phone only to have Sherry make a tsking sound. “What?” I set my phone back down.

      “I tried that. No one answered,” she responded.

      I frowned. “Okay,” I said slowly.

      Sherry sighed. “Rayne, I don’t want to tell you how to do your job⁠—”

      She stopped when I laughed, a dry burst that I hoped would show Sherry just how humorous I thought her statement was. It must have done the job because her eyes narrowed at me and her lips twitched slightly. “Okay, so that’s how it is,” she said with a nod, sending her hair flying again. “Girl, get your skinny white-as-a-ghost butt out of that chair and drive out to that god-ugly plantation, which is a high-and-mighty symbol of all the Taylor family took from my people decades ago, and check it out in person. I know you’re not a beat cop, but you’re still a cop. And take the rookie with you.”

      Before I could respond, she turned on her heels and strolled out of my office.

      Damn it. She was right.

      I held in a groan and grabbed the paper bag with my now very cold bacon kolache in it and headed out the door.

      “Where you off to, boss?” Owen Morrison asked as I walked by. He was one of the Strategic Intel Analysis Officers, or SIAs, under me.

      I stopped a few feet from him and narrowed my eyes at the blond man. He was roughly my age, tall and blond. He looked like a Greek god and was sexy enough that there was a line of women hoping to hang on his arm each weekend. Even though he ticked a few of my must-have marks, such as his many tattoos and general bad-boy vibe, I hadn’t fallen for his tricks. Mainly because I knew that there was only half a brain under that gorgeous blond head of hair.

      “What have you got going right now?” I asked begrudgingly. I didn’t want to drag the man with me, but if he drove I might have enough time to eat my cold food.

      Owen shrugged. “Nothing.”

      I nodded for him to follow me. “We’re heading out to the Taylor plantation for a Code 415,” I threw over my shoulder at him. “You’re driving.”

      While Owen drove, I downed my cold breakfast and scanned through the day’s headlines on my phone. By the time we pulled into the long drive to the plantation, which was lined with hundred-year-old oak trees, I was feeling more myself, but the image of the puppies’ bodies was still seared in my brain as I climbed out of the patrol car and headed up the long stone pathway to the massive wood and glass doors.

      “Jesus, look at this place,” Owen said beside me.

      “Watch your language, officer,” I mumbled just as I rang the doorbell. I knew how stuffy the Taylors were. The family was easily one of the most influential in town, not to mention in the largest church in the county.

      I watched Owen straighten his shoulders and quickly cracked my fingers as I waited.

      When no one answered, I took a step closer to the door to peer through the etched-glass windows.

      “Shit,” I groaned. I closed my eyes at the horror I’d gotten a glimpse of just inside the massive entryway of the home. The image of the dead puppies was no longer the most gruesome thing in my mind.

      “What?” Owen said from behind me.

      Reaching out, I nudged the door with my elbow. I wasn’t surprised when the heavy door slid open smoothly.

      “Boss?” Owen cautioned.

      “Get me a wagon here stat,” I said, before stepping inside. “And call the captain,” I tossed over my shoulder. “Scratch that, call the Chief,” I said upon seeing Mayor Sharon Taylor lying on the gray-and-white Italian marble floor with half of her face missing.

      “Shit,” Owen groaned behind me. I glanced back just in time to see my officer lose his breakfast outside the front door.

      “Clean that up,” I barked at him. “After you make those calls.”

      We both turned when we heard a car pull up behind the patrol car.

      Seeing the pink Cadillac, I groaned. It was the same one that Sharon and Henry Taylor drove all over town. In her younger years, long before she or her husband had dipped their toes into politics, Sharon Taylor had sold Mary Kay products.

      “Is that the husband?” Owen asked, wiping his mouth with his sleeve.

      “Yup. Go make yourself useful and play offensive lineman. Don’t let him inside,” I added when he narrowed his eyes at me. Then I nudged Owen towards the older man, who was storming up the drive with a very angry look on his face.

      Stepping into the home again, I pulled out my cell phone and made the call to the chief of police myself. Instantly, I noticed the temperature change inside. The air must have been turned up high. How much did it cost to cool the massive place? Too much, I thought as the phone rang.

      Chief Randy Cordova picked up on the second ring.

      “Hey, sweetie.” Just hearing his voice made me smile.

      “Hey,” I said, then I dropped the smile as I turned to the mess that used to be the mayor of the town. “I have a Code 187 at the Taylor residence.” I paused. “It’s Sharon.” I walked over and knelt beside what I assumed was her neck area and felt for a pulse. “DOA,” I added.

      “Shit.” Randy sighed. “Have you secured the scene?”

      “Yes,” I said just as Henry Taylor burst through the door, pushing Owen into what looked like an antique table, knocking over a massive vase that held more than two dozen long-stem white roses.

      I closed my eyes at the sound of the loud crash as Randy screamed in my ear, “What was that?”

      “I’ll call you back. Just get the crew out here.” I hung up the phone in time to catch Henry Taylor from throwing up and passing out all over his dead wife.

      “Damn it, officer!” I screamed. “Get this man out of my crime scene.”

      Owen jumped up and then stumbled forward, keeping his eyes far from the scene behind my shoulder as I pushed the now almost unconscious Henry Taylor into his arms.

      “I swear to god, this is the last time I take you on a call,” I mumbled towards Owen.

      “I’m good with that,” Owen shot back as he half pulled, half carried the man back out of the door.

      Now there was water from the vase, flowers, and bits of broken vase all over my crime scene. Shit.

      Turning around, I crushed one of the white flowers under my boot and sent a silent curse up to the heavens. What in the fuck did I do to deserve this?

      Taking several calm breaths, I straightened my shoulders, pulled out my phone, and snapped a few photos of the scene before the spilled water could reach the body. Then I turned on the recording app on my phone and started taking notes. No detail was too small.

      I pretty much had photographic memory, but the recordings helped to remind me of small details.

      I noted the temperature of the home. The position of the body. What she was wearing. The fact that the front door hadn’t been locked or shut all the way.

      I glanced around and rattled off a few key notes about items found near her, such as rugs, furniture, and a slipper that had fallen off her foot and was lying almost two feet away.

      Then I knelt next to the body and started listing off things about her.

      There was black soot on her left index finger, and a small sample of blood under her nails. She might have fought back at one point or it could be her blood. The forensic pathologist would determine that.

      There were more than two dozen stab wounds to the chest, face, hands, arms, and legs that I could see. Part of her face was hamburger meat. Could a knife cause such damage?

      I glanced around the room for the weapon.

      Stepping over more white roses, I knelt beside the body again.

      From what I could remember of Sharon Taylor, she’d been a woman roughly sixty years old. She had sandy blonde hair that was always in style and perfectly highlighted, and she dressed in the most expensive fashions.

      I glanced down at the simple gray pants, dark black hiking boots, and black button-up shirt that I normally wore. It wasn’t that I didn’t have style, I just didn’t wear it to work. Not when there was a possibility of getting vomit, piss, or blood on me.

      Just then, the front door opened. I jerked my head up and was instantly blinded by the flash from a camera. Not the small flashes you have on a cell phone, the real deal. The kind attached to cameras that made a noise when they snapped a picture.

      For less than a second, I was blinded completely.

      “Owen!” I screamed as I started blinking frantically.

      “Shit!” I heard Owen say and then I focused my eyes just in time to see him struggling to pull back a dark-haired woman. I didn’t get a look at her face as a mass of long wavy dark hair blocked my view. Still, I knew exactly who it was and held in a groan.

      “Detain her,” I called out, shaking my head and blinking a few dozen times. “Handcuff her if you have to,” I yelled as I rubbed my eyes to force them to focus again. When I could see more than a few inches in front of my face again, I turned back to my job.

      Sharon was dressed in a bathrobe. The sexy kind, not your average stay-at-home-and-watch-a-movie-on-the-weeknight kind. The kind that said, “You’ll like what’s underneath.”

      I pulled the pen out of my pocket and nudged the silk aside. Yup, more silk in hot pink underneath.

      I glanced up at the door when I heard shouting, which brought a few questions to mind. Where were their twin boys, Beau and Wyatt. Did they still live at home? I’d gone to school with them. They’d been stars in every sport and members of every club in school, while I’d been a shy kid who had enjoyed dissecting lab animals and working hard for both of my black belts, but I still knew almost everything there was to know about the two most popular boys in my class. Maybe that was the reason that Owen, a blond clean-cut super-jock, wasn’t my type? The brothers fit that mold and were, well, spoiled brats.

      Why in the hell was the husband just getting home? Were they separated? I hadn’t heard any rumors about it. Then again, I wasn’t the gossiping type.

      I jotted down a few questions in my notepad as I glanced around the room. I stood up and started to head further into the room but stopped when I heard a car door slam outside. I moved towards the door, trying not to slip in the water from the flowers or crush any more roses under my boots.

      “Damn it, Owen,” I barked when I saw a dark sedan peel out of the driveway.

      “She’s a slippery one,” Owen said with a smirk. I narrowed my eyes at him. “Shit, boss, Sabrina’s not going anywhere.” He held up a camera.

      “Sabrina?” I asked. “Since when are you and DeRouen on a first-name basis?” I narrowed my eyes as Owen looked guiltily at me.

      Sabrina DeRouen was the town’s hottest on-scene reporter. I’d known the woman for as long as I could remember. She was by far the nosiest person in town. Well, right behind me. At any rate, she had a reputation for not letting up on anything she sank her teeth into. I was the same way, which is why I made a damned good investigations lieutenant.

      “How in the hell did she know what’s going on here?” I asked.

      Owen shrugged. “She said she got a tip that she should head out here from an anonymous caller. I took her camera so we should be good.”

      I reached up and flipped open the back of the Canon camera. “Yeah, she played you.” I pointed out that the SD card slot was empty.

      “Shit.” Owen ran his hands through his hair. “Sorry, boss.”

      “Was that Sharon?” Henry Taylor asked from where he sat on one of the cushioned lounge chairs on the massive porch. “Who would have done such a thing to her?” The man ran his hands through his hair.

      Henry Taylor was a lot like his sons. Fit, blonde, and for a man his age, very good-looking. Both the Taylors had been fit to my recollection. The rumors were they were looking to buy the twenty-four-hour gym that sat on the outskirts of town.

      “Bag that,” I told Owen, motioning towards the camera. “You’re batting zero, buddy,” I warned him. “I’ll have your badge if you don’t…” Owen’s eyebrows shot up and I sighed. “Just because your daddy is the damned deputy chief of police doesn’t mean I can’t send you to the hole and have you filing papers for the rest of your life,” I hissed, and then I walked over and sat next to Henry.

      “Mr. Taylor, do you know who I am?” I asked firmly.

      The man wiped his eyes with his hands and then nodded. “Detective Rayne.”

      I nodded. “Then you know my reputation around town.” It was meant as a warning, but I could see by the way the man was looking at me that he’d taken it as a promise that I’d catch whoever did this to his wife. “Want to tell me exactly where you were?” He frowned as he looked down into his hands. “Where did you just come from?” I switched tactics.

      “The Bayou,” Henry mumbled.

      Bayou Brews and Blues was one of the many dive bars in town. I knew for a fact that it closed down at one each morning.

      I made a show of glancing at my watch slowly. It was a quarter past eight, which meant that the man had been MIA for more than seven hours.

      “I…” Henry jerked his gaze up and then added, “Stayed late.”

      “With?” I asked, understanding his meaning. The handful of waitresses that worked at Bayou’s did more than flirt. And since I’d noticed his disheveled appearance when he’d barged into the house, it was very obvious that the man had spent the night in someone’s bed.

      Henry’s eyes jerked up towards mine. “You don’t need…” He stopped when my eyebrows arched, then he glanced towards the front door. “This can’t get out. It will ruin…” He dropped off, his eyes still on the door. “Shit.”

      I could see that he’d realized that his marriage had come to a crashing end already. Not because of a scandal stemming from an affair, but because his wife was lying in pieces just inside the front door of their home.

      “Yeah, shit,” I agreed. “Who?” I asked again.

      “Faye,” he said finally with a sigh. “Faye Baker. She and I… Well, Sharon and I… we had an understanding.” He broke off as a tear slid down his cheek. It wasn’t the fake kind either. I’d seen plenty over the years and could tell.

      “Right. Do you happen to know who your wife was with last night, for her end of the understanding?” I asked.

      Henry shook his head. “There are several possibilities. She didn’t tell me who she was with each time. I didn’t want to know.” He ran his hands through his hair again.

      “I’ll need names,” I said, pulling out my notepad and pen, and handing them to him. “Phone numbers if you have them.”

      He took the pad and pen and, as he wrote, I noticed how badly his hands shook. This was a man who was either seriously emotionally affected by his wife’s death or scared. I hadn’t made up my mind yet which.

      “We’ll need you down at the station,” I started just as several cars pulled into the long drive. “You can ride with Owen.” I stood up, tucking the pad and pen back into my pocket.

      Henry stood and watched the cars park beside his. “When can I…” He motioned back towards the front door.

      “I’d suggest you get a room down at the Cypress Inn for a few days.” I turned away from him and nodded at the chief of police as he strolled up the stairs on the porch. “You didn’t have to come all the way down here, Chief,” I pointed out as he stopped in front of me.

      Randy Cordova stood for a moment and smiled at me. The man’s silver hair had always been cut short. His silver-blue eyes shone with kindness and most of the time with humor. His smile was addictive to everyone who knew him. The man had a way of making everyone, especially me, relax.

      “Hi, sweetie,” he said finally and wrapped his arm around my shoulders as he nudged me aside so Owen and Mr. Taylor could pass by. “Henry,” he said to the man with a nod. Henry, for his part, nodded his respect and kept following Owen. We both stood in silence for a moment. Then he turned back towards me. “I figured I’d better make an appearance with a case this big.” He shook his head while he watched Owen helping Henry into the back of his patrol car. The man was pale and shaken. “He doesn’t look to be holding up well. Was he here?”

      “Nope, arrived less than five minutes after we did.” I motioned as we stepped up on the porch. “That’s Officer Morrison’s mess there.” I pointed to the pile of vomit outside the door. “And that’s Mr. Taylor’s,” I said, stepping over the other man’s mess just inside the door. “This mess”—I waved towards the water, broken vase, and crushed flowers—“is thanks to the son of the man you made your deputy.”

      Randy sighed. “Shit.”

      “Yeah.” I shook my head.

      “He sure did make a mess,” Randy said, stepping over the flowers. “Shit,” he said when he saw Sharon.

      “Yeah,” I said again, moving beside him.

      “Well, detective, where do you want me to start?” he asked me.

      “Dad,” I groaned as I rolled my eyes. “Get the hell out of my crime scene,” I begged.

      Randy smiled. “There’s my girl.” He patted me on the shoulder and walked towards the door. “I expect you to keep me updated,” he called as he stepped out the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Let us not be too particular; it is better to have old secondhand diamonds than none at all.”

        –Mark Twain

      

      

      Rayne

      For the next few hours after returning to my office, I interviewed everyone in the Taylor family. Henry Taylor was the perfect picture of a grieving husband. Even though he had been with another woman the last night of his wife’s life, he played the part perfectly.

      I knew there were people out there that had open marriages and, even though it was extremely difficult for me, I had to let that slide. What I saw was a man who was in complete shock that his wife was gone.

      The way he’d been when he’d seen her lying on their entryway floor… there was no faking the horror in his eyes.

      The two Taylor boys, Beau and Wyatt, came into the station for their interviews at different times. Beau had been in Lafayette for a week for a job and had rushed home hours after finding out about his mother. His alibi checked out, and I was fairly sure the guy was more pissed at whoever had dared to do this than he was grief-stricken at the loss of his mother. But I knew anger was a step in the recovery from losing someone so violently.

      Wyatt had spent the night with his on again, off again girlfriend Clara Mangrum. Clara worked at the station in the Standards and Accountability office. I didn’t know where exactly, either Internal Affairs or records.

      Before I even had a chance to contact Wyatt to have him come in for an interview, Clara knocked on my office door. The woman’s short brown hair was cut in that new style all the newly graduated girls wore.

      I didn’t know much about her other than she was roughly nineteen or twenty. The Taylor boys were my age, which meant there was easily a ten-year difference.

      “Got a sec?” Clara asked.

      I motioned to the chair across from my desk. “Shut the door,” I said and waited until she settled in the seat.

      “Wyatt was with me last night. The whole night,” she blurted out.

      “Okay.” I waited.

      “I saw you meeting with Beau, and the whole town is talking about his mother’s death, so I figured you’d be calling Wyatt next,” she added.

      I nodded. “I was just about to call him in.”

      She smiled. “Now you don’t have to.” She started to get up, but I held my hand up, stopping her.

      “I’ll still need to talk to him personally,” I said and motioned for her to sit back down. “Plus, I’ll need more details from you.” I flipped open my notepad while she sank back in the chair.

      “I’ll need your address,” I asked.

      Clara rattled off an address on the east side of town.

      The Taylor’s plantation sat directly outside the highway circling Gemsville, to the northeast. Not a long drive from Clara’s house.

      I’d pegged her from the first day as having been raised with money. The clothes she wore, her hairstyle, and the fact that she always had diamonds in her ears weren’t the only clues. She walked and talked like someone who had done everything she could to avoid letting anyone know she was from a small town in Louisiana.

      “Do you live there alone?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she answered. I raised my eyebrows at her. “My parents summer in Maine.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “And they live in Gemsville the rest of the time?”

      She sighed. “No, they bought a winter home in Florida last year after I graduated.”

      I nodded. “They left you the house?”

      She shrugged. “They haven’t sold it out from under me, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Are you going to college?” I asked.

      She shrugged again. “I was going to community college, but after getting this job and…” She dropped off.

      I waited. “Go on,” I said when she didn’t continue.

      She sighed. “After I started seeing Wyatt, I dropped out.”

      “Any reason?” I asked.

      “Wyatt is important to me,” she said, and once more I waited for more details. “He doesn’t like to date women smarter than he is.”

      I chuckled and then balked when I realized she meant it.

      “Seriously?” I asked.

      She nodded. I rolled my eyes and could tell that she was embarrassed at her admission.

      “What time did you and he meet up yesterday?” I asked, trying to focus on the questions.

      “After I got off work. We went to Louie’s for dinner.”

      Louie’s was an upscale restaurant that sat on the banks of the river. Most nights there was music on the patio and deck area that hung over the water’s edge. Still, the place charged more for a burger than I wanted to pay, so I didn’t normally frequent the joint.

      “How long did you stay?” I asked.

      “Until the band stopped playing, around midnight. Then we headed to my place. I tried to convince Wyatt to move back in with me…” She shook her head, sending her spiky hair to sway. “He was there until he got the call from his dad this morning about what had happened.”

      I had a few more questions for her but my phone rang and she motioned that she had to get back to work.

      When Wyatt came in half an hour later, he corroborated Clara’s story down to every last detail. He had the appearance of a grieving son, emotions that I was sure his brother would eventually reach. The fact that Wyatt was further along in the healing process didn’t surprise me. Wyatt had always been a few steps ahead of Beau in life.

      After I had the immediate family interviews done, I knew there was one major loose end I had to tie up, so I took a stroll down the street to Sabrina DeRouen’s office at the local newspaper building.

      “Got a sec?” I asked her when I knocked on her office door.

      Her eyes narrowed and she nodded slowly at me.

      “Good.” I smiled and moved to stand next to her. “Stand up, hands behind your back.” I pulled out my handcuffs.

      “You are not doing this.” She groaned.

      My smile grew. “Sure I am.” I waited.

      She took a deep breath and then shook her head. “Why? For taking a picture?”

      “You were on my crime scene moments after I arrived. I’d like to know why. For now, let’s call it trespassing. Oh, and bring the drive from that fancy camera you carry around.”

      “You have my camera,” she pointed out.

      “And you have the drive.” I held up the cuffs. “Coming?” I tilted my head and remained silent.

      “Rayne,” she groaned.

      “We can do this the hard way?” I wiggled the cuffs. “Or we can just take a little stroll. I seem to remember outdoing you on the mats last time we sparred. You’re still a brown belt?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I quit karate when we were thirteen.”

      “Still.” I motioned for her to stand up and turn around.

      “This is stupid.” She threw her hands up and stood, motioning for me to lead the way.

      “Everything okay, Sabrina?” Larry, the editor of the paper, asked from the doorway.

      “Just taking Sabrina in for a few questions,” I said cheerfully as I put my cuffs back in my pocket.

      “You girls really should learn to get along again,” Larry said, shaking his head.

      “This isn’t necessary,” Sabrina said as we walked down the sidewalk together.

      “Sure it is. Do you know why?” I asked as I held the door to the station open for her.

      “Why?” Sabrina asked.

      “Because you embarrassed me by sneaking onto my crime scene,” I answered as I ushered her towards one of the interview rooms. “I’d like to know how you knew to be there.”

      I motioned for her to get comfortable. When she sat down in the chair, I smiled and said, “I’ll be back.”

      I walked out of the room, making sure the door was locked behind me, and grabbed a cup of coffee. I enjoyed every sip of the foul-tasting mug before walking back into the room half an hour later.

      “You’re a child,” Sabrina said when I finally sat across from her.

      “I need that camera drive,” I said in return.

      “What drive?” Sabrina smiled.

      I laughed.

      Sabrina DeRouen was my best and worst enemy. I think we butted heads because we were so much alike. I appreciated her smarts, her wit, and her strength. I’m sure she felt the same about me.

      We had been close friends when we were younger. I liked to think we still were. Only, the friendship we had was nothing like the one I had with anyone else in town. We seemed to feed off one another. Yin and yang. The connection of complementary forces connected by the common goal of doing right in the world.

      I had become a cop while Sabrina had turned to telling the world the hidden truths.

      “Why were you at the Taylor’s this morning?” I asked.

      “I followed you and Owen,” she answered quickly. My eyebrows rose slightly. “Officer Morrison.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “You don’t go out on many calls. When you do, it tends to be… newsworthy. I’ve followed you on a few other calls that ended up helping me build my career.” She leaned on the table. “I followed a hunch and it paid off.”

      Yeah, I knew Sabrina often followed me around town. This morning, however, since I hadn’t been driving, I hadn’t noticed or even looked out for her bright blue Honda in the rear mirror.

      “Where were you last night up until you walked into my crime scene?” I asked.

      Sabrina leaned back in the chair and took a moment to answer.

      “Nowhere near the Taylor’s place. I worked at the office until around nine. Went home, alone, and was back at my office around six. When I knew it was going to be a slow workday, I headed across the street for coffee and a muffin. I spotted you and Owen heading out and took a chance.” She tilted her head. “How many suspects do you have?”

      “You don’t get to ask questions,” I pointed out. “You were seeing Beau Taylor at one point,” I said, looking down at my file.

      Sabrina laughed. “In junior high school. Up until I found out he is a narcissist.”

      “What about Wyatt?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “He has a whole different set of issues that I didn’t want to try fixing.”

      “The drive?” I said, holding out my hand.

      It was another half an hour before she finally coughed over the drive and I released her to go back to work. It was obvious that she had nothing to do with Sharon’s murder. Still, I admired her strength and persistence as she peppered me with questions.

      At this moment, I had to keep my cards close to my chest. A murderer was lurking in the shadows of this town, fully convinced they had just evaded justice. Any misstep on my part could unravel the entire investigation just as it was getting started. The thought of not catching Sharon’s murderer weighed heavily on me for the rest of the day.

      First thing the following morning, as I was scanning over the autopsy reports, Sherry tossed a newspaper on my desk. The image of me kneeling over the mayor’s mutilated body was front and center on the cover.

      “Son of a…” I dropped off as I scanned the headline and article. “I should have used the cuffs on Sabrina DeRouen.” I groaned as I tossed the paper down on my desk.

      Sherry chuckled. “You two either need to fight or fuck,” she said as she turned and walked out of my office.

      I thought of paying the local newspaper office another visit, but my day was stacked as it was. I had more than a dozen interviews lined up. Every single employee in the mayor’s office was scheduled to come in and sit with me.

      The day after that, the story broke nationwide, and the image of me hovering over Sharon Taylor flashed on every television screen in the world. Some of them blurred the gruesome details out. Others didn’t even bother.

      In the next few days, I finished interviewing everyone who had ever worked in the mayor’s office. The woman’s secretary was the one coordinating the funeral arrangements, since she was an old family friend.

      In the mayor’s absence, Jackson Pennington, the city council president, filled her shoes. I had tried several times to get in to interview him, but I had only been able to talk to his secretary so far.

      Everyone else in the city building cooperated with me. Not only because I’d known every one of them my entire life but because they were good people who cared about what had happened.

      I had yet to interview anyone down at Bayou Brews and Blues, where Henry Taylor had spent the night his wife was killed.

      I had never met Faye Baker before. She, like Clara, was almost ten years younger than I was. I didn’t know her from school and I doubted I could pick her out of the handful of other waitresses that worked at the bar. Even though I’d frequented the place, she wasn’t one of the waitresses that I knew personally. Yet.

      Even though it was too early for most of the staff to be in the bar, I headed down to Bayou Brews and Blues just before lunch.

      Kenya Jackson, the manager of the bar, unlocked the door for me.

      “Morning, officer.” The woman ran her eyes up and down me. “We don’t open for another half hour.”

      “Is Faye Baker around?” I asked, glancing inside. I could see Evelyn Hart, Zoey Thompson, and Autumn Carter, all waitresses, setting up for the day.

      “No, she’s out for the week.” Kenya leaned on the door. “Can I help you?”

      “Kenya, we both know why I need to talk to Faye. When will she be working?” I asked. “Better yet, why don’t you tell me where she’s staying?”

      Kenya’s smile flashed. “Get a warrant.”

      “Better yet, how about I get an inspection?” I warned, nodding towards the bar.

      “My place is clean,” Kenya countered, her eyes narrowing.

      “Then you have nothing to fear from an inspection.” I waited.

      “She lives upstairs.” She motioned above her with her chin. “Third floor.” My eyebrows arched in surprise. “But I know for a fact that she’s not there today.”

      Without waiting, I headed towards the iron stairs on the side of the alleyway that led up to the third floor.

      I knocked on the door for almost five minutes.

      After slipping one of my cards into the door handle with a quick note on the back, I headed back down and stopped when I saw Evelyn leaning against the back door, smoking.

      “You have rats,” Evelyn said firmly. My eyes narrowed slightly. “The kind that scurry around in the middle of the night. The kind that talk and tell stories they shouldn’t,” she added.

      I understood her meaning instantly. She was saying someone in the precinct was dirty.

      “Have any names for me?” I asked.

      She tilted her head slightly, then shook it. “No. But I’m sure you can find out how many there are yourself. After all, you’re the famous detective that’s all over the news right now.” She smiled, dropped her cigarette, toed it into the pavement, and walked back inside.

      I turned to go and then stopped and flashed a smile.

      “Drinking already?” Aria Hartwell, my best friend since, well, as long as I could remember, said as she walked toward me on the sidewalk.

      “No, just work,” I answered.

      Aria was pretty much my opposite in looks. I was a very firm five foot eight inches tall while Aria was a petite five foot even. My long dark brown hair looked dull next to her short spiky platinum blonde style, even with the caramel highlights she’d given me. Then there were my brown eyes, which were dull compared to her shiny sky-blue ones.

      Still, our friendship was probably one of the most solid things in my life. Shortly after graduating, Aria attended cosmetology school and then opened up her own hair salon business, Jazzed Up, which was the sole reason I always had caramel highlights in my hair.

      “You didn’t respond to my text.” She wiggled her bright teal phone in my face.

      “I’m working,” I replied as I fell in step with her while we headed towards her salon.

      “Are you on for this weekend?” she asked, wrapping her arm in mine.

      “Maybe,” I answered and got an immediate groan from Aria.

      “Rayne,” she whined.

      “What time? Where?” I asked.

      “We were thinking of heading to Alexandria. There’s this little bar⁠—”

      “Nope.” I stopped. “What about…” I motioned with my head back towards Bayou Brews.

      Aria sighed. “Do you want to stick close to home or is it a work thing?”

      “Both,” I answered.

      Aria rolled her eyes. “Fine, we’ll see you there at eight?”

      I nodded.

      Then she reached up and touched my hair. “You’re due for a trim. When you bring your mom in, I’ll carve out time.”

      “I don’t know if Edith wants to come in yet,” I answered.

      Aria’s blue eyes turned sad. “I have everything set for her when she’s ready. It has to be her decision though.” She leaned in and hugged me. “Go, be a detective. Catch a bad guy or girl,” she added with a smile.

      “See you this weekend,” I called out as she let herself into her building.

      I glanced around the town and watched people come and go.

      The older part of downtown had morphed into a very nice place to be. When I’d been in high school, I could scarcely remember ever wanting to be down here let alone walk on the sidewalk alone.

      Back then, most of the old buildings had sat empty or had dusty antique stores in them. There had been a handful of old smoky bars that only the hardest drunks frequented.

      Now we had four popular restaurants, more than a dozen little shops like Aria’s place, clothing stores, and a home goods store. Two very popular bars had live music and packed out each weekend.

      “Hey, Rayne,” someone called out as they passed by in a car.

      I waved and then walked back to the station. I unlocked my office door and tossed my keys down on the desk. I sat down and glanced around my office. It was a little messy, but I had gotten so caught up in the case that I hadn’t taken the time to clean. There were files scattered everywhere, along with several cups of coffee.

      I picked up a cup of cold coffee, hoping it was the one from this morning, and quickly chugged down the cold liquid.

      I was not even close to solving this case. Usually, I was one of the first people at the station in the morning and the last one to leave.

      I took my work very seriously and wanted to do whatever it took to make my fellow officers and my community feel safe.

      The murderer had either been very smart and had covered their tracks or had gotten lucky and left very few clues. My guess was the first one. We were dealing with someone who planned this out. They wanted Sharon dead for a reason.

      One thing was clear at this point—this wasn’t a crime of passion. Even the gruesome way she’d died, there was an art to it. Each slice was meticulous. Calculated. Precise.

      We were still going through all of the fingerprints lifted from the home, but thus far, there weren’t any that didn’t belong to the family, close friends, or coworkers. Any of them could be the murderer.

      The murder weapon hadn’t been found anywhere in the home or on the grounds. Since the driveway was part gravel and part asphalt, there weren’t any tire tracks to look out for either.

      Hell, there wasn’t even a muddy boot print to go off.

      I scoured the reports until my eyes blurred. Sherry dropped off a sandwich that I’d ordered along with a cold soda from the machine in the lobby area.

      I hadn’t realized it had gotten so late until Randy knocked on my door.

      “Go home,” he said, running his eyes over my messy office. “And clean your room,” he added with a wink.

      “Night.” I waved to him as he left.

      Standing up and stretching, I accidentally knocked over a stack of paperwork. When I picked up the folder that had fallen, I noticed something odd in one of the files. Someone had gone through it, taking some of the pages and replacing them with blank ones.

      After half an hour of glancing through all the files, I realized that they had all been tampered with in some way. I had no idea who would have done this or why they would have done it. My office was always locked. The files were always kept inside a locked drawer or file cabinet.

      Only Randy and I had keys. Not even the cleaning crew that came in after hours to clean the building had keys to my office. I normally left my full trash bin just outside for them to empty each evening.

      I sat back down at my desk and went through the files, trying to figure out what had happened. I had files on each of the suspects in this case. Files I had worked very hard on putting together since the murder.

      The only file that was missing pages was the one on Jackson Pennington. Why his file?

      So far, the man was low on my radar to interview in Sharon’s death. Yes, he and Sharon worked together in the county building downtown but, as far as I could tell, that was as far as their relationship went.

      His prints hadn’t appeared anywhere in the Taylor home. Yet.

      Besides the fact that they owned half of the town, Pennington’s family was a mystery. The man had come into town more than five years back, reeking of wealth. The first thing he’d done was buy up half of the businesses and properties and raise rents everywhere.

      I’d never seen the man without an expensive suit on and at least two secretaries following behind him getting anything he wanted. He oozed wealth and knew how to show it off. He wore arrogance as well as he wore his Armani suit.

      I pulled up the digital files and compared them to the physical files to see what was missing.

      It seemed to be timelines of the man’s schedule that I’d gotten from his secretary. One of the reasons I’d put him lower on the list of suspects was because he’d been out of town when Sharon had been killed, which had been estimated as between one fifteen and one forty-five in the morning.

      None of the missing papers seemed all that important. Not that I could tell, at any rate.

      I printed extra copies of the missing papers and replaced them in the files and then finished cleaning up and organizing my office. Then I
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