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Some things you must never stop refusing to bear. Injustice and outrage and dishonor and shame. No matter how young you are or how old you have got.


— William Faulkner, Intruder in the Dust


Let the enemy come till he’s almost close enough to touch, then let him have it and jump out and finish him up with your hatchet.


—Rogers’ Rangers Standing Orders No. 19







Quinn. Quinn. Goddamn you.”


Sheriff Quinn Colson knew it was Boom Kimbrough but couldn’t focus on his best friend’s face. Rain hammered the creek bed where he lay on his back, knowing he was bleeding out but not feeling much of anything. The sky above him was half-covered in fast-moving gray-black clouds over a hazy yellow harvest moon. It was Halloween night out on Perfect Circle Road in Tibbehah County, Mississippi, and damn if the shit hadn’t hit the fan.


“Quinn, man,” Boom said. “Stay with me, brother. Can you hear me? We got folks coming.”


Boom pulled Quinn from the creek bed onto a sandy shoal. His GMC truck lay on its side, engine still running with one headlight shining down the length of the crooked creek. Holy hell, it was tough to breathe, a raspy hollow pain with each breath letting Quinn know he’d collapsed a lung. He’d been shot twice, maybe a few more times for good measure.


Those militia boys had ambushed Quinn as soon as he rolled up. One stuck a gun to his spine while they took his deputy Kenny and locked him up inside the trunk of his own cruiser. Kenny kicking and yelling while the Watchmen went to work on Quinn with their fists, boots, and stocks of their rifles. Quinn thought he’d be protecting a stripper named Dana Ray from her shitbird boyfriend but instead walked right into a trap.


Boom held Quinn’s head in his lap, pressing his old hunting jacket to Quinn’s back and side, again promising help was on its way. All Quinn had to do was breathe, stay awake and alive, and with him. Boom used the hook of his prosthetic hand to tear Quinn’s bloody shirt loose from his chest, rain falling in curtains all around them. Cold water running down Boom’s black face and down his curly black beard.


“She set me up,” Quinn said. His mouth was so damn dry, tasting the rainwater on his lips.


“I know.”


“Fannie Hathcock,” Quinn said. “She got ’em out here.”


“Who shot you?” Boom asked.


Quinn couldn’t answer, feeling a searing pain in his back and deep into his chest, eyes closing and not opening until he was in the white-hot light of the hospital being wheeled down a long hallway. No longer his best friend Boom, but his wife Maggie, a registered nurse in street clothes, talking to him, telling him everything was OK. He was going to be OK. She smelled like clean laundry and sunshine, a silver cross ticking from around her neck. Maggie’s calm, pleasant freckled face flushed red and worried. Her long, lean fingers on his face telling him how much she loved him.


“Why?”


“Because you don’t know what it’s like to quit, Ranger.”


Her face so perfect and interesting, the clearness of her green eyes and the intensity of all those little freckles on her cheeks. Her mouth a red pout, eyes radiating heat and electricity and warmth and goodness. He reached up to touch her face, all that soft white light enveloping him in a bright explosion. And then it was hours or several days later when he saw his wife again, this time with Boom standing over her shoulder. She said Quinn was on the other side of two surgeries, his body healing up and getting stronger every day. Boom looking down and smiling, promising they now had the bastards on the run, the real fun just about to start. Quinn seemed to stay in that hospital bed forever. Lillie Virgil sitting up with him on long nights, updating him on what she knew from the Marshals Service. His mother Jean praying and offering daily inspirational quotes from Jesus Christ and Elvis Presley. His nephew Jason and his adopted son Brandon stopping by each morning, looking awkward and nervous, not sure what to make of Quinn lying flat on his back with all those tubes and wires. Quinn would wink at them and tell them they’d be back out hunting turkey and fishing for bass real soon.


It was weeks later, or maybe a full month, when Quinn woke up to see the familiar shape of a man sitting in the shadows, reclining in a chair in his hospital room. It was very late or very early, full dark outside the window. The shadow man noticed Quinn’s movement and turned on a lamp beside him, illuminating his bald head and clean-shaven face. He wore a black polo shirt, both arms covered in a labyrinth of colorful tattoos.


“Shit, that was close,” the man said.


“Missed my heart by a quarter-inch,” Quinn said. “That’s either good luck or bad aim.”


“You see who did this?” Jon Holliday, federal agent, asked. “Which one of them?”


“One of the Watchmen tried to stop him,” Quinn said. “The shooter was an Indian. Son of a bitch looked just like Jay Silverheels.”


“Midnight Special from the Rez,” Holliday said. “Same one who busted in the jail for Wes Taggart.”


“That’s the way I see it.”


“Could you ID him?”


“Pretty dark night out on Perfect Circle Road,” Quinn said, lips cracked and dry. “But I could try.”


“You know who sent him?”


“You bet,” Quinn said. “Fannie Hathcock.”


“Yes, sir,” Holliday said, leaning forward in the chair. His face moving deep into shadow. “Only we can’t get close to her or any of her new friends in Jackson. Governor Vardaman signed a special order to lock down Tibbehah County. Says the lawlessness has gone on too long.”


“He can’t do that.”


“Too late,” Holliday said. “Already has.”


Quinn tried to push himself up off his back, the pain coming on now, something fierce and sharp hitting him in his spine and deep down into his lungs. His eyes watered as Holliday got to his feet and helped Quinn lower back into a soft pillow. Quinn let out a long and ragged breath, his wind raspy and uneven.


“We’ve got to play Vardaman’s game for a while.”


“No way,” Quinn said.


“Don’t have much choice,” Holliday said. “You’re going to have to trust me. Again.”


Quinn didn’t answer, trying to steady his breath, adjust his eyes into the shadows across Holliday’s face and body as the man stood over his hospital bed. On his forearm, a tattoo of a skull in a beret grinned under the banner DEATH BEFORE DISHONOR.


“I trust you,” Quinn said. “But I can’t hang back. As soon as I’m back on my feet—”


“I’ll need help,” Holliday said. “But you won’t be alone. Even if you don’t see ’em, we got this whole county wired to take down Fannie Hathcock and the Syndicate. OK?”


“Are we under martial law?”


“Vardaman’s version of it,” Holliday said. “He’s set up some kind of committee in Jackson to scrutinize the criminal element in Tibbehah County.”


“Son of a damn bitch.”


Holliday stuck out his hand. Quinn reached up slow and steady to take it. His grip weaker than he would’ve liked.


“Good to see you back with the living,” Holliday said.


“How long?”


“Patience and perseverance,” Holliday said, grinning. “We’re baiting the field now.”




1


Ten months after the shooting out on Perfect Circle Road, a twelve-year-old girl named Ana Gabriel walked in the ninety-five-degree August heat with her little brother Sancho. Sancho was only nine and knew nothing about politics or corruption in Tibbehah County, only that their mother hadn’t shown up to drive them home on their first day of school and he was upset. It frustrated him even further that Ana Gabriel had decided they’d better walk than wait, Sancho questioning all that was good and holy, a full four miles back to the Frog Pond Trailer Park, where so many of the Mexican and Guatemalan families had settled. They were very tired and sweaty, cutting through a thicket of pines and down through a kudzu ravine that hugged the highway.


“I knew this day would come,” Sancho said. “The Rapture. Just like the movies from church. Angels blowing trumpets. People being whisked into the clouds to meet Jesus, even those in airplanes or sitting on toilets. He has taken all the good people and left the sullen and the wicked behind. Every story must end, Ana Gabriel. We know as much. Now it is time for the human race.”


“Would you please shut up?” Ana Gabriel Hernandez-Ramirez said, walking beside her little brother. “Mamá has a reason. She is still at work. Maybe she had to go to the market to buy eggs, cheese, and milk. Perhaps even had engine trouble. Her car. You know that car. So many troubles.”


“Then why won’t she answer her phone?” Sancho asked, wide face shining with sweat, trudging alongside her, short legs trying to keep up. “We have called her twenty times.”


An odd August stillness fell over the Frog Pond Trailer Park on the outskirts of Jericho, Mississippi. Ana Gabriel had never heard it so quiet or seen it so empty, draped in an odd dusky gold light, the heat radiating up from the ground. Sancho followed her into the little maze that took them to the far corner of the park to the white single-wide they rented by the week.


“Our family left us,” Sancho said. “Again.”


“They would never leave us,” Ana Gabriel said. “They love us very much. Take that back or I will punch you very hard in the head.”


“Then it is the Rapture,” he said, excited. “We have to find the others, start deciding who is in charge. I would like to be the mayor of the city. Or perhaps the president of the United States. I would also like my own very large truck. One with big silver wheels and a winch. I like GMC but would settle for a Chevy if we find one with the keys in it.”


“You’re only nine.”


“Does it matter now?” he said. “Now that we are the only ones left? All of it so very sad. The bad children who didn’t mind their parents or eat all their dinner. Ana Gabriel, we haven’t been to church in at least three Sundays. Think of the shame.”


“This is something else,” she said. “Two girls I know were brought to the principal’s office and never returned. You yourself said you saw Tomas in the lunchroom, crying along with his uncle. I don’t like where any of this is headed.”


“Mamá forgot us.”


“Mamá never forgets,” Ana Gabriel said. Her mind already turning over a hundred different possibilities of what might have happened. All of them bad. “She works hard. She works late. You know this. It’s a new job. She has responsibilities. So many chickens to clean and pull out their insides. Why do you always worry? Why do you always think the worst?”


“That’s my job,” Sancho said. “I am the man. The head of the household. Our uncle Chuy told me as much over the summer. C’mon. We need to start gathering wood for the fire.”


“It’s ninety-five degrees,” Ana Gabriel said. “Why would we need a fire?”


“Anytime anyone is lost or left behind, they build a fire. Don’t you pay attention to what we’ve seen on The Walking Dead?”


The journey to the Frog Pond hadn’t been so bad, pushing through the woods, rows and rows of skinny pine trees planted as neatly as crops of corn, the August sun shining down through the branches and onto the copper-colored needles at their feet. Sancho was as wide as he was tall, hoisting his heavy Spider-Man backpack across his shoulders. His face round, with black hair cut still and straight with their mother’s scissors. Ana Gabriel stood a head taller but didn’t let her mother touch her hair, letting it grow straight, long, shiny, and black down to her backside.


Today, she’d tied it in a neat purple ribbon, freshly combed for the first day of school. If only she hadn’t had to sweat through her new linen shirt embroidered with red roses or dirtied her jeans from Walmart, covered full of brambles and cockleburs.


“If you’re so smart,” Sancho said, “you tell me where is everyone? Where has everyone gone?”


Sancho was right. The Frog Pond park was filled with a quiet so complete, she could hear the wind cutting through the spaces between the old rusted trailers. A loose door slamming over and over against the jamb. She looked down at her new Reeboks, bright white and perfect this morning, now covered in a fine brown dust.


“I bet everyone is on the Square, getting ice cream and milk shakes at Sonic,” she said. “Or buying new shoes.”


“My shoes are old,” Sancho said. “They have the name Bobby written inside with marker and smell like sweaty socks. Who was this Bobby? Why did he smell so bad?”


“We are grateful for what we have.”


“You are grateful for that silver bracelet,” he said. “The one your boyfriend gave you.”


She felt her face flush. “He’s not my boyfriend.”


“Then why do you sit with him at church and walk with him for Sunday dinner?” Sancho said. “I even saw you holding his hand maybe six times this summer. The boy with the light brown skin and bright blue eyes. Jason Colson. I know his name. You’ve already written it in pink marker.”


Ana Gabriel moved her hands over her backpack, biting her lower lip. “Shut up,” she said. “Shut up. Shut up. Shut up.”


“Saying it so many times only proves what I say,” Sancho said. “I hope he was a bad kid, maybe one who cheats and steals, for your sake, and that he wasn’t taken up to heaven in a golden light. That way you and him might kiss and warm yourself by the fire.”


She was about to whack Sancho on the back of his head with her book bag when they spotted the other children gathering in the center of the trailer park. Maybe eight, nine of them, some of them crying. One boy sitting on the wooden steps of his trailer, his head in his hands. They were all The Others, the new ones to Tibbehah County. The Mexicans. The Guatemalans. The Hondurans. All different, although most of the children had been born here. They were supposed to be Americans, but few seemed to agree.


After ten different schools in twelve years, Ana Gabriel had moved across much of Texas and Alabama and then Georgia. Their last home had been in a very old apartment complex on Buford Highway in Atlanta, barely seeing their father, who worked every day in construction, doing the jobs that no sane person would want. Lathering tar on roofs, connecting tubes under old houses. He was still there, or so she thought, sending them money every few weeks even though he had a new wife and family. Their mother had taken a job at a poultry processing plant in Tibbehah.


A place that smelled so horrible, her mother would strip and shower after work every day, letting her clothes soak in bleach.


Little dust devils turned and kicked up in a hot summer wind between Ana Gabriel and her brother. She looked over at Sancho, and he gave her a smug, self-knowing smile.


“What?” Ana Gabriel said, approaching the other children. “What is it?”


“They’ve taken them,” a boy about her age said. She’d seen him only once, maybe twice, at The River, getting supplies. His name was Armando and his father had been the one who’d offered the processing plant job to her mother. Hector, his father, acting as a go-between, often gathered workers at the trailer park, telling them what he’d heard from the plant owners, letting them know their rights when there was trouble.


“Who?”


“Our parents,” Armando said. “They are all gone.”


Although it hadn’t quite been a year since the shooting, Quinn felt like his recovery had gone on forever. Draining and bandaging the wounds, getting up slow and easy to his feet, learning to walk again, taking weeks and months off from the Tibbehah County Sheriff’s Office. If it hadn’t been for his wife Maggie, he’d probably still be in the hospital or gone insane. She made him walk, drove him to rehab, looked after his medication and nutrition. No fatty foods. Almost no alcohol and limited coffee. Damn, how Quinn loved coffee.


“Maggie sees you smoking that cigar, she’s gonna have your ass,” Boom said.


“You gonna tell her?” Quinn said.


“Nope.”


“Wasn’t I told to resume normal activities?”


“Is drinking and smoking at four in the afternoon normal?”


Quinn shrugged and blew a smoke ring. “Is now.”


Quinn and Maggie and his adopted son Brandon lived on a fifty-acre parcel of land near a hamlet called Fate. The house was white and tin-roofed, a classic old L-shaped farmhouse built more than a hundred twenty years ago by his great-grandfather, an austere, big-bearded Methodist preacher by the name of William “Big Bill” Beckett. Quinn had barely left the land the last few months, taking walks on the trails in and around the property, at first moving slowly up to the pond, taking nearly thirty minutes for what used to be a five-minute trip. Over the summer he’d taken to fishing, welcoming his old deputy Lillie Virgil and Special Agent Jon Holliday. Boom came over nearly every day, sitting with Quinn until the sun went down.


Quinn was a tall white man, thinner than normal, with a sharp profile and close-cropped dark hair. Some folks told him he had “flinty eyes” and he wasn’t sure whether that was a compliment or an insult. His best friend Boom was black and much larger, six-six and two-sixty, with only one arm. His right arm had been blown off while delivering a tanker of water to Fallujah. Boom had been in the Mississippi National Guard and Quinn in the 3rd Battalion of the 75th Ranger Regiment. They’d known each other since they were five years old.


“What bothers me most about this new sheriff is his attitude,” Boom said. “Man’s cocky as hell. Sure loves telling folks that he’d gone to Vanderbilt and served as a captain in Afghanistan.”


“Even wrote a book about it,” Quinn said. “I heard they’re selling it at the Jericho Farm and Ranch for nineteen ninety-five. Honor and Duty.”


“I wouldn’t wipe my ass with that shit,” Boom said. “Most folks saw more action playing Call of Duty.”


Quinn shrugged. “Governor Vardaman calls him an American hero,” he said. “Just the kind of man Tibbehah County needs to clean up the filth and corruption of such a wicked county.”


“You trying to get me to start drinking again?”


The sun hadn’t even thought about setting yet. Quinn reached for the bottle and refilled his coffee mug. Boom didn’t touch the bottle, again on a long period of abstinence from booze. Booze and Boom never mixed well.


“No, sir.”


“Then let’s not talk about Vardaman,” Boom said. “Not now. Not after all that man’s done.”


“You don’t believe he wants to see a clean and corruption-free state?” Quinn said.


“No more than a hog wants to see his crib free of mud and slop,” Boom said. “You want to see exactly what’s going on? How about me and you go riding tonight and I’ll show you just how much that son of a bitch has cleaned up.”


Quinn drank some whiskey, feeling the hot bourbon slide down his throat. Cicadas chattered high in the pines, a hot wind blowing through the big oak that shadowed his tin-roof porch. As Quinn took another pull of the Liga Privada, he spotted Maggie’s green Subaru cross the old wooden bridge, kicking up dust and grit and pulling into the front yard.


“She gonna get your ass,” Boom said.


“That woman loves me.”


“I know she do,” Boom said. “That’s why she wants you whole.”


Quinn set down the cigar on the edge of an empty coffee can. He would’ve stood up if he could, still exhausted from his mile walk that morning. Hondo raised his head and got to his feet and stretched before running out to meet Maggie and Brandon. Maggie, still dressed in navy scrubs and carrying cloth grocery sacks, made her way up onto the porch. Boom met her, hooked a few bags with his prosthetic arm, and headed into the old house. Brandon, towheaded and skinny in khaki shorts and an Adventure Time T-shirt, had run off into the back field with Hondo, tossing a stick toward the pecan trees.


“Lousy job getting rid of evidence,” Maggie said, waving her hand through the dissipating smoke cloud.


“Would it have made any difference?” Quinn asked.


“Nope,” Maggie said. “You’ve been sneaking cigars for the last month.”


“Never smoke around you.”


Quinn grinned, tapped the ash of the cigar, and carefully edged out the burn. Maggie took a seat on the old porch swing and stretched out her long legs, hair wrapped up in a messy bun on top of her head. She lay her hands over her expanding stomach and looked down to it, cutting her eyes over at Quinn.


“She’s been active today,” she said. “Kicking and punching my ribs.”


“She’s going to be tough.”


“Damn straight, Ranger.”


“Gets it from both sides.”


Maggie nodded, lifting her eyes to Quinn. She tilted her head and pushed some stray hair off the nape of her neck. “You think you might slow down a little tonight?”


“Boom wants to get me out tonight, go low riding on some country roads like we used to,” Quinn said. “Cool out. Take in some sights.”


“I know what he wants to show you,” Maggie said. “You really think that’s a good idea?”


Quinn didn’t answer, reaching for the coffee mug and finishing what was left, not sure if Maggie knew it wasn’t coffee. He stretched his legs out and looked out into the cow pasture across the road, dozens of cattle huddled under a well-worn oak, seeking shade from the heat. They were beautiful to watch. Red Angus, brought over from Texas by his father back when he’d been living in a trailer in the back field. Quinn hadn’t heard from Jason Colson now for almost three years. Even after he’d been shot and it had made national news.


“I guess Boom told you all about the trouble in town today.”


Quinn shook his head.


“New sheriff and his deputies met up with ICE,” Maggie said. “Arrested most everyone out at the chicken plant. I figured you knew all about it. The news was all over town.”


“Heard from Caddy?”


Maggie shook her head. “Nope,” she said. “But I figured she’s right in the middle of it. You know your sister.”


“Son of a bitch.” Quinn gripped the rails of the old metal chair and pushed himself to his feet. “Where’s my phone?”


Ana Gabriel sat on the steps to her trailer watching the sun set through the gathering of pines near the road. They’d scrounged for an early dinner, fried eggs with sweet plantains and warm tortillas. There was a little coffee left in the pot and she halved it with milk, adding four teaspoons of sugar and heated in the microwave. Sancho was inside, half asleep and watching television. Her phone showed she’d called her mother a total of forty-nine times.


If what the boy Armando said was true, she’d need to find her father in Atlanta. Or her uncle in Houston. She’d found only ninety dollars hidden in her mother’s room, tucked into the insides of a ceramic pig in a makeshift bookshelf. How long that would last, she didn’t know. She promised herself that she would try her best to make it as routine as possible for Sancho. Ana Gabriel could wake him in the morning, make their breakfast, and get out to the highway to meet the bus. They would go to school and say nothing about what had happened. It was always a possibility. Her mother had always promised this day would come. Protect Sancho. Protect your brother. But never said anything about protecting herself. Just as the sun had about disappeared, she began to cry.


“Don’t cry,” a voice said. “Come with me.”


She looked up, seeing Jason Colson. He was out of breath and sweating, offering his hand to her. The last light illuminating his blue eyes and bright white smile. She bit her upper lip, nodded, and took his hand, standing.


“My mother’s here,” Jason said. “We’ll drive y’all to the plant. Maybe there is something that can be done. My mom has called lawyers and powerful people she knows to kick everyone free.”


Jason was tall and lean, his skin the color of milk and coffee. She’d been at his birthday party the month before when he turned twelve and she’d given him the braided bracelet he still had on his wrist. They’d had the party at the place called The River that his mother ran, a church and outreach she’d started in an old wooden barn that offered Sunday services in English and Spanish. Miss Colson was spoken about with reverence all over Frog Pond.


“Let me get my brother.”


“Bring everyone you can find,” Jason said. “Momma has a van. Anyone who can’t find their parents can come with us. We’re here to help.”


Quinn and Boom got out to the Johnny T. Stagg Industrial Center right outside Jericho a little after six. Boom parked his jacked-up Chevy on a slanted hill, the road clogged with cars and news trucks, law enforcement and big black buses. Boom limped alongside Quinn as they both saw Caddy screaming at two men in black tactical gear wearing ICE vests, M4s slung over their shoulders. It had been some time since he’d heard his little sister curse. But tonight, she worked out a damn symphony of profanity on the men who smirked at her behind mirrored sunglasses.


“You chickenshit sonsabitches,” Caddy said. “You don’t have any right to come to our town and steal these people. These are good people. I have two babies not a year old who are still breastfeeding, and you took their mommas from them. What about that? What the hell are you going to do about that?”


The men didn’t answer. Quinn walked up to his sister, lightly touching her elbow. She hadn’t seen him and turned around fast and hard. Caddy’s face was sunburned, her blonde hair turned almost white from working outdoors all summer.


“Let’s take a walk,” Quinn said.


“I don’t want to walk,” Caddy said. “I want you to do something. Did you know about this? Aren’t they supposed to tell the sheriff when they invade his county?”


“My current status is complicated,” he said. “But I can find out.”


A tall fence topped with concertina wire encircled the property and the four large white sheet metal buildings where they slaughtered and processed thousands of chickens a day. Even at this distance, the smell was overwhelming, like rotten flesh and a well-used latrine. Boom had gone over to a white church van adorned with a winding purple cursive with the words THE RIVER on the side. He leaned into the open doors of the van, speaking with some kids. Boom always had a way with kids.


“I have thirty-two children missing their parents,” Caddy said. “Today was the first day of school. If these assholes wanted to pull that shit, why today? Why would they want to snatch these parents who’ve been working here for months, some of them for years? Did I mention that I have two babies still nursing? We’re doing all we can. But still.”


“Roger that.”


“Do something,” she said. “They won’t talk to me.”


“Maybe it’s the way you’re speaking to them?”


“Don’t you think I tried nice?” she said. “I’m not Lillie Virgil. I tried both logic and compassion.”


“And?”


“No one will tell me a damn thing,” she said. “Sometimes a kick in the nuts is the only way to start a conversation.”


Quinn nodded and headed toward the front gate, seeing more immigration agents and a few deputies from the sheriff’s office. He didn’t recognize a single one of them but the interim sheriff, a skinny, dark-haired man with a narrow face, black eyes, and jug ears. His two meetings with Brock Tanner hadn’t been pleasant. The man was doing his best to keep Quinn away from returning to his job, protected by the governor’s investigation into corruption in Tibbehah County after Quinn was shot. Quinn had challenged the shaky legal grounds at nearly every level, waiting for the latest hearing with his personal attorney, W. D. “Sonny” Stevens. A good lawyer when sober and even better when drunk.


Quinn nodded to Brock.


The man was dressed as if he was about to be dropped deep in a war zone, complete with fatigues, combat boots, and an M4 rifle. His hair had been shaved short across the nape of his neck and around his gigantic ears.


“Can I help you?” Brock said.


“You can start by telling me what’s going on.”


“What’s it look like, Quinn?” Brock said, snorting. “We’re rounding up a mess of illegals who’ve thrived in this county too long. Tried running. But we got ’em. Got ’em all.”


“You were supposed to keep me posted on any and all operations within the county.”


Brock shook his head. “This wasn’t the type of thing ICE wanted to broadcast,” he said. “This crackdown has been a long time coming.”


“You saying I’d broadcast the information?”


Brock didn’t answer, taking a call on the radio microphone attached to his tac vest. He turned to a few of the deputies he’d brought along with him from Jackson with limited experience in law enforcement. “I’d be glad to sit down with you and discuss specifics tomorrow,” he said. “But I have a job today. I wasn’t brought up here by the governor to sit around the office and drink coffee.”


“You’re doing a heck of a job,” Quinn said. “Looks like some real tough hombres down there.”


Quinn lifted his chin to a group of portly brown women dressed in blue uniforms, heads covered in protective plastic caps. Their hands locked behind them with plastic handcuffs.


“They tried to run,” Brock said, grinning. “But we filled up every damn hole on the fence line with rocks.”


“Damn, Brock,” Quinn said, giving him a sloppy salute. “I can see how you made captain before you ever deployed. Real smart thinking.”


“I don’t need any pushback with this, Quinn,” Brock said. “We’ve been working on this operation since I got here.”


“Where are you taking them?”


Brock stared hard at Quinn and shook his head. “What the hell does it matter?”


Ana Gabriel spotted her mother behind the chain-link fence down the harsh slope of the hill. She had her wrists cinched behind her back, still dressed in the blue work clothes from the plant. Her mother, Luisa, looked sad and ashamed, absently nodding at a fat man in a navy uniform, who stood without speaking, flipping through a stack of papers. When her mother turned, Ana Gabriel saw the blood that covered her coat, a breathing mask loose around her neck. She jumped up and down and waved, shouting, “Mamá. Mamá!”


Luisa Ramirez looked up the hill, lifting her chin and smiling at her daughter. She yelled something but Ana Gabriel couldn’t hear her words with all the other sounds. The motors of the buses rumbled, the men with guns shouted, and their radios chirped with beeps and static.


“Mamá!” she said, yelling again.


Sancho joined her at the barrier, both of them reaching into the chain link and rattling the fence. It was night now, the gravel lot pooled in the bright lights above. She did her best not to cry, only to let her mother know she was there and that she knew what was going on. She was safe. She and Sancho were safe and would look out for each other.


She watched as the officers pushed her mother toward the others who’d been arrested, forming a line onto the bus. Many of them she knew from the Frog Pond, mostly women, but a few men. There was Armando’s father, his hands unbound, holding a plastic bag full of papers, speaking with a dark-skinned woman wearing a vest that said hsi. The conversation seemed hot, although she looked as if she could have been one of them with her dark hair and eyes. But she had a badge and wore a gun and it seemed nothing Armando’s dad said made a difference. Ana Gabriel watched as the line continued to push forward, her mother nearing the door. A bald man with a head like a thumb forced them forward like cattle with the flat of his hand.


Te quiero, Mamá. Te quiero, Mamá.


Luisa Ramirez turned before taking a step on the bus and mouthed that she loved them both. Sancho started to cry, his round little face in his hands. Ana Gabriel screamed and rattled the metal fence topped with razor wire.


“Come on,” Caddy Colson said. “Come with me. We all need to get out of here now. People are asking me questions I don’t like.”


“Where is she going?” Sancho said. “Where are they taking our mother?”


“I don’t know,” Caddy Colson said, wrapping her arm around them both. “But I promise you, we will find out.”
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The son of a bitch was late. Fannie Hathcock had been waiting for Buster White to show for more than two hours and still no sign of his private plane. She stood there, stiletto heels wobbly in the gravel near the airfield and Quonset huts, staring up into the starry sky, checking the narrow gold watch on her wrist while burning through three cigarillos. “That fat cocksucker does this shit on purpose,” Fannie said, spewing smoke from the side of her mouth. “Pissing me off must make his little Twinkie hard.”


Midnight Man didn’t answer. He was a half-ton black man who’d worked for her since she first came from Tibbehah County, promoting his big ass from barbecue pit master at the Rebel Truck Stop to running security at Vienna’s Place, an all-nude bar that operated right off Highway 45. In all the years she’d known him, he rarely spoke, mainly nodding or saying “Yes, ma’am.” Tonight, he was dressed in a black silk shirt, black pants, and black leather shoes to run the show at her new place out on the lake.


“Are the girls ready?”


Midnight Man nodded.


“Is the barbecue and chicken ready to be served?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Those dealers in from Tunica yet?” she asked. “They should’ve gotten to the club three hours ago. I promised the deluxe poker room would be primed and ready for Buster and whoever the fuck he’s flying up with him.”


Midnight Man nodded.


“He came to inspect the goods, see what kind of show we’re floating up on Choctaw Lake,” she said. “He’s worried as hell that once we open up some high-dollar gambling in north Mississippi, it’s gonna chip away at the swinging dickwads who come down to Biloxi for his potato chip and dip parties at the Grand. Probably thinking, Oh shit, this bitch’s gonna poach all my big dogs from the back room and he’s gonna be stuck with gallon tubs of caviar from China and teenage Mexican cooze that can’t speak a lick of English.”


Midnight Man grunted and pointed up to the red flashing lights in the sky. She heard the high whine of the jet engine and fished out the cell from her purse. Within a few seconds, the freshly paved tarmac glowed with pulsing blue lights, a roving beam of white light circling the narrow valley and over the pine trees and kudzu-choked ravines. The crickets and cicadas started to go silent as the plane started its descent.


“And Midnight Man?” Fannie asked. “Don’t trust any of these bastards. They’d just as soon shoot you in the back of your big head as pat you on the back.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


The small white jet landed quick and hard, skidding to a stop just a few feet shy from the barricades at the end of the tarmac. It was flat-ass dark, nothing but the pulsing lights in the valley. The pilot turned and began to double back, jets cooling, engines at a high whine.


“The bastard’s got a big set of balls on him,” she said. “Not many folks would have the guts to fly into my damn world, wanting to get a grand tour of a place they’re no longer welcome. You know what he’s gonna say? He’ll want to sweet talk me about the old times, twenty years back, when I was a knobby-kneed piece of country trash with long red hair and teeth spread out like a rake. He’ll say that he made me, saw promise in my intelligence and sizable attributes, and say something about friendship and a shared history. He still wants to be a part of a good ole boy club that doesn’t have a fucking thing to do with boys at all. Does it, now?”


Midnight Man stood still, a dark shape cut from onyx. Fannie spewed out more smoke, waiting, hand on one hip, the other ashing the tip of her cigarillo. She tapped her right foot fast as a piston, already sweating through her thousand-dollar silk dress from Neiman Marcus.


The plane door opened with a hiss and the stairs unfolded down to the landing strip. She watched as two older white men walked down the steps. They both wore blue blazers and khaki pants, pistols bold on their hips. One was chubby with a graying goatee, and the other seemed a decade or two older, someone she’d seen before, Irv or Merv or some shit. Ole Merv had been working for Buster since before Buster got his cherry popped in Angola doing a ten-year stretch for racketeering and mail fraud.


Buster White walked out of the plane last, waddling down the steps in long blue shorts and a gigantic Hawaiian shirt with palm trees and parrots. He looked like Jimmy Buffett had wasted away on too many margaritas and fucked a killer whale.


“Fannie Hath-cock,” Buster White said, opening his arms. “Baby. My sweet, sweet baby girl.”


She stood rigid for the embrace, feeling it linger like a wayward preacher, his whopping stomach against her, smallish hands brushing across her ass. Fannie tried not to think about acts she’d done for that man when she was younger, happy, and eager to rise in the favor of the Syndicate, up the damn food chain of morons, and learn the business from the dirt up.


“You can let go of my ass now,” she said, pushing him away.


“Gimme a while to take it all in,” he said, licking his lips, looking her up and down, and stifling a belch with his fist. His breath smelled like dead shrimp and onions. “They don’t make women like you anymore. So many curves and bumps, a man could get lost in the topography.”


“Did you forget the party?” Fannie asked.


“Just me and Merv,” he said. “And Frank. You know Frank? Used to work the blackjack table at the Beau Rivage. Don’t you worry. They’re just here so we can have a proper visit, sit down nice and easy over fine whiskey and catch up on old times. And maybe, just maybe, conduct a little business.”


“We don’t have business,” she said. “Not anymore. I made that damn clear.”


“I know what you said on that telephone,” Buster said. “And I know how you felt about me since ole Ray kicked the bucket. But fuck me five times in the ass, we got things that need to be hashed out. We don’t have no Ray to sit down in his white linen suits and fine New Orleans manners to work out the details. We got to come to the fact that it’s just me, you, and the savages down on the Rez now. It’s best for everyone we play safe, baby. Besides, I missed your sweet fine ass. I could bounce a half-dollar off it from here to the moon. I’ll be goddamned if you didn’t dab those tatas with a little Chanel Number Five.”


“Chanel Gardénia is what I wear,” she said. “You must’ve sent me a dozen bottles. Or don’t you recall?”


“Did I now?” Buster said. “How about you tell me more about this place you set up on Choctaw Lake? I heard it’s a hell of a step up from selling flat champagne and lap dances for twenty bucks a throw on the highway.”


“You know it,” she said. “It’s a real class joint.”


“A class joint?” Buster said. “Well, shit. Can’t wait to see it. Might just redneck up the place a little. I’ll even let you sit in big daddy’s lap on the ride over. How would you like that, Miss Fannie? Just like old times with you and me.”


Fannie felt the heat in her neck and face as she ditched the last of her cigarillo onto the gravel, watching it spark into the night. The pulsing blue lights and rotating white light on the airfield fell fast and dark, and it was hot and dry out in the north part of the county. She could hear the brittle leaves in the trees, starved of moisture and burned up in the heat of a summer drought. The cicadas started again as two SUVs flicked on their headlights and rolled to where Buster and his men waited. As one of the white Escalades slowed to a stop, Midnight Man reached out and held the door open for their guests.


“Sure is good to see you, Miss Fannie,” Buster said. “Feels like an ole-time family reunion.”


Fannie watched as Buster and his men disappeared into the SUV and it rolled off the gravel and away from the landing strip.


“Call Vienna’s,” Fannie said, hands shaking as she lit a new cigarillo. “Let ’em know we’re headed out to the lake. And Midnight Man?”


The big man turned, eyes dark and leveled at her.


“Chill the beer,” she said. “But lose the dealers and the fucking girls. Looks like this is gonna be a goddamn private show.”


Quinn stood with Boom in the hills overlooking the landing strip. When he’d been a kid, he and Boom used to wander all over the old airfield, shut off from the main highway with concrete barricades and NO TRESPASSING signs and barbed wire and all those good things that made boys have to know what it’s like inside. But the airstrip and old outbuildings had been updated in the last few years. The busted old tarmac had been recoated with slick black asphalt, brand-new equipment set up along the strip. Most recently, five new Quonset huts shuffled between the old relics, painted a flat green. He and Boom had been visiting the airfield a lot lately, noting the traffic in and out, logging tail numbers and photographing new visitors in Tibbehah County.


They were both dressed for hunting, dark green T-shirts, camo pants, and armed with shotguns and rifles. Quinn carried his Beretta M9 that had accompanied him on thirteen tours to Iraq and Afghanistan. The walk in from the road hadn’t been easy, tough as hell on his back and lungs. But Quinn liked being back in the quiet woods, doing work he’d been trained to do and spent half of his life doing. He lifted his night vision goggles to the airfield just as the two white Escalades pulled away toward the highway.


“You recognize the fat man?” Boom said.


“Maybe.”


“That man’s shirt bigger than a circus tent,” Boom said. “But if he’s standing toe to toe with Queen Fannie, he must be important.”


“Fannie wants everyone to know Tibbehah County is open for business.”


“Sure am glad the new sheriff is keeping a lid on the corruption since you did such a horseshit job of it.”


“Maybe I should read his damn book,” Quinn said. “Pick up a few things about honor and duty.”


“You know Maggie knows what we’re up to?” Boom said. “She don’t believe for a damn second that we’re running the back roads for the hell of it. She knows even shot up, you can’t just sit on your ass and do nothing.”


“Ain’t that the reason I came home?”


Boom nodded, sliding the shotgun onto his back with the sling, his metal hook glinting in the soft glow of the moon. Quinn caught something in the corner of his eye and headed a few meters down the hill, through a thicket of pines. He got on his haunches and pulled out a penlight from his ruck. He looked up at Boom, who saw just what he was seeing.


“Trip wire.”


“Yep.”


“I didn’t get my ass patched up at Walter Reed just to get it blown up in the hills of Tibbehah County,” Boom said. “Just what all is Miss Fannie moving through north Mississippi?”


Quinn scanned the trees for cameras, the ground for more wires. He looked down at the big collection of new Quonset huts and back up at his friend. “Everything.”


“Where is everybody?” Buster White said. “I thought you said y’all were open for business.”


“We are,” Fannie said. “I just figured you and I might have a little privacy before the party started. You can’t get a lot done once we truck those girls in from Vienna’s Place. Never met a man in my life who could think with his pants down around his ankles.”


“Don’t know about that, doll,” he said. “That’s how I study on things best.”


Buster followed her through the brand-new sprawling cabin out on the northeastern tip of Choctaw Lake. Fannie had secured fifty acres of privacy around the parcel, setting the main cabin so far into the tree line that passing boaters couldn’t see it. She’d built a dock from stone trucked in from Tupelo and a large kidney-shaped pool out back of the gaming house where special guests could drink cheap champagne and make small talk with topless women. Fannie taught her girls to make ’em feel special. Always look the man in the eye, give him a reassuring touch on the forearm, toss the hair, lick the lips, and smile. Don’t ever stop smiling through whatever kind of bullshit he was telling you. His goddamn bitch of a wife. His bad luck at golf. They all had busted egos and walnut-sized brains and would put their peckers into a ring of fire to get laid by some young tail.


“Damn, this place is sharp,” Buster said, strolling through the expansive house, letting his fat little fingers trail on the green felt of the craps table. “Y’all sure went all out.”


Buster White eyed the big mahogany tables for late-night poker games for the high rollers and a billiard table up by the bar where you could challenge a girl in short shorts or lingerie to play a game of straight pool or foosball. He stopped when he saw the tall wooden Indian by a glass cigar humidor. He patted the big Indian on his chest and turned back to Fannie.


“I bet you call this ole chief Kaw-Liga,” Buster White said. “If it were mine, that’s what I would do. Fell in love with that ole Choctaw maid at the Georgia store. So tell me this, Fannie. Just what are you expecting as a monthly take in a place like this, going with the seasons as they are, up and down. Just what do you hope to average?”


Fannie rested a hand on her hip, the sweat drying across her neck and her chest in the cool refrigerated air, and looked Buster up and down. They were alone. Midnight Man stood outside with Merv and Frank, showing them the big stone pool filled with salt water that would be heated in the cooler months, and maybe on out to the special dock they planned to build next year. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”


“Come on now, baby,” Buster said. “Ain’t no secrets between me and you.”


Fannie told him. Didn’t seem to make much of a difference now. Buster made a low whistle and shook his head.


“Honey, hush your mouth.”


Fannie shrugged. The gaming room smelled of heart pine and fresh leather and the faint trace of cigar smoke from the weekend before when she had folks flying in from damn near everywhere. Fannie stopped by the bar to open up a bottle of Johnnie Walker Blue, knowing it was Buster’s favorite and that he liked to see a fresh bottle opened just for him. Buster would never forget the SOB who put paint thinner in some Jim Beam nearly thirty years ago and took out a good chunk of his throat and stomach.


She clinked in a few ice cubes in a crystal glass, poured in three full fingers, and walked slow and easy back over to him. His pig eyes full on her tall, long-legged strut, the slit in her black silk dress running damn near up to her coot. The room was so silent and shadowed that it hummed.


Buster accepted the whiskey and put his big nose to the edge of the glass, sniffing. “Did you expect me to wish you all the damn luck in the world with my thumb jacked up my ass?”


“I don’t recall asking permission to run my fucking business,” Fannie said.


Buster swallowed down nearly half that brown water and rested his hands on the edge of a pool table. He picked up a cue ball and absently sent it barreling through the other balls arranged on the green felt. The balls cracked and spun, wheeling out in chaos from the center. Buster set down the drink and stared down at the table, hands resting on the edge.


“Ray’s dead,” Fannie said. “I do as I please.”


“I am truly sorry about Ray,” he said. “But you and me was tight, too. Good ole times back in the day.”


Fannie didn’t answer.


“You sure did know how to please a man,” Buster White said, his upper lip wet from the scotch. “You were so damn strong, too. Like some kind of wild woman loose from the swamps. So damn eager. Yes, ma’am. I always asked for you personal. Send that redheaded country girl. She knows how to work that ole gear shifter. She doesn’t just dally around. No, sir.”


Fannie’s hands shook as she lit a cigarillo and gritted her teeth. “I’m sorry you came all this way,” she said. “For nothing.”


Buster grinned and shrugged, strolling through the wide-open space of cabin built for gaming and entertaining, his fat ass making the heartwood pine floors creak as he walked. He headed over to the wall and selected a pool cue, testing its weight and size in his hands. He held it tight in his right hand and tapped it lightly into his left. Something in his pig eyes had changed, giving them a flat coldness that Fannie had only seen a handful of times. Only half the house lights were on, leaving most of the floor in shadow.


“Sorry, baby,” Buster White said. “Ain’t no way ’round this. How about we talk this over like a couple of civilized white folks?”


“You trying to intimidate me?”


Buster White seemed to relax, his hand holding the pool cue falling to his side. His eyes met hers and he slowly nodded. He handed her the crystal glass. “Oh,” he said. “I think we’re long past that. How about we just skip ahead to the good part.”


“And what’s that?”


“A drink to seal the damn deal.”


Boom cruised by the dozen diesel pumps at the Rebel Truck Stop, turning down toward the diner’s plate-glass windows. Truckers and old folks huddled over steaming plates of the best chicken-fried steak in the state and the worst catfish in the county. Boom had a Charley Pride album in the tape deck, playing “Just Between You and Me.” The neon lights blazed along the roof of the truck stop and the titty bar behind it, Vienna’s Place. Quinn thought back on the time when a crew of bank robbers had holed up inside and later blew up his favorite truck. Damn, he sure did miss the Big Green Machine.


“Did you hear anything about a party out at the lake?” Quinn said. His arm hung out the window, fingers touching the top of the truck cab.


“Nope,” Boom said. “Not a damn word.”


“Don’t see those Escalades from the airstrip here,” Quinn said. “Not many other destinations in Jericho for them.”


“Maybe they went for Taco Tuesday at the El Dorado,” Boom said. “A side of those margaritas Javier mixes up with grain alcohol. The kind that make Miss Jean recall all those nights at Graceland with your daddy and Elvis.”


“Half that shit never even happened.”


“Does it matter?” Boom said. “Your daddy always said to never let the truth get in the way of a good story.”


Boom rolled on into the parking lot that separated the truck stop from the strip club and drove through the empty spaces by the front entrance. A few of the working girls stood outside with the thick bouncer with a shaved head, smoking cigarettes in short black robes, tall in knee-high boots and plastic platform heels, craning their heads to see just who was passing by. Boom wasn’t shy, lifting his good hand and giving them a salute. Neon and flashing white lights shone off the hood of the jacked-up Chevy.


“Fannie now runs those big rigs right through the garage out back of the Rebel,” Boom said. “There was a time that she’d take ’em out to the airstrip to tear them apart and divvy up the goods. Now it’s all out in the open. Me and you park here for a few hours and we’ll see two, maybe three hot trucks run up into that double bay. They’ll be chopped up and out of state by sunup.”


Quinn nodded. He reached into the glove box for a pint bottle of Jack Daniel’s and unscrewed the top. “How close do you think we can get to the gambling house?”


“You really need more of that?” Boom asked, looking down at the bottle.


“Coming from you?” Quinn asked, hearing more edge than he meant.


“Just asking, is all,” Boom said. “We can’t get far at all to Fannie’s new place. Best we can do is by boat. And last time me and you did that, they started shooting at our ass.”


“She’s got even more girls working?”


“Oh, hell,” Boom said, turning the wheel with his prosthetic hand and taking them back onto the main highway, past the Golden Cherry Motel and its flashing sign with yellow neon fruit dangling and empty concrete swimming pool. “Don’t even have to walk across the street no more for action. Fannie got cribs set up in the back of Vienna’s. Men get their crank worked free and easy out in the open. That damn county ordinance Skinner wanted enforced? About pasties and G-strings? Shit. They buck-ass naked all in that place now. You want pillow talk and a girl will meet you over at the Cherry. Run you about five hundred bucks. Better-looking women can score about eight hundred, maybe a thousand if they’re known.”


“And how do they get known?”


“Internet,” Boom said. “Fannie’s got girls in the Cherry right now hooked up to the web, doing all kind of wild shit for tokens. They’d park a damn rocket ship in their privates for a hundred bucks. Way I heard it, Fannie is making more money on that shit than any damn lap dances at Vienna’s. She’s gone high tech and worldwide. Seems men just can’t get enough of that hot Southern action.”


Quinn turned up the pint bottle of whiskey. He felt the heat spread down his throat and across his chest, offering him a little relief from the pain in his back and legs. It had been a long while since the shooting, but his breath still felt ragged and heavy. He missed running the hills. Running is what had kept him sane.


“You think she’s dialed back on the weed and shit rolling in from Houston?”


“My friend can’t get close to that,” Boom said, punching the accelerator and taking them toward the Jericho Square. “She sees the women and the internet shit running twenty-four/seven but can’t find out where, when, and how much shit Miss Fannie’s been running out of Tibbehah.”


“The drugs and the guns are what Fannie’s always done best,” Quinn said. “The skin trade, out in the open, has never been much more than a money wash for her buddies.”


“Place kinda looks like when you came home ten years back?”


“Nope,” Quinn said, placing the small bottle back in the glove box. “It’s a lot worse.”


Buster White finished his second helping of Johnnie Walker Blue and set the glass aside. He flattened his hands onto his big stomach and leaned back into the comfortable leather chair. “I don’t care if you slit that seal yourself. That damn whiskey’s been watered down.”


“You know it,” Fannie said, smiling. “Learned from the best.”


“I am truly sorry about ole Ray,” he said. “Fine, fine man. Ray kept this whole world straight. From New Orleans up to Chicago. I never for one second believed the lies they spread about what happened.”


“That I fucked him to death?” Fannie said, blowing out some smoke.


Buster nodded. He ran his fat tongue over his front teeth and turned his head to cough.


“Oh, that’s true,” she said. “The lie is that I meant to do it.”


She heard feet clatter and gather up on the wooden porch facing the lake. Merv and Frank, casino-issued blue ties pulled loose in the heat, walked into the room and looked at their boss, nodding in his direction. Buster seemed to relax a little, crossing his little fat leg over the other and rattling the ice in his glass.


Midnight Man stood big and thick outside the front windows, looking out into the darkness of Choctaw Lake. Merv and Frank stood near Fannie as she relit a cigarillo and leaned back into the couch, smiling at the security guards. The older one, Merv, nodded back, sucking in his stomach and straightening the lapels on his navy sport coat. Frank smoothed down his goatee, looking to Buster White and then back around the room. He seemed to notice something he didn’t like, staring at the cool air blowing through the vents. The workers had left little plastic strings on the registers, flapping hard and strong. It must’ve been sixty degrees inside.


Fannie refilled Buster’s glass, reaching for the leather strap of her Birkin bag. She took a slow walk behind his chair, setting the bag at her feet, reaching her hands down around his thick neck, noticing the fat rolls under his buzz-cut white hair. She started to massage Buster’s shoulders, feeling her fingers work into the thick folds of skin and fat, flabby muscle.


Buster craned his head to stare up at her and winked. “Fine place,” he said. “Shame I’ll have to burn the motherfucker down unless we come to some kind of terms.”


“You got me, Buster,” Fannie said. “I tried to run. I tried to hide.”


Fannie massaged the skin folds harder, looking to Midnight Man standing outside the French doors. He was nothing but a shadow but saw that she nodded in his direction. Merv and Frank leaned against the bar, Merv checking his watch and looking toward the front door. He should’ve looked toward the back. The side door opened without either of them knowing it, Fannie feeling the hot summer air blow through the cold room. The men just starting to turn as the big Indian passed by ole Kaw-Liga, standing nearly as tall and straight, with high cheekbones, black eyes, and his black hair threaded into a ponytail. He raised a .357 toward the bar and shot through the two men, splattering glass, blood, and whiskey all over the marble.


Fannie was already onto Buster, pulling out her sixteen-ounce framing hammer and whacking it into the side of his thick skull. His fat head lolled forward and then back, teeing himself up for another solid whack, this time misting her hands with fine bits of blood. She recalled that man’s hairless flabby body crawling on top of her so long ago, when she was little more than a kid, pushing nearly all her breath away, twice cracking her rib trying to make something happen out of nothing.


His hands reached out and gripped her forearms. But damn, he was so fucking old and weak. She hit him again. And again. And again. Didn’t take but about thirty seconds and it was all over.


He let out a final raspy cough and then settled into stillness. Fannie’s lithe hands and fine dress covered in Buster White’s blood.


Fannie caught her breath, swallowed, and dropped the hammer to the floor. Sam Frye, right-hand man of Chief Robbie of the Mississippi Choctaws, came into her view and placed a steady hand on her shoulder.


“It’s done,” Sam Frye said. “What about their plane?”


“That plane belongs to me,” Fannie said. “I’d been planning on a night like this for more than twenty years.”


Quinn and Boom pulled into the Sonic and killed the engine. They ordered burgers and shakes and sat in the old truck with the windows down. The drive-in was full of light and action, high schoolers sitting at little round tables by the take-out window. A sky blue ’69 Camaro with a white racing stripe cruised past. A red El Camino with a rebel flag license plate followed, moving in a slow parade around downtown Jericho. Boom popped out the Charley Pride and plugged in some N.W.A “Alwayz into Somethin’.”


The music reminded Quinn of being twelve and hanging out at Boom’s house after church, playing the music through headphones so his preacher daddy didn’t hear what was going on. Boom’s father called rap “the devil’s music.” Somehow knowing the music was dangerous and evil made it all the better.


Quinn watched as a Tibbehah County Sheriff’s Office patrol car rolled into the lot, a white man Quinn had never seen behind the wheel. He wore sunglasses at night, a blue ball cap down in his eyes.


“You know these motherfuckers?” Boom asked.


“Nope.”


“But you know why they’re here?”


“You know it.”


“What they’re saying about you, about me, about the whole damn county that allowed a woman like Fannie Hathcock to roam free?”


“Sure do.”


“Goddamn Brock Tanner,” Boom said. “We seen this dirty game before.”


The patrol car circled around again, the white man behind the wheel wanting to make sure he’d made his point, established his territory. He slowed for a moment before Boom’s canary yellow Silverado and then scratched off quick from the Sonic, flashing his light bar and heading out into the darkness.


“You scared?” Boom said.


“Damn well terrified,” Quinn said. He lifted the bottle of whiskey and finished it off.


Boom studied his friend’s face for a long moment but didn’t say a word.
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When Donnie Varner came home from a federal prison in Texas two months ago, his father had thrown him a party out at the Jericho VFW Hall. His daddy Luther had tried his best, offering a catfish and hushpuppy spread, all the sweet tea and Mountain Dew you could drink, and even a special cake made of dozens of Moon Pies. His cousin Randy had brought a nice Bluetooth boom box to play Donnie’s hit list: Guns N’ Roses, David Allan Coe, Marshall Tucker Band, and Confederate Railroad. He sure did love him some “Trashy Women.”


But the damn party had been a bust. Besides Randy and a few cousins that he didn’t give two shits about, no one really showed. Donnie had gotten drunk anyway, slipping out to his daddy’s prized gold ’68 GTO to fill up a red Solo cup with the Jim Beam he’d stashed. At one point, he wasn’t too damn sure, but he felt like he’d had a pretty good time dancing with his big Aunt Hollis, who weighed in at maybe two-fifty and some change and sure could move that big ass across the floor. He thought they’d done some fine work on “Boot Scootin’ Boogie” although he sure as hell always hated Brooks & Dunn. He and his friend Quinn Colson had always been sure those ole boys about dropped the damn atom bomb on real country music, along with the true anti-Hank, Garth Brooks.


Donnie Varner never figured on a ticker tape parade but didn’t expect to come home as a fucking pariah to the place where he’d been born and raised. It wasn’t like he’d killed no one. Or ran buck-ass naked through the Jericho Square. All he’d done was try and work out a business deal between himself, a local crook named Johnny Stagg, and a crew of fucked-up Cartel boys for ninety-seven M4 rifles. All he cared to remember about that time was a woman named Luz who had been—in Donnie’s true and less than humble opinion—the most gorgeous creature God had ever put on this earth. He would’ve eaten glass and walked through fire to have one more last kiss with her.


He thought about Luz, praying as he did every night that she was still alive and safe down in Old Mexico, while he watched the sun rise over the Confederate cemetery outside town. He’d borrowed Luther’s GTO that morning, not asking permission but not trying to hide it, either, and had driven out for a quick meet with Mr. Coldfield. Since he’d been out, he’d tried to gain the old man’s trust, coming out to his furniture store in the late afternoons when the whole warehouse was empty and listening to Coldfield’s grand retelling of how Nathan Bedford Forrest had outsmarted a thousand Yankees under the command of William T. Sherman himself, the motherfucker who’d burned up most of a grand and noble society. Or at least that was the way the old man told it.


The furniture store, Zeke’s Value City, sat right next to the cemetery, a red sheet metal building with a sloping white roof that promised two football fields full of discounts and deals. Donnie sat in his dad’s GTO studying the old headstones of all those boys in gray, bracing himself for another history lesson from goddamn old man Zeke himself as if he’d been there back in the winter of ’64 for the Second Battle of Jericho.
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