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Chapter One

Discovery
Chapter 1

T he snow crunched under my boots, each step a small accusation. You 
don't belong here. The Christmas lights strung across Main Street 

blurred through the falling ka—esvred, green, goldvcasting soft halos on 
the pristine white coFering the sidewal—s. -iFe fortyE'Fe on Christmas HFe, 
and ShepherdPs Iollow loo—ed li—e a postcard. Hmpty. Deaceful. Derfect.

q wasnPt any of those things.
My 'ngers found the cross at my throatvgrandmotherPs cross, smooth 

silFer warm from my s—in despite the zecember cold. The Chero—ee geoE
metric patterns pressed into my palm as q sOueeBed. Lld habit. jad habit, 
probably. Tom used to notice when q did it, would giFe me that loo— that 
said whatever you're thinking, you're wrong about yourself. jut Tom wasnPt 
here anymore to tell me that.

Tom was the only reason q was here.
First female sheriff in Shepherd's Hollow history. The newspaper had 

made such a fuss about it. First Native American. Ni—e those were Ouali'E
cations instead of Aust facts about my zKR and gender. TwentyEnine years 
old and wearing a badge qPd watched better people earn. The town council 
had chosen me because Tom Datterson recommended me in his will. Iis 
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will. Ni—e q was something to be inherited along with his case 'les and the 
oxce coGee ma—er that only wor—ed if you hit it twice on the left side.

q shouldPFe stayed at the -jq.
Ko. That was a lie. The -jq didnPt want me. Kot after zallas.
The memory hit li—e it always didvsudden, sharp, unwelcome. The 

suspectPs face across the interrogation table. My gut screaming he did it, he 
did it, he did it. My mouth saying the same to my superFisor. The eFidence 
saying something diGerent. My superFisorPs FoiceJ You're too emotional, 
Cross. You're seeing what you want to see.

Turned out qPd been seeing what q wanted to see. Vrong suspect. Vrong 
theory. :ight suspect wal—ed free for siU more months.

SiU months was long enough to —ill again.
Too emotional. The words had followed me out of that building, into 

the Aob applications that went nowhere, into the studio apartment where 
qPd seriously considered Aust going bac— to Chero—ee and waitressing at 
my cousinPs diner. Then Tom Datterson called. 3ruG Foice on a Thursday 
morningJ Heard you're looking for work. Town needs a deputy. I need some-
one who gives a d*%n.

IePd neFer as—ed about zallas. KeFer made me eUplain. *ust handed me 
a badge and said, Fresh start. You and me both.

Kow he was gone, and the badge was heaFier.
q scanned the storefronts out of habitvMartineB Iardware, dar—. DegE

gyPs ziner, closed for the holiday. The boo—store with its window display 
of natiFity scenes and mystery noFels, an odd combination that somehow 
wor—ed. HFerything buttoned up tight. HFeryone already at -irst CommuE
nity Church for the candlelight serFice.

HFeryone but me, doing the patrol Tom wouldPFe done. Ma—ing sure 
the town was safe while people lit their candles and sang their carols and 
pretended the world was the peaceful place Christmas cards promised.
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The wind pic—ed up, sending snow deFils spinning across the intersecE
tion. Storm coming. Veather serFice said seFen oPcloc—, heaFy accumuE
lation, possible whiteout conditions. :ight now the air Aust tasted li—e 
winter and woodsmo—e from someonePs chimney. Cold bit through my 
uniform Aac—et. q should head to the church soon. zo a sweep before the 
serFice started, ma—e sure the par—ing lot was clear, be Fisible so people 
remembered they had a sheriG.

A sheriff who doesn't deserve the job.
q touched the cross again. 3randmotherPs Foice in my memoryJ Leah, 

girl, when God gives you something, you don't get to decide you're not worthy. 
You just say thank you and do the work.

The problem was 'guring out if 3od had giFen me this, or if qPd Aust 
stumbled into it because a good man retired.

? ? ?
The dar— shape near the natiFity display registered wrong. Too large to 

be one of the wooden 'gures, too still to be a person whoPd respond when 
q called out.

My hand went to my weapon. Training —ic—ed invassess, approach, 
scan.

The gaBebo lights rekected oG fresh snow, casting eFerything in soft 
white and shadow. q moFed closer, boots silent on the powder. Scanned the 
perimeter. SOuare empty eUcept for the eFergreens and the natiFity stable 
and that shape that my brain still refused to process correctly.

Ten feet away, q recogniBed the uniform.
No.
-iFe feet. jrown uniform Aac—et, —ha—i pants, blac— boots. SilFer hair 

dusted with snowka—es.
Please, no.



KRTRNqH jR2H: :HHz6

q dropped to my —nees beside him, and the snow soa—ed through my 
pants, cold and wet and completely irreleFant because Tom Datterson was 
lying on his bac— with his eyes open and his face holding an eUpression qPd 
neFer seen on him before.

Surprise. jetrayal.
7Tom.7 My Foice crac—ed. Drofessional training said check for pulse but 

my hands shoo— so badly q could barely get my 'ngers to his throat. Iis 
s—in was cold. Kot froBenEsolid cold, but cold enough that q already —new.

Ko pulse.
q chec—ed anyway. Dressed harder, moFed my 'ngers, tried his wrist. 

Kothing. The cold seeped up through my —nees, and my breath came out 
in foggy clouds that drifted across his still face.

7Ko, no, no.7 The words fell out. q forced myself to stop, to breathe, to 
think.

Time of death. Iis s—in was cold but not rigid. Snow had accumulated 
on his Aac—et but not heaFilyvthe storm hadnPt started yet, this was Aust the 
light dusting wePd been getting all eFening. q touched his hand. Cold but 
not froBen. jody temperature dropped one point 'Fe degrees per hour. 
Cold air would speed that, but hePd been dead less than an hour. Maybe 
thirty minutes. Vhile qPd been wal—ing my patrol route thin—ing about 
how much q didnPt deserFe this Aob, someone had —illed the man who gaFe 
it to me.

-iFe to 'FeEthirty. Vhile the town headed to church.
q made myself loo—. :eally loo—. Ko Fisible wounds. Ko blood on the 

snow, none on his clothing. Kec— showed no bruising. -ace was pale but 
not discolored. qf q didnPt —now better, qPd thin— hePd Aust laid down in the 
snow for a rest, eUcept for his eyes. Those eyes that had loo—ed at me across 
the des— siU months ago and said I believe in you were staring up at nothing 
with shoc— froBen in them.
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Vhat had he seenB VhoB
Iis right hand was closed around something. q pulled bac— his 'ngers, 

careful not to disturb potential eFidence eFen though my hands were 
sha—ing and my throat was so tight q could barely breathe.

R wooden 'gure. CarFed, old, the wood dar— with age and handling. 
zetails sharp enough to see the shepherdPs robes, his staG, his face turned 
upward li—e he was watching sheep on a hill.

-rom the church natiFity display. qPd seen these pieces eFery Christmas 
since moFing herevthe handEcarFed set that got displayed in the sOuare, 
the one Mrs. Ienderson tal—ed about during the historical society meetE
ings qPd sat through when Tom made me Aoin. RntiOue. 4aluable. Someone 
wouldPFe had to ta—e this from the display deliberately.

R white card was tuc—ed under TomPs other hand. q pulled it out with 
numb 'ngers.

Drinted teUt. Scripture reference.
Matthew 9:36 – "When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, 

because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd."
The shepherd piece. The Ferse about shepherds.
Tom had been ShepherdPs IollowPs shepherd for thirty years. HFeryonePs 

guide, eFeryonePs help, eFeryonePs safe harbor when things went wrong. 
IePd been mine.

This wasnPt random. This was planned. Symbolic. Dersonal.
Someone who —new the church intimately. Someone who —new which 

pieces were in that natiFity set, who could access them, who understood 
what they meant.

Someone whoPd sat in those pews and sang those hymns and sha—en 
TomPs hand on Sunday mornings.

Someone from town had done this.
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The Christmas lights —ept twin—ling. The snow —ept falling. Rnd TomPs 
eyes —ept staring at a s—y he couldnPt see anymore.

? ? ?
My phone was already in my hand, 'ngers clumsy with cold and shoc— as 

q pulled up the camera. Drotocol. zocument eFerything. The -jq training 
qPd tried so hard to forget —ic—ed in li—e muscle memory.

-irst, wide shots. TomPs body in relation to the natiFity stable, the 
Christmas tree, the town sOuare gaBebo. The snow made focusing dixE
cultvwhite balance was oG, ka—es —ept blurring across the lens. q wiped 
the screen and tried again.

Closer angles. TomPs face, his hands, the position of the shepherd 'gE
urine before qPd moFed it. My hands shoo— so badly the 'rst three photos 
came out blurred. q stopped, breathed, forced my 'ngers steady. The cold 
air burned my lungs.

HFidence bags from my duty belt. qPd restoc—ed them last wee—, thin—ing 
qPd use them for drun— and disorderly calls, maybe petty theft. Kot this. 
KeFer this.

The shepherd 'gurine went into one bag. The wood was smooth, worn 
from decades of handling. Someone had carFed this with real s—illvyou 
could see indiFidual folds in the robe, the grain of the staG. The face turned 
upward with an eUpression of deFotion that made my chest ache.

Scripture card in another bag. The paper was thic—, eUpensiFe. Drinter 
in—, not handwritten. Dlanned. Dremeditated.

7zispatch, this is SheriG Cross.7 q —eyed the radio. Static crac—led bac—. 
7zispatch, do you copyB7

More static. Vind was pic—ing up, and the snow fell heaFier now, fat 
ka—es that didnPt drift so much as driFe sideways. The storm was moFing 
in faster than the forecast predicted.
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q tried my cell phone. Lne bar. The call connected for half a second 
before dropping. Ko signal.

The snow —ept falling. Ln TomPs face, his uniform, the ground where 
footprints had already beenvwould be completely buried in minutes. q 
grabbed the tarp from my patrol car and coFered him, hands fumbling 
with the corners. Crime scene tape went around the perimeter in a pathetic 
attempt at preserFation when the weather was destroying eFerything.

State Dolice were fortyE'Fe minutes away on a good day. qn this stormB 
qmpossible.

zeputy -ran— Vilson was in -lorida Fisiting his daughter. Sent me a 
postcard last wee— with a palm tree on it.

That left Marcus Iayes.
Vho wanted my Aob. Vho made it clear in eFery shift brie'ng and traxc 

stop reFiew that he thought the town council had made a mista—e choosing 
TomPs roo—ie oFer TomPs Marine brotherEinEarms. Vho called me SheriG 
with Aust enough edge to ma—e it sound li—e an insult.

Marcus, who was at -irst Community Church right now with eFeryone 
else.

q loo—ed up the hill. The church sat against the dar—ening s—y, its white 
steeple star— and solid, warm light glowing through stained glass windows. 
-rom here, q could see shadows moFing insidevthe congregation gatherE
ing for the candlelight serFice that shouldPFe started 'Fe minutes ago.

Lne of the upper windows held a silhouette. *ust a shape, bac—lit by 
interior lights. Someone standing still, loo—ing down at the sOuare.

Noo—ing at me.
q stared bac—, and the 'gure stepped away. zisappeared into the buildE

ingPs interior.
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Lxce areas up there. Storage rooms. Rccess for church staG, council 
members, Folunteers setting up for Christmas programs. CouldPFe been 
anyone.

Someone was watching. Someone —new qPd found him.
7zispatch, this is SheriG Cross.7 q tried the radio one more time. DroE

fessional. Calm. Ni—e my heart wasnPt trying to hammer out of my chest. 
7qPm at the town sOuare. SheriG Datterson is deceased. Suspicious death. 
qPm heading to -irst Community Church. :epeat, SheriG Datterson is 
deceased.7

Static answered.
The snow fell harder. Vind cut through my uniform Aac—et and found 

eFery gap, eFery opening. My 'ngers were numb.
q touched my grandmotherPs cross through my shirt. -elt the silFer warm 

from my s—in, the familiar shape that meant you're not alone, you're not lost, 
you have a path.

CJW8 DM.
Two hundred people in that church.
Lne of them was a —iller.
q too— a breath and headed up the hill.



Chapter Two

Trapped
Chapter 2

T he side door gave way with a soft click, and warmth hit me like a 
wall.

Organ music swelled from the sanctuary. Voices joined in harmo-
ny—"Silent Night" lifted through the hallways, two hundred people 
singing together. The contrast made my stomach drop. Out there, Tom 
lay under a tarp in the snow. In here, candlelight and Christmas carols.

I shook snow from my shoulders, my boots leaving wet prints on the 
polished tile. The hallway stretched ahead, lined with bulletin boards 
advertising mission trips and potluck signups and children's Christmas 
pageant photos. Pine garland draped every doorframe. Cinnamon candles 
burned on side tables.

Normal. Everything looked completely normal.
"Sheri? CrossM"
I turned. Wargaret xells stood in the doorway of the church oHce, 

reading glasses hanging from a beaded chain around her neck. She was 
siAty-something, gray hair in perfect curls, wearing a red cardigan with a 
snowman pin. Ler eApression shifted from surprised to concerned in half 
a second.
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"I didn't eApect—is everything okayM"
Wy face must've given me away. I tried to smooth my eApression, but my 

hands were still shaking.
"I need 0eputy Layes." Wy voice came out steady. Small miracle. 

"There's been an incident."
Wargaret's hand went to her mouth. She knew. Not the details, but 

she knew something serious had happened. People always knew when 
authority showed up looking wrong.

"Of course. I'll get him from the sanctuary without—" She gestured 
vaguely, meaning without causing a scene, without interrupting the service, 
without starting a panic.

"Thank you." I paused. 0etective mode clicked into place despite my 
racing heart. "Wargaret, what time did you arrive tonightM"

She blinked. "Jour-thirty. I always come early on Christmas Eve to pre-
pare bulletins and set up the welcome table." Ler 4ngers twisted the edge 
of her cardigan. "xhyM xhat happenedM"

"0id you see anyone else arrive earlyM"
"xell, yes. Several people." She counted on her 4ngers, nervous en-

ergy  making  her  movements  :uick.  "Lelen  Rradford  came  around 
four-forty-4ve—she's our treasurer, needed to lock up some year-end pa-
perwork in the oHce safe. Pastor 5ames arrived at 4ve to prepare for the 
service. 0aniel came about 4ve-4fteen to set up chairs for the youth group 
gathering after service." She paused. "1yan Witchell stopped by around 
4ve-twenty, said he was looking for Sheri? Patterson. Bnd Emily arrived at 
4ve-thirty to arrange the music program."

Wy mind catalogued each name, each time stamp.
Lelen Rradford. GUG2 PW.
Pastor 5ames 3arrett. 2Uqq PW.
0aniel 3arrett—pastor's son, youth group leader. 2UF2 PW.



TLE CL1ISTWBS EVE RKBCDOYT FF

1yan Witchell—Tom's nephew. 2U*q PW, looking for Tom.
Emily 3arrett—pastor's daughter, music director. 2Uzq PW.
The window was 2Uqq to 2Uzq. Tom died in that thirty-minute gap. Bny 

of those people could've slipped out the side door, walked down to the 
s:uare, and returned before the service started.

Bll of them had opportunity.
"Sheri?M" Wargaret's voice pulled me back. "Please, what's going onM"
Co?ee smell drifted from the fellowship hall. Somewhere down the 

corridor, children laughed. The organ transitioned to "O Come, Bll 6e 
Jaithful," and the congregation's voices rose together.

Sacred. This was sacred space, sacred night. Bnd someone had violated 
it completely.

"5ust get 0eputy Layes, please. 0iscreetly."
Wargaret nodded and hurried toward the sanctuary, her cardigan hem 

7uttering behind her.
I stood alone in the hallway. Christmas lights blinked on the garland. 

B poster for the living nativity advertised showtimes through New 6ear's. 
Someone had left a plate of cookies on the welcome table with a noteU Help 
yourself! Merry Christmas!

Two hundred people in that sanctuary. Jamilies, friends, neighbors 
who'd lived in Shepherd's Lollow their whole lives. People I saw at the 
grocery store, the post oHce, the diner. People who'd voted for me, or 
hadn't, or didn't care either way.

Wore than likely, one of them had killed Tom Patterson.
Then they'd walked back inside, picked up a hymnal, and started 

singing.

888
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Leavy footsteps echoed down the hallway. Warcus Layes emerged from 
the sanctuary, pulling the door shut behind him. SiA-foot-two, broad 
shoulders 4lling out his deputy uniform. 0ark hair going gray at the tem-
ples. The kind of presence that commanded respect without trying.

Le didn't look happy.
"This better be good, Sheri?." Le stopped three feet away, arms crossed. 

"6ou just pulled me from Christmas Eve service."
The way he said Sheriff—not :uite mocking, but close. Kike the title 

didn't 4t right in his mouth.
I straightened. "Tom's dead."
Warcus went still. "xhatM"
"I found him in the town s:uare twenty minutes ago. Le was mur-

dered."
The color drained from his face. Le took a step forward, then stopped. 

"6ou're sureM Not a heart attack or—"
"I'm sure."
"Keah." Le shook his head. "6ou've been sheri? three weeks. Wedical 

emergencies can look—"
"There was a scripture card." Wy voice came out sharper than intended. 

"Bnd a shepherd 4gurine from the church nativity set placed in his hand. 
Staged. 0eliberate."

Lis jaw tightened. I watched him process, watched denial war with logic 
across his features. Twenty years of eAperience told him to :uestion the 
rookie sheri?. Rut something in my tone made him hesitate.

"Show me."
I pulled out my phone, swiped to the photos. Leld it out.
Warcus took the phone. Lis hand trembled slightly as he 9oomed in on 

Tom's face. On the 4gurine. On the scripture card with its neat typewriter 
font.
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"5esus." Lis voice cracked. Le handed the phone back, turned away. 1an 
both hands through his hair.

I  gave  him thirty  seconds.  The organ music  swelled  through the 
walls—"5oy to the xorld" now, triumphant and bright. Warcus's shoulders 
shook once, then went rigid.

xhen he turned back, his eyes were red but his eApression had locked 
down. Professional. Controlled.

"xhat do you needM"
1elief and guilt hit simultaneously. 1elief that he'd believe me, help me. 

3uilt for watching him like a suspect when his grief was this raw.
"Storm knocked out communications. State Police can't get here until it 

clears—hours at minimum. I can't reach anyone outside town." I kept my 
voice level. "xe've got two hundred potential suspects in this building, and 
I need to make sure no one leaves."

"6ou think someone in here killed TomM xhat makes you think thatM" 
"Timeline 4ts. Wurder happened between 4ve and 4ve-thirty. Service 

started at siA-thirty. Bnyone could've slipped out and back."
Warcus's face hardened. "That's thin."
"The shepherd 4gurine came from this church. Tom's body was posi-

tioned facing the church—I think he was looking this direction when he 
died. Bnd Wargaret gave me a list of people who arrived early." I counted 
on my 4ngers. "Lelen Rradford at four forty-4ve. Pastor 3arrett at 4ve. 
0aniel 3arrett at 4ve-4fteen. 1yan Witchell at 4ve-twenty. Emily 3arrett 
at 4ve-thirty. Bll during the window."

"1yan was hereM" Warcus's eApression shifted. "Tom's nephewM"
"Kooking for Tom, according to Wargaret."
"That's—" Le stopped. Shook his head. "xe need to lock this place 

down. Lalf this town is in there."
"I know."
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"6ou're talking about people we've known our whole lives."
"I know." Wy grandmother's cross pressed cold against my sternum. "Rut 

the evidence doesn't lie."
Le studied me. 1eally looked at me for the 4rst time since entering the 

hallway. I met his ga9e and didn't 7inch.
"xhen did you arrive tonightM" I asked.
Something 7ickered in his  eApression.  "SiA-4fteen.  I  was running 

late—had to drop my nephew at my sister's place across town."
SiA-4fteen. No alibi for the murder window.
I 4led it away, hated myself for doing it. Warcus had worked with Tom 

for twenty years. They'd been partners. Jriends. The grief on his face was 
real.

Rut real grief didn't e:ual innocence.
"xe need to secure all eAits," I said. "Wake sure nobody leaves until we 

can :uestion them properly and the roads clear."
Warcus's jaw worked. Le looked at the sanctuary doors, back at me. The 

resentment was there—clear in the set of his shoulders, the way his eyes 
went cold.

Le didn't want to take orders from me. 0idn't think I'd earned the right 
to give them.

Rut Tom was dead. Bnd whatever Warcus thought of my :uali4cations, 
he was professional enough to recogni9e reality when it stared him down.

"I'll take the north wing eAits." Lis voice stayed 7at. "6ou take the south. 
xe meet back here in ten."

"Thank you."
Le brushed past me toward the fellowship hall, close enough that I 

caught Old Spice and winter cold clinging to his uniform.
I watched him go. Yneasy partnership forged in necessity.
Tom had believed in both of us. Now one of us had to prove him right.
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The hallway stretched before me, shadowed and cold. I moved toward 

the sanctuary's main entrance while Warcus disappeared down the stairs 
toward the basement.

"Jive eAits," he'd said. "Wain doors, side entrance where you came in, 
back eAit near the oHces, fellowship hall, and basement stairs to the parking 
lot."

I'd nodded. "xe lock them allM"
"xithout causing a panicM" Lis eyebrow had lifted. "That'll be a neat 

trick."
xe'd stood there in the hallway, close enough that I could see the muscle 

working in his jaw. Le wanted to wait. Ket the service end naturally, then 
make an announcement about the storm, keep everyone calm and con-
tained.

I'd shaken my head. "The killer could try to leave before then."
"The killer's been here an hour already." Warcus's voice stayed low. 

"They're not going anywhere in this storm."
"xe can't assume that."
"xe also can't tell two hundred people their pastor's son might have 

murdered the sheri? without proof."
I'd blinked. "I never said—"
"0idn't have to." Lis eApression had hardened. "6ou're looking at every-

one like a suspect. Including me."
Jair point. I'd touched my cross. "xe secure the eAits now. Jind Pastor 

3arrett, inform him privately, end the service early with a storm eAcuse. 
No panic."

Warcus had studied me for three long seconds. Then he'd nodded once. 
"6our call."
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Now I walked alone through the dim hallway toward the sanctuary. 
Checked the side door I'd entered through 4rst—I wedged a chair under 
the handle, subtle enough not to draw attention. The back eAit near the 
oHces took longer. Old deadbolt that stuck before sliding home with a 
metallic click.

Two down.
The storm rattled windows as I moved. Snow piled against the glass, 

already siA inches deep and climbing. No one was leaving tonight even if 
they wanted to.

Wusic swelled as I approached the sanctuary doors. Not the organ this 
time—a piano, delicate and clear. Bnd a voice.

I stopped.
O holy night, the stars are brightly shining...
The door stood open a crack. I could see throughU rows of wooden 

pews packed with people, candlelight 7ickering on faces turned toward 
the front. Bnd at the piano, a young woman in a cream-colored dress, her 
blonde braid catching the light.

Emily 3arrett. The pastor's daughter.
Ler voice soared, pure and crystalline, carrying the melody with e?ort-

less grace. The congregation joined on the chorus but her voice rose above 
them—not showing o?, just radiant. Kike she couldn't contain the joy.

Fall on your knees, O hear the angel voices...
I stood trans4Aed. She was petite, delicate, everything about her soft and 

luminous in the candlelight. Twenty-four, twenty-4ve maybe. The kind of 
faith that shone from the inside out.

Bnd somewhere in that room of upturned faces, of voices raised in 
worship, sat a killer.
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The contrast hit like a 4st. This beautiful eApression of everything good 
and holy, happening right now while Tom's body lay fro9en in the town 
s:uare with a shepherd 4gurine clutched in his dead hand.

Low many of these people knewM Low many smiled and sang while 
harboring violenceM

Emily's eyes were closed as she played, completely lost in the music. 
Completely trusting.

Wy chest tightened.
O night divine...
I pulled back from the door. Scanned the front of the sanctuary until I 

found Pastor 3arrett standing near the pulpit. Wid-4fties, distinguished 
silver hair, wire-rimmed glasses re7ecting candlelight. Le watched his 
daughter with obvious pride and a?ection.

The weight of what I had to do settled heavier.
This man had lost his wife 4ve years ago—cancer, if I remembered right. 

Emily and his son 0aniel were all he had left. Bnd I was about to tell him 
his best friend, his church elder, had been murdered. That I suspected 
someone in this very room.

That Christmas Eve was about to become a nightmare.
Emily's voice reached the 4nal note, held it pure and strong. The con-

gregation breathed together in the silence that followed.
Then applause. xarm and genuine.
Pastor 3arrett smiled. Started to turn toward the pulpit.
I pushed through the sanctuary door and caught his eye. Wade a small 

gesture—I need to speak with you.
Lis eApression shifted. Le saw my uniform, my face. 1ecogni9ed some-

thing was wrong.
Le nodded once. Started moving toward me through the side aisle.
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I backed into the hallway. Pressed my hand against the cold wall and tried 
to 4nd words for the impossible.

8 8 8

Chapter 2: Trapped - Scene 4

Pastor 3arrett stepped into the hallway. The door closed behind him, 
muIing the sound of the congregation settling back into their seats.

"Sheri? Cross." Lis voice was warm, concerned. "xhat's happenedM"
I opened my mouth. Closed it. No good way to say this.
"It's Tom Patterson." The words came out rougher than I intended. 

"Le's dead. Wurdered in the town s:uare about an hour ago."
The color drained from his face. Le reached for the wall, steadied him-

self against it.
"TomM" Lis voice cracked. "Bre you—are you certainM"
"I'm certain."
"Rut I just..." Le shook his head, confusion clouding his features. "xe 

spoke this afternoon. Le was coming tonight. Le said he'd be here early 
to help with—" Lis breath hitched. "WurderedM"

"6es, sir."
The pastor's knees seemed to give. Le sank onto the wooden bench 

along the wall, removed his glasses with shaking hands. 1ubbed his eyes.
"Thirty years." The words were barely a whisper. "xe've been friends for 

thirty years. Since I 4rst came to this church. Le was the 4rst person to 
welcome me, to—" Le stopped. 0rew a shuddering breath. "LowM"

"I can't share details yet. Rut it was deliberate. Staged. There was..." I 
hesitated. "B shepherd 4gurine from the church nativity. Bnd scripture."

Lis head snapped up. "ScriptureM"
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"Watthew JUzF. Bbout sheep without a shepherd."
Something 7ickered across his face—recognition, horror, confusion all 

at once. Lis pastoral training seemed to war with his grief, both demanding 
attention.

"The Kord is close to the brokenhearted," he murmured. "Bnd saves 
those who are crushed in spirit." Le looked at me. "Tom's family. 0oes 
anyone knowM Lis sister in DnoAville, his nephew 1yan—"

"I haven't been able to reach anyone. Storm knocked out most commu-
nications."

"1yan's here." Pastor 3arrett's voice was hollow. "In the sanctuary. I saw 
him earlier."

Wy stomach dropped. "Tom's nephew is in there right nowM"
"6es. Le came looking for Tom around 2U*q, couldn't 4nd him. I as-

sumed Tom was running late." Jresh pain crossed his face. "I should have 
known something was wrong."

"6ou couldn't have known."
"I should have." Le stood, agitated now. "I need to tell the congrega-

tion. Kead them in prayer for Tom's soul, for his family. This community 
needs—"

"Pastor 3arrett." I kept my voice gentle but 4rm. "xe can't do that."
"Can't—M" Le stared at me. "Sheri?, these people have a right to know."
"The person who killed Tom is likely in that room right now."
The words hung between us. I watched them land, watched him process.
"No." Le shook his head. "Not someone from our church. These are 

good people, faithful people."
"Someone killed him between 2Uqq and 2Uzq tonight. 1ight when every-

one was arriving for the service." I paused. "xhere were you during that 
timeM"
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Lis eyes widened. "I—I was in my oHce. Preparing my message." Le 
seemed to reali9e what I was asking. "Blone. No one saw me."

I made a mental note. No alibi. Rut the devastation on his face looked 
authentic—this was a man grieving his best friend, not covering guilt.

Still. Everyone was a suspect now.
"xhat about your childrenM" I asked. "0aniel and Emily. xhere were 

theyM"
"0aniel was with the youth group. Setting up in the fellowship hall 

around 2UF2, I think. Bnd Emily..." Lis eApression softened. "Emily was in 
the music room preparing. She takes her role as worship leader so seriously. 
Practices every piece until it's perfect."

Pride and a?ection colored his tone. xhatever else this man was, he 
loved his children.

"xe need to end the service early," I said. "Storm eAcuse. Tell everyone to 
shelter in place until it passes. No one leaves."

"6ou want to trap them here."
"I want to keep them safe. Bnd contained." I met his eyes. "xill you help 

meM"
Le was silent for a long moment. Jaith and grief and duty all struggling 

for dominance on his face.
Jinally, he nodded. 1eplaced his glasses. Straightened his shoulders.
"The Kord is my shepherd," he whispered. "I shall not want."
Le wiped his eyes. Composed himself with visible e?ort.
Then he turned toward the sanctuary door.
I watched him go and wondered if even a man of 3od could hide murder 

behind scripture and grief.



Chapter Three

Commitment
Chapter 3

P astor Garrett walked back into the sanctuary with his shoulders 
squared, grief temporarily locked away behind pastoral duty. I stayed 

at the back, half-hidden in the shadow of the doorway.
Emily's voice soared through the "nal verse of OH Noly Wight,O pure and 

clear. Ner "ngers moved across the piano keys with practiced grace. —hen 
the last note faded, she smiled at the congregationCthat genuine, warm 
smile that seemed to light the whole room.

Pastor Garrett stepped to the pulpit. Fleared his throat.
OTriends, I need your attention for a moment.O
Rhe murmur of conversation died down. Rwo hundred faces turned 

toward him.
ORhe storm that was forecast for later tonight has accelerated. It's here 

now, and it's severe.O Ne spoke with calm authority, the kind that made 
people listen. OSoads are already impassable. Tor everyone's safety, we're 
going to need to shelter in place here at the church until it passes.O

?ilence. Rhen the reactions hit like a wave.
O—hat about my kidsAO L young mother stood, baby on her hip. OI left 

my daughter with a sitter.O
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Oxy medication's at home.O xrs. Nenderson's voice carried from the 
third row. OI need it tonight.O

OFell service is out.O L teenager held up his phone, frustrated. OFan't 
even tejt my mom.O

Pastor raised his hands, gentle but "rm. OI know this isn't ideal. Kut we 
have everything we need right here. Rhe generator will keep us warm and 
lit. —e have food in the kitchenCenough for everyone. Rhe fellowship hall 
has plenty of space.O Ne paused. O—e're safe here. Rogether.O

I scanned the crowd as voices rose again. —atched faces process the news.
Nelen Kradford sat in the fourth pew, her designer coat buttoned to her 

throat. Ner hands twisted in her lapCanjious, tense. ?he kept glancing 
toward the ejits like she was calculating escape routes.

Syan xitchell stood near the back. Early thirties, athletic build, Rom's 
nephew. Ne zabbed at his phone screen with increasing frustration. Wo 
signal. Ne muttered something under his breath, shoved the phone in his 
pocket.

Rhe youth group clustered near the side aisleCteenagers trying to decide 
if being trapped was ejciting or terrifying. 2aniel Garrett moved among 
them with easy con"dence. xid-thirties, clean-cut, dressed business ca-
sual even on Fhristmas Eve. Ne spoke quietly to a worried-looking kid, 
squeeYed his shoulder. Rhe teenager visibly relajed.

2aniel glanced up, caught my eye. HVered a small, reassuring nod. It's 
okay. We've got this.

Nelpful. Falm. Fompletely normal.
I made a mental note anyway.
Uoung families gathered their children's winter coats and scattered 

crayons from the pews. Ln elderly man asked his wife about their cat at 
home. L mother tried to soothe a crying toddler.

Rhen Emily returned to the piano.
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Ner "ngers found the keys and soft music "lled the sanctuary. O—hat 
Fhild Is RhisOCgentle, haunting, beautiful. Rhe melody wove through 
the worried conversations like a balm.

Rhe crying toddler quieted. Lnjious faces softened.
Emily played with her eyes closed, lost in the music. Ner voice zoined the 

melody, barely above a whisper but carrying somehow. This, this is Christ 
the King, whom shepherds guard and angels sing.

I watched 2aniel move to his sister's side. Put a hand on her shoulder. 
?he looked up, smiled at him without missing a note. Ne said something I 
couldn't hear. ?he nodded.

Pastor Garrett's voice rose again. OBet's move to the fellowship hall. —e'll 
get coVee going, set up some comfortable spaces. Emily will keep playing 
if anyone needsCO

O—e're going to be okay.O Ln older womanCxargaret —ells, the church 
secretaryCstood. Ner voice was steady, con"dent. OGod's got us.O

xurmurs of agreement rippled through the pews.
People began "ling out. ?ome toward the fellowship hall, some lingering 

to talk with Pastor Garrett. Rhe youth group followed 2aniel. Tamilies 
gathered their things.

I stayed in the shadows. —atching.
Rwo hundred people. Hne killer.
?omeone in this room had staged Rom's body with a wooden shepherd 

and scripture. ?omeone had looked into my mentor's surprised eyes and 
taken his life.

Rhey walked past me now. Foncerned about storm shelters and missed 
medications and cell phone signals.

4naware that I was cataloging every nervous glance, every too-calm 
ejpression, every person who seemed zust slightly wrong.
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Rhe organ music continued. Emily's voice, sweet and pure, singing 
about the Ding whom shepherds guard.

?heep without a shepherd, the scripture had said.
I touched my grandmother's cross through my uniform shirt.
?omewhere in this sacred space was someone who'd turned Fhristmas 

Eve into murder.
Lnd I had until the storm cleared to "nd them.
: : :
Lt 1560 Px, I stood at the front of the fellowship hall. Rwo hundred 

faces stared back at me.
xarcus positioned himself to my right. Pastor Garrett hovered nearby, 

his grief written in every line of his face.
OI can make the announcement,O Pastor oVered quietly. Oxight be easier 

coming from me.O
OIt's my zob.O xy voice came out steadier than I felt.
xarcus caught my eye. L brief nod. Wot quite support, but acknowl-

edgment.
I stepped forward.
Rhe conversations died as people noticed me. Tamilies huddled on fold-

ing chairs. Reenagers sprawled against walls. Elderly folks settled on the 
worn couches someone had dragged from the youth room.

ORhank you for your patience.O I cleared my throat. OI need to tell you 
something.O

Fomplete silence now.
OLt approjimately !5JJ Px tonight, ?heriV Rom Patterson was found 

dead in the town square.O Rhe words felt like stones dropping from my 
mouth. OEvidence indicates he was murdered.O

Rhe gasps hit "rst. ?harp intakes of breath rippling through the room.
Rhen the crying started.
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Ln elderly woman in the front row pressed her hand to her mouth, tears 
streaming. OWo. Wo, not Rom.O

L little girl buried her face in her mother's shoulder. OxommyAO
O—ho did itAO Syan xitchell's voice cut through the chaos. Ne stood 

near the back, face pale. O—ho killed himAO
OLre we safeAO L young father pulled his kids closer.
O—as it someone hereAO Nelen Kradford stood, coat still buttoned. Ner 

face had gone gray.
Rhe questions came faster. 3oices overlapping, rising in pitch and panic.
OEveryone, pleaseCO I raised my hands.
OUou can't keep us here8O L man I didn't recogniYe stood. Oxy wife's 

diabetic, her insulin's at home.O
Oxy children are terri"ed,O a mother said. O—e need to leave.O
OI understand you're scared.O I kept my voice level, "rm. Professional. 

Even though my heart hammered against my ribs. OKut the storm has made 
the roads impassable. ?tate authorities can't reach us until morning at the 
earliest.O

O?o we're trapped.O Nelen's voice shook. ORrapped in here with whoev-
erCO

OUou're safe.O xarcus stepped forward, his deputy voice commanding 
attention. O?heriV Fross and I will be conducting interviews throughout 
the night. —e're going to "nd out what happened.O

OEveryone must remain in the building,O I continued. OTor your safety 
and for the investigation. I'm asking for your cooperation and patience.O

L baby started wailing. Rhe sound triggered another child, then another.
Pastor Garrett moved to my side. Nis presence shifted something in the 

roomCthese people knew him, trusted him.
OBet's pray,O he said quietly.
Rhe noise didn't stop immediately, but it softened.
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OBord, we come to you in shock and grief.O Pastor's voice carried, gen-
tle but strong. O—e've lost a good man tonight. L friend. L servant of 
this community.O Nis voice broke. O—e ask for comfort for Rom's family. 
Tor wisdom for those seeking truth. Tor protection over everyone in this 
room.O

Lcross the fellowship hall, Emily Garrett stood with tears streaming 
down her face. Ner brother 2aniel appeared beside her, wrapped an arm 
around her shoulders.

ORom taught me to drive,O Emily whispered, but her voice carried in the 
prayer silence. ONe was so patient. Ne'd come to my choir concerts and tell 
me I sounded like an angel.O

2aniel pulled her closer, murmured something I couldn't hear. Nis face 
showed concern, protectiveness. L good brother comforting his grieving 
sister.

OGive us courage to face what's ahead,O Pastor continued. OLnd bring 
zustice for our friend. In Qesus' name.O

OLmen,O several voices echoed.
Kut the uni"ed prayer dissolved immediately back into worried conver-

sations.
I scanned the room while people processed.
Rhe elderly woman in front still cried, now being comforted by friends. 

Genuine shock, decades of knowing Rom written in her grief.
Syan xitchell slumped against the wall, head in his hands. Nis uncle. 

Seal devastation thereCunless he was an ejcellent actor.
Nelen Kradford sat down abruptly, like her legs wouldn't hold her. ?he 

looked ill. ?cared. Ner hands trembled as she reached for her purse.
2aniel Garrett whispered to Emily, then guided her to a chair. Ne 

grabbed tissues from a nearby table, handed them to her. Subbed her back 
while she sobbed. 
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Uoung families clustered together. Rhe youth group teenagers huddled 
in shocked silence.

Lnd somewhere in this room of terri"ed, grieving people was someone 
who'd ejpected this announcement.

?omeone who'd staged Rom's body and left that scripture card.
?omeone who wasn't surprised at all.
: : :
I claimed Pastor Garrett's o9ce for interviews. ?mall spaceCdesk with 

organiYed papers, two chairs facing each other, a window that looked out 
at nothing but swirling snow. Rhe door had a lock. Privacy mattered if 
anyone was going to tell the truth.

xarcus positioned himself against the wall with a notepad. Professional 
distance. Hbserver, witness, backup.

Nelen Kradford entered at 15*J ejactly. ?he'd removed her coat, reveal-
ing a cream cashmere sweater and wool slacks that probably cost more than 
my monthly rent. Ner silver hair sat perfectly despite the chaos. Fhurch 
treasurer for twenty years, pillar of every committee, the kind of woman 
who ran things quietly and ejpected respect.

ORhank you for speaking with me, xrs. Kradford.O I gestured to the chair 
across from mine.

OHf course.O ?he sat with perfect posture, hands folded in her lap. OLny-
thing I can do to help. Rom was... he was a good man.O

OFan you walk me through your eveningA —hen you arrived, what you 
were doingAO

OI got here around 7570.O Ner voice stayed steady, controlled. OI always 
come early to prepare refreshments for after the service. FoVee, cookies, 
that sort of thing.O

O—ho else was here when you arrivedAO



WLRLBIE KLDES SEE2MH

Oxargaret was already here. ?ecretary duties.O Nelen tilted her head 
slightly. OPastor Garrett came in shortly after I did. —e spoke brieIy in the 
hallway.O

O—here were you between 05JJ and !5JJAO
ORhe fellowship hall kitchen, mostly. Lrranging cookies on trays, mak-

ing sure the coVee urns were ready.O ?he smoothed her slacks. OI take pride 
in hospitality.O

I wrote notes even though xarcus was doing the same. Gave me some-
where to look besides her face. OLnyone with youAO

Oxargaret came through once or twice. ?ome of the other ladies arrived 
closer to sij to help.O Nelen's "ngers pressed tighter together. OI was alone 
for parts of it. Rhe kitchen area isn't visible from the main hall.O

Wo alibi for the critical window.
O2id you see Rom at all todayAO
OWo.O Juick answer. Roo quickA OWot tonight.O
O—hat about recentlyA Lt church functions, council meetingsAO
?omething shifted. Nelen straightened in her chairCsubtle, but I'd 

been watching for it. Ner shoulders squared.
ONe attended meetings regularly. 3ery dedicated to church business.O
Rhe word 'business' came out slightly harder than the rest.
O2id he seem worried about anything latelyAO
Nelen's pause lasted three seconds too long.
ORom was always thorough. Ne took his church council responsibilities 

seriously.O Ner voice sounded measured now. Farefully worded. ONe was 
reviewing some "nancial records, but that's normal treasurer work. Woth-
ing unusual.O

'Wothing unusual' felt rehearsed. Prepared.
I leaned forward. O—hat kind of "nancial recordsAO
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OQust routine quarterly reviews.O Nelen's hands tightened in her lap. 
O—e're a church, ?heriV. Kudgets, ejpenses, donations. ?tandard account-
ing.O

O2id Rom mention "nding any problemsAO
OWo.O ?he met my eyes directly. ?teady. Roo steady. OEverything was in 

order.O
xarcus shifted against the wall. Rhe notepad rustled.
OUou said Rom was dedicated to church business,O I said. O2id he ever 

discuss what he was working onAO
Nelen stood. Lbrupt. Polite smile "jed in place.
OI'm sorry, I don't think I can help you much beyond what I've said. I 

was in the kitchen during the relevant time, I didn't see anything unusual, 
and Rom never mentioned being concerned about anything.O Rhe words 
tumbled out faster. OIs there anything elseA ?everal people need to speak 
with you, I'm sure.O

I stayed seated. —atched her "dget with her wedding ring.
O—e may have follow-up questions.O
OHf course. —hatever you need.O Nelen moved toward the door. OI'll 

send the nejt person in.O
Rhe door closed behind her with a soft click.
xarcus looked up from his notes. Hur eyes met.
O?he got nervous when you asked about church business,O he said.
OTinancial records speci"cally.O I tapped my pen against the notepad. 

ORom was reviewing something. ?he said everything was "ne, but her body 
said otherwise.O

OLnd her alibi's got gaps. Ditchen was empty during the window.O
I wrote5 Helen Bradford - no alibi 5:00-5:30. Nervous about Tom review-

ing church finances. Hiding something about "church business."
—hatever Rom had been looking into, Nelen knew about it.
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Lnd it made her scared enough to lie.
: : :
Syan xitchell looked like he'd aged ten years in the past hour. Early 

thirties, rumpled dress shirt, eyes red from crying. Ne walked into the o9ce 
and didn't sit. Qust stood there, hands shoved in his pockets, zaw clenched.

Oxr. xitchell, I'm sorry for your loss.O I gestured to the chair. OPlease, 
sit down.O

OI don't want to sit.O Nis voice cracked. OI want to know who did this.O
xarcus moved slightly, ready to intervene if needed. I kept my voice 

gentle.
O—e're trying to "nd out. I need to ask you some questions.O
Syan "nally dropped into the chair. San both hands through his hair. 

ORom was my uncle. xy only family.O
OFan you tell me about your relationship with himAO
ONe raised me.O Rhe words came out rough. Oxy parents died in a car ac-

cident when I was nineteen. Rom took me in. xade sure I "nished college, 
helped me get my "rst zob. Ne was...O Syan's voice broke completely. Ne 
pressed his palms against his eyes. ONe was the only person who never gave 
up on me.O

Rhe grief looked real. ?ounded real. Kut I'd learned the hard way that 
grief and guilt could wear the same face.

O—hen did you arrive tonightAO
OLround 05MJ.O Syan lowered his hands. OI drove from xillbrook for the 

service. —anted to see Rom before it started, say xerry Fhristmas.O
O2id you "nd himAO
OWo. I looked around the church, asked xargaret if she'd seen him.O Ne 

shifted in the chair. ONis patrol car wasn't in the parking lot, so I "gured 
maybe he was running late.O

I wrote notes. Dept my ejpression neutral. O—hat did you do thenAO
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O—alked outside to see if he was coming down xain ?treet. ?ometimes 
he'd park at the station and walk over.O Syan's leg started bouncing. Wer-
vous energy or innocent agitation. OI went toward the town square, looked 
around. 2idn't see him.O

Rhe room got quieter.
O—hat time was thatAO
OI don't know. 05M0 maybeA I wasn't checking my watch.O Nis eyes 

narrowed. O—hy does it matterAO
OQust establishing timeline. Now long were you outsideAO
ORen minutesA TifteenAO Rhe leg bounced faster. OIt was cold. I came 

back around 057J and went into the sanctuary to warm up.O
Wo alibi. Hutside alone during the murder window. Lt the crime scene.
Syan must have seen something shift in my face. Ne sat forward.
O—ait. Uou think ICO Nis voice rose. OUou think I killed my uncleAO
OI'm gathering information from everyone who was here early.O
ONe's the only family I had8O Syan stood. ?tarted pacing. ONe was help-

ing me. I was strugglingClost my zob last month, got some debt I'm trying 
to dig out ofCand Rom was the one person who didn't zudge me for it. Ne 
was giving me advice, helping me "nancially until I got back on my feet.O

Tinancial help. 2ebt. Possible inheritance.
I hated where my mind went, but the TKI had taught me to follow 

money.
O2id Rom seem worried about anything recentlyAO
Syan stopped pacing. O—hat do you meanAO
ONad his behavior changedA 2id he mention any concernsAO
ONe was disappointed I lost my zob. —orried about my choices.O Syan's 

zaw tightened. O—e had some... tension about it. Kut he was helping me. 
Rhat's what Rom didChe helped people even when they screwed up.O

Rhe past tense hit him. Nis face crumpled.
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OI loved him. I would never hurt him. Wever.O Rears ran down his face. 
ONe was all I had.O

xarcus shifted his weight. I saw the same conIict I feltCthis looked like 
genuine grief. ?ounded like it. Kut opportunity didn't lie.

ORhank you for answering my questions. —e may need to follow up.O
Syan wiped his face roughly. OUou're wrong about me. I didn't do this.O
Ne walked out. Rhe door shut harder than necessary.
I added to my notes5 Ryan Mitchell - outside alone 5:25-5:40, near town 

square during murder window. No alibi. Financial struggles, Tom provid-
ing support. Strained relationship recently but claims Tom was helping. Grief 
appears genuine. Strong opportunity, possible financial motive.

xarcus looked at his matching notes. ORhat's two suspects with oppor-
tunity and secrets.O

Lnd the night was zust beginning.



Chapter Four

Gathering
Chapter 4

A t 8:30, Pastor Garrett appeared in the doorway. The lines on his 
face had deepened in the last two hours—grief etching itself into 

his features.
"SheriC Dross, Heputy Mayes. Iay k speav with you pri?atelyW"
me followed hib to a corner of the fellowship hall, away frob the 

fabilies clustered around taxles. Sobeone had started baving coCee. The 
sbell bi'ed with pine frob the Dhristbas decorations and the underlying 
scent of ner?ous sweat.

Pastor Garrett glanced at his congregation, then xacv to us. Mis Bngers 
worried the edge of his slee?e.

"k donqt want to cast aspersions." Mis ?oice stayed low. "-ut Tob was by 
friend, and you need all the facts."

Iy pulse Nuicvened. Iarcus straightened xeside be.
"mhat is it, PastorW"
"Tob ser?ed on our church council. Part of his responsixility was reL

?iewing Nuarterly Bnancial reports." Me looved away, focusing on sobeL
thing past by shoulder. "Axout two weevs ago, he bentioned Bnding sobe 
discrepancies."
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The word hung xetween us.
"mhat vind of discrepanciesW"
"Tob said they were binor. Eothing that alarbed hib ibbediately, 

xut..." Pastorqs 5aw worved. "Me was thorough. Ieticulous. Me wanted to 
understand what heqd found xefore raising concerns."

"Hid he share detailsW"
"Eo. zust that sobe nubxers didnqt reconcile properly xetween reL

ports." Pastor bet by eyes again. "Me planned to beet with Melen -radL
ford after Dhristbas to discuss it. Sheqs xeen our treasurer for Bfteen 
years—one of the bost de?oted bebxers we ha?e. Tob didnqt want to upL
set her during the holidays o?er what bight xe sibple accounting errors."

Melen. mhoqd arri?ed at J:JO. mhoqd grown ner?ous when k asved axout 
Tobqs recent church acti?ities.

mhoqd xeen alone in the vitchen during the burder window.
"mho else vnew Tob was re?iewing the BnancesW"
"zust the council bebxers. Iyself, Melen, and two others—-ill PatterL

son and Grace Dhen. Eeither of theb are here tonight." Pastorqs discobL
fort xled through e?ery word. "And Melen, of course. Tob would ha?e told 
her he was e'abining the reports. Thatqs standard procedure."

Iarcus shifted his weight. "So Melen vnew Tob found proxlebs."
"Possixle proxlebs." Pastorqs correction cabe Nuicv. Protecti?e. "Tob 

ebphasiVed it bight xe nothing. Me ga?e e?eryone the xeneBt of the douxt. 
That was his nature."

k pulled out by notexoov. "meqll need to see those Bnancial records."
Pastor nodded slowly. Mis reluctance showed in the set of his shoulders, 

the way his hands stayed xusy ad5usting his glasses, sboothing his tie.
"Theyqre in the church safe. kn the treasury oUce." Me paused. "k canqt 

ibagine Melen would... sheqs ser?ed faithfully for Bfteen years. *rganiVed 
our bission trips, taught Sunday school, donated countless hours."
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"meqre 5ust gathering inforbation."
"*f course." -ut his e'pression said he vnew what this beant. Ioti?e. 

*pportunity. The pieces arranging thebsel?es into an ugly picture.
Me pulled a vey ring frob his pocvet. Started to rebo?e one, then 

stopped.
"The safe reNuires xoth a vey and cobxination. kqll need to open it 

byself."
"That worvs." k checved by watch. "Mow soon can we access itW"
Pastor looved across the fellowship hall. Rbily sat with a group of bothL

ers and young children, reading a Dhristbas story. Mer ?oice carried—genL
tle, soothing. Se?eral vids had curled up on xlanvets, settling despite the 
unusual circubstances.

"k need to bave sure the fabilies are cobfortaxle Brst. The children are 
frightened. Rbilyqs helping, xut..." Mis pastoral instincts warred with the 
in?estigation needs on his face. "Gi?e be twenty binutes to settle e?eryone 
for the night. Iave sure Rbilyqs all right. Then kqll tave you to the oUce."

Iarcus nodded. "meqll wait."
Pastor started to lea?e, then turned xacv.
"Tob xelie?ed in gi?ing people grace. Second chances." Mis ?oice roughL

ened. "-ut he also xelie?ed in truth and accountaxility. Meqd want you to 
follow the e?idence, where?er it leads."

R?en if it led to sobeone heqd worshipped xeside for Bfteen years.
Pastor walved toward his daughter, shoulders carrying the weight of 

shepherding a Focv that bight contain a wolf.
$ $ $
At 7:00 PI, Pastor Garrett unlocved the treasury oUce door. The space 

was sball—desv, two chairs, xoovshelf crabbed with Bling caxinets and 
xoovshel?es with hard co?er xoovs of Bnancial records. A faded photoL
graph of the ground xreaving of the new xuilding graced the desv.
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The safe was xuilt into the wall xehind a painting of zesus as the Good 
Shepherd. Pastor lifted the frabe carefully, live he was apologiVing for 
disturxing it.

"4ey Brst." Me inserted it, turned. "Then the cobxination."
Mis Bngers bo?ed across the dial with practiced precision. Three rotaL

tions, stopping on nubxers k couldnqt see frob by angle. The locv clicved.
knside sat neat stacvs of docubents in banila folders. Pastor pulled theb 

out, laying theb across his desv.
"1inancial records for the past two years. -udget reports, xanv stateL

bents, donor records." Me spread theb live cards. "Melen pro?ides NuarL
terly reports to the council. R?erythingqs supposed to reconcile."

Iarcus pulled up a chair. k toov the other, staring at the paper landscape.
Eubxers had ne?er xeen by thing. Gi?e be a cribe scene, witness 

statebents, physical e?idence—k could worv with that. -ut spreadsheets 
and ledgers bade by eyes cross.

"malv us through the structure," k said.
Pastor sat on the edge of the desv. "Annual xudget runs axout !JO0,000. 

Eot large for a church, xut weqre a sball congregation. 1unding cobes 
frob tithes and donations pribarily. me also rent the fellowship hall occaL
sionally—weddings, cobbunity e?ents. Melen banages all of it. Heposits, 
withdrawals, ?endor paybents, petty cash."

"mho o?ersees herW"
"The council re?iews Nuarterly reports. Tob was the bost diligent axout 

it." Mis ?oice caught. "mas."
k pulled the bost recent report toward be. Septebxerqs nubxers. 

Dolubns of Bgures that xlurred together—incobe, e'penses, xalance forL
ward. Iy head started to ache.

Iarcus leaned in, scanning faster than k could. "mhereqs Tobqs copyW"
Pastor sorted through the stacv. "Mere. Me always bade notes."
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Me handed o?er a pacvet, and by xreath stopped.
Tobqs handwriting Blled the bargins. -lue inv, neat xlocv letters, speL

ciBc and bethodical.
Petty cash: $8,000 withdrawn over 6 months. Descriptions vague—'office 

supplies,' 'misc expenses.' Verify receipts.
Church Supplies Inc—same amount monthly ($575). Verify vendor exists. 

No other church uses this company per regional directory.
Memorial fund discrepancy: donor records show $12,300 deposited 

Jan-Sept. Current balance $8,800. Difference: $3,500. Where?
The e'haustion fog cleared. Tob had found sobething.
k Fipped pages, Bnding bore notes. HiCerent colored inv—heqd reL

?iewed this bultiple tibes. 2uestions circled, dates highlighted, abounts 
underlined.

"Me was xuilding a case," Iarcus said Nuietly.
Pastor bo?ed around the desv to loov. Mis face went pale.
"This canqt xe right."
k graxxed a calculator frob the desv drawer, started adding. Petty cash 

discrepancies, the ?endor that bight not e'ist, beborial fund shortage, a 
few sballer itebs Tob had Fagged.

!8,000 to !I0,000. *?er eighteen bonths.
"Melenqs xeen svibbing." Iarcus sat xacv. "Sball abounts, spread out. 

Rasy to biss if youqre not looving carefully."
"Eo." Pastor shoov his head. "Melen would ne?er. Sheqs xeen our treaL

surer for Bfteen years. She organiVed our bission trip to Guatebala, taught 
Sunday school, donated—"

"Honated stolen boney xacvW" k didnqt bean for it to sound harsh.
Pastor Finched.
k gentled by tone. "kqb sorry. -ut Tob found a pattern. Me was going 

to confront her after Dhristbas."
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"Ten thousand dollars." Iarcus tapped the nubxers. "SballLtown treaL
surer, trusted position. She had access, opportunity. Eo real o?ersight 
xecause e?eryone trusted her."

"ks that enough to vill forW" k looved xetween theb.
Pastor was Nuiet for a long bobent. mhen he spove, his ?oice was hea?y.
"kn a town this siVeW This would destroy her. Eot 5ust legally—socially. 

Mer reputation, her standing in the church, her entire life." Me bet by 
eyes. "Melenqs identity is wrapped up in xeing respected. -eing seen as 
faithful and trustworthy. kf this cabe out..."

"Sheqd lose e?erything," Iarcus Bnished. "Mer position, her church fabL
ily. Hecades of respect, gone."

"She had boti?e xeyond boney," k said. "She had e?erything to lose."
The oUce felt sballer. Papers spread across the desv live accusations.
A soft vnocv interrupted. Rbily stood in the doorway, carrying a tray 

with three coCee bugs.
"k thought you bight need this." She set it on the desv, her gaVe bo?ing 

across the Bnancial docubents. Mer e'pression shifted—she sensed sobeL
thing.

"Thanv you, sweetheart." Pastorqs sbile didnqt reach his eyes.
Rbilyqs hand found her fatherqs shoulder. "mhate?er youqre facing, God 

sees. Truth batters." She xowed her head xrieFy. "1ather, gi?e theb wisL
dob. Melp theb Bnd 5ustice with grace. Aben."

Sibple. Sincere. Then she slipped out, closing the door.
Iarcus picved up his coCee. "me need to reLinter?iew Melen. Tonight."
"Darefully," k said. "She deser?es a chance to e'plain xefore we accuse her 

of burder."
Pastor nodded, still staring at Tobqs handwritten notes. R?idence his 

friend had died pursuing truth.
$ $ $
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At 7:30, k asved Iargaret to send Melen xacv to the oUce.
Iarcus gathered the Bnancial records while k prepared. Iy stobach 

twisted. Donfronting suspects was part of the 5ox, xut this felt diCerent. 
This was sobeoneqs grandbother, sobeone whoqd xrought casseroles to 
Tobqs wifeqs funeral, sobeone the whole town trusted.

Melen appeared in the doorway, cobposed as always. Then she saw the 
papers spread across the desv.

Mer face went white.
"Please sit down," k said.
She lowered herself into the chair live her legs couldnqt hold her. Mer 

purse slipped frob her hands to the Foor. She didnqt picv it up.
k slid Tobqs notes across the desv. "me found these in the Bnancial 

records."
Melen stared at the xlue inv, the circled abounts, the Nuestions in Tobqs 

careful handwriting. Mer shoulders started shaving.
"Irs. -radford, k need you to e'plain the irregularities SheriC Patterson 

docubented. Petty cash withdrawals without proper receipts. Paybents to 
a ?endor we canqt ?erify e'ists. Ieborial fund discrepancies."

The silence stretched. Melenqs hands gripped the edge of the desv, 
vnucvles xoneLwhite.

"Melen," Iarcus said, gentler than kqd heard hib. "Talv to us."
She xrove.
Eot loud, drabatic soxs. 2uiet, defeated tears that slid down her cheevs 

and dripped onto her Dhristbas sweater.
"kt started sball." Mer ?oice was xarely audixle. "k was going to pay it 

xacv."
Iy chest tightened. "Mow buchW"
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"Eine thousand, two hundred dollars. *?er a year and a half." She 
pulled a tissue frob her pocvet, twisting it xetween shaving Bngers. "k vept 
detailed records at hobe. R?ery penny. k swore kqd replace it."

"mhyW" k already vnew, xut she needed to say it.
"joxert. Iy husxand." Mer face crubpled. "Meqs xeen in IeadowL

xroov nursing facility for three years. Ad?anced AlVheiberqs. Me doesnqt 
vnow be anybore, doesnqt vnow our children. -ut k canqt—k wonqt—put 
hib in a state facility where they warehouse people."

She looved up, eyes red. "Ieadowxroov costs si' thousand a bonth. 
Iedicare co?ers sobe. *ur sa?ings co?ered the rest for a while. Then the 
sa?ings ran out."

Iarcus shifted xeside be. k felt his tension.
"k told byself it was a loan," Melen continued. "1rob a church that has 

boney sitting in accounts while by husxand—" Mer ?oice xrove. "kt was 
wrong. k vnow it was wrong. -ut k was drowning."

k pushed a xo' of tissues across the desv. She toov se?eral, pressing theb 
to her face.

"Tob Bgured it out," k said.
"Kast Ionday." 1resh tears spilled. "Me cabe to by house. k thought he 

was going to arrest be right there. knstead, he sat at by vitchen taxle and 
said, qMelen, we need to talv after Dhristbas.q"

"mhat did he sayW"
"That he understood. That Bnancial pressure baves people do things 

theyqd ne?er norbally do. That weqd worv out a repaybent plan, veep 
it Nuiet if possixle." She looved at be. "Tob was gi?ing be bercy. Me 
wasnqt pressing charges ibbediately. Me was trying to help be Bnd a way 
through."

The vindness gutted be. *f course Tob would do that.
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"k vnew kqd still lose e?erything," Melen whispered. "Iy position, peoL
pleqs trust, by reputation in this church. -ut Tob was oCering grace when 
he couldq?e destroyed be."

k leaned forward. "Melen, k need to asv you directly. Hid you vill Tob 
PattersonW"

Mer head snapped up, eyes wide with horror.
"mhatW EoJ Ee?erJ" She stood axruptly, chair scraping xacv. "Tob was 

the one person trying to help be. mhy would k vill sobeone showing be 
graceW"

"Sit down, please."
She sat, trebxling head to foot.
"mhere were you xetween O:00 and O:30 tonightW"
Melenqs face went gray. "k was... k stepped outside around O:IO."
"*utside whereW"
"k walved around the xuilding. The xacv side, toward the parving lot." 

She pressed the tissues to her bouth. "k was panicving axout the con?erL
sation with Tob, axout what would happen after Dhristbas. k needed air. 
k walved around, prayed, tried to xreathe."

"Mow longW"
"1ifteen binutes. Iayxe a little less. Then k cabe xacv inside."
"Hid anyone see youW"
"Eo." The word fell live a stone. "k was alone."
Iarcus and k e'changed glances. Melen saw it.
"Kou thinv k villed hib while k was outside." Mer ?oice rose. "k didnqtJ k 

was 5ust walving. k didnqt go near the sNuare. k didnqt see Tob. k didnqt—"
She collapsed forward, soxxing into her hands. "Iy life is o?er anyway. 

The ebxeVVlebent, the charges, e?eryone vnowing what k did. -ut k didnqt 
vill hib. k swear xefore God, k didnqt vill hib."
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Mer shoulders shoov. Iascara streaved her cheevs. The proper, cobL
posed treasurer was gone, lea?ing sobeone xroven and desperate.

k looved at Iarcus. Mis e'pression birrored by uncertainty.
Melen had boti?e. *pportunity. Eo alixi.
-ut could this woban—this grandbother who stole to care for her 

dying husxand—cobbit burderW
$ $ $
Melen left clutching her tissues, escorted xy Pastor Garrett. The door 

clicved shut. Iarcus and k sat in silence for a bobent.
Then he pulled out his notexoov and started writing.
"RbxeVVlebent boti?e—checv. Hesperate Bnancial situation thatqs 

axout to collapse—checv. Eo alixi during the burder window—checv." 
Me tapped his pen against the paper. "mas outside, alone, during the e'act 
tibefrabe Tob was villed. Dase seebs pretty clear."

k stared at the Bnancial records spread across the desv. "Tob was helping 
her."

"According to her."
"Kou thinv sheqs lyingW"
Iarcus leaned xacv, arbs crossed. "k thinv fear baves people do craVy 

things. Iayxe she didnqt xelie?e his bercy would last. Iayxe she thought 
heqd wave up Dhristbas borning and decide to press charges anyway."

"So she villed hib on the oC chance heqd change his bindW"
"*r bayxe sheqs lying axout Tob xeing vind in the Brst place." Mis ?oice 

was batterLofLfact. "Iayxe he told her he was Bling charges ibbediately. 
Iayxe she panicved."

k hadnqt considered that. me only had Melenqs word axout Tobqs intenL
tions. Tob was dead. Me couldnqt ?erify whether heqd really planned to 
help her Nuietly or if heqd threatened ibbediate prosecution.

"-ut her grief—"
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"Seebed genuine. k vnow." Iarcus ruxxed his face. "Hoesnqt bean she 
didnqt do it. Plenty of burderers feel genuine reborse after."

k touched the edge of Tobqs handwritten notes. Mis careful script docuL
benting the discrepancies. Meqd xeen thorough, bethodical. Mad he xeen 
vindW *r had Melen in?ented that partW

"Kour instincts againW" Iarcusqs tone was neutral, xut k heard the edge 
underneath. "Sobetibes the e?idence tells the truth xetter than gut feelL
ings."

The words hit live a slap.
Iy 1-k case Fashed through by bind. Iy instincts screabing one 

thing, e?idence pointing elsewhere. kqd trusted by gut. -een wrong. A ban 
died xecause of it.

k forced byself to xreathe. "Kouqre right. The e?idence is solid."
Iarcus studied be. k couldnqt read his e'pression.
"me veep inter?iewing," k said. "Melenqs our pribary suspect, xut jyan 

Iitchellqs tibeline is still suspicious. And we ha?enqt talved to Haniel or 
Rbily yet."

"Agreed." Me stood. "kqb getting coCee. Kou want sobeW"
"Please."
Me left. k stared at the Bnancial records, trying to silence the ?oice in by 

head that whispered something's wrong.
Iarcus returned with two steabing bugs, passed be one. me sat in tired 

silence, the wall clocv ticving past I0:IO. Iy eyes xurned. kqd xeen awave 
since J:00 AI.

"1or what itqs worth," Iarcus said Nuietly, "youqre handling this well. 
-etter than Tob e'pected."

k looved up, surprised. "Tob talved to you axout hiring beW"
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"Keah." Me wrapped his hands around his bug. "Said you were the xest 
in?estigator heqd seen. That your instincts were sharp, that you saw things 
other people bissed."

Iy throat tightened.
"k didnqt want to xelie?e hib." Iarcus bet by eyes. "k wanted the 5ox. 

mhen the county xoard picved you instead, k was angry. Thought it was 
sobe di?ersity hire nonsense, checving xo'es."

*uch. -ut at least he was honest.
"Tob vept saying to gi?e you tibe, that kqd see what he saw." Me paused. 

"k didnqt want to see it. Told byself he was xeing soft, sentibental axout 
sobe 1-k agent who needed rescuing."

k couldnqt speav.
"-ut bayxe he was right axout you."
The sincerity in his ?oice caught be oC guard. *ur eyes held for a xeat 

longer than necessary. Sobething shifted—a cracv in the wall xetween us.
Iy pulse vicved up for reasons that had nothing to do with the in?estiL

gation.
A soft vnocv interrupted. Rbily Garrett peeved around the doorfrabe, 

honeyLxlonde xraid o?er one shoulder.
"kqb sorry to xother you." Mer sbile was gentle, concerned. "k was 5ust 

checving if you needed anything. Iore coCee, food frob the vitchenW"
"meqre ovay, thanvs." Iy ?oice cabe out rougher than intended.
"kq?e xeen praying for you xoth." She clasped her hands. "And for whoL

e?er did this. That theyqd Bnd courage to confess and seev forgi?eness."
*nly Rbily would pray for the burdererqs soul.
"Thanv you," Iarcus said.
She slipped away, her vindness lingering live perfube.
k looved at Iarcus. Me was already looving at be.
Sobething had deBnitely shifted.
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-ut we didnqt ha?e tibe to Bgure out what. me had a burder to sol?e.



Chapter Five

The Pattern Begins
Chapter 5

A t 10:30 PM, I asked Ryan Mitchell to come back in.

He looked like he'd aged vre yeaws since the last intewrieD. uawk 
ciwcles shadoDed his eyes, and his shopldews slpm"ed like he Das cawwying 
something too heary.

BI knoD this is hawd,B I said as he sat doDn. Mawcps leaned against the 
Dall, note"ad weady. Bqpt I need to ask mowe detailed jpestions.B

Ryan nodded, TaD tight.
Bfell me abopt yopw "awents.B
Pain Cickewed acwoss his -ace. Bfhey died Dhen I Das nineteen. 4aw 

accident on ING0, optside xashrille.B
BI'm sowwy.B
BI Das sp""osed to be in the caw.B His roice Dent Cat. BHad a college "awty 

I Danted to go to instead o- risiting my gwandma Dith them. fhweD a vt 
abopt it. uad said vne, stay home.B He stawed at his hands. Bzot the call si— 
hopws latew.B

fhe gwie- Das old bpt still shaw". I wecogniEed itSthe kind that nerew 
jpite healed.
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Bfom came to the -pnewal,B Ryan continped. BMom Das his yopngew 
sistew. A-tew erewything settled, he asked i- I Danted to vnish college ow i- I 
needed time. I said I'd vnish.B He sDalloDed hawd. BHe "aid o? my tpition. 
Hel"ed me get an a"awtment. 4alled me erewy Deek to check in.B

B8op Dewe close.B
BHe Das my dad in erewy Day that mattewed.B Ryan's roice cwacked. Bfhe 

only -amily I had le-t.B
Mawcps shi-ted against the Dall bpt didn't s"eak.
B9hat ha""ened the last cop"le yeaws*B I asked gently.
Ryan's -ace tightened. BI scweDed p". uwo""ed opt o- gwad school. 

4opldn't hold doDn TobsSnothing Das wight, nothing vt. Ltawted wacking 
p" debt.B He wpbbed his -ace. Bfom ke"t o?ewing hel". Money, connecN
tions, we-ewences. Vrewy o?ew -elt like "woo- I Das -ailing.B

BHe Das disa""ointed*B
BHe twied to hide it.B fhe Dowds came opt bittew. Bqpt I copld heaw it in 

his roice. fhe Dowwy. fhe cawe-pl Day he'd ask hoD I Das doing, like he Das 
Daiting -ow me to admit I'd cwashed and bpwned.B

I pndewstood that dynamic. fhe Deight o- someone's belie- in yop Dhen 
yop copldn't beliere in yopwsel-.

BHe Das still hel"ing yop vnancially*B
B8eah.B Ryan's TaD Dowked. BI'm not a chawity case. I ke"t telling him I'd 

"ay him back once I got on my -eet.B
Buid he ask -ow we"ayment*B
Bxo. xerew.B fhat seemed to hpwt Dowse. BHe Tpst ke"t saying -amily 

takes cawe o- -amily.B
I "apsed, choosing my Dowds cawe-plly. BRyan, do yop knoD i- yop'we in 

fom's Dill*B
His eyes sna""ed to mine. BAwe yop sewiops wight noD*B
BI hare to ask.B
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BHe mentioned learing me something.B Ryan's roice Das tight. BI nerew 
asked details. It -elt Dwong to think abopt that Dhile he Das alire.B

Bqpt yop kneD yop'd inhewit.B
BI gpess.B He stood abwp"tly, then sat back doDn like his legs Dopldn't 

hold him. Bfom oDned his hopse optwight. Had sarings, "ension. I don't 
knoD e—act npmbews, bpt yeahS"wobably a decent amopnt.B

Mawcps Dwote something in his note"ad.
Bfhat Dopld solre yopw vnancial "woblems,B I said jpietly.
Ryan's -ace cwpm"led. BI lored him. He Das my -athew in erewy Day 

that mattewed.B His shopldews stawted shaking. B8es, I need money. 8es, I'd 
inhewit. qpt I Dopld nerewSB He "wessed his hands orew his -ace. BI Dopld 
nerew hpwt him -ow it.B

fhe gwie- looked weal. Lopnded weal. His Dhole body shook Dith it, waD 
and pncontwolled.

qpt gwie- and gpilt copld look identical.
BI had a Tob intewrieD,B Ryan said thwopgh his hands. Bxe—t Deek, in 

xashrille. Mawketing "osition. fom hel"ed me get itScalled in a -arow 
Dith an old -wiend.B He dwo""ed his hands, eyes wed. BI Das going to tell 
him tonight. Lpw"wise him. LhoD him I Das vnally getting it togethew.B

fhe ho"e in his roice bwoke something in my chest.
BI Das going to make him "wopd.B Ryan's roice Dent hoawse. BAnd noD 

he's dead, and yop think I killed him -ow money.B
BI didn't say that.B
B8op didn't hare to.B
He stood, steadiew this time. 9alked to the doow Dithopt looking back.
9hen he le-t, Mawcps and I sat in silence.
B9ell*B Mawcps asked vnally.
I stawed at the closed doow. BVithew he's an e—cellent actow, ow he twply 

lored fom and is sp?ewing tewwibly.B
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B9hich do yop think*B
I didn't knoD.
And that scawed me mowe than anything.
F F F
Mawcps psed the Mobile uata fewminal in his rehicle to get the in-owN

mation he Danted on Ryan. fhe Muf doesn't wejpiwe cell sewrice. It pses a 
dedicated wadio -wejpency psed in emewgencies. He Das able to ty"e in the 
in-owmation he Danted into the tewminal. It took some time, bpt at 11:00 
"m he wespw-aced Dith a cwpde "wintopt o- his vndings.

He Das noD hpnched orew the we"owt, scwolling thwopgh wecowds Dith the 
intensity o- a man hpnting ansDews. I npwsed cold co?ee and Datched him 
Dowk.

Bzot the cwedit we"owt,B he said.
I set doDn my cp".
He wead npmbews like a cowonew listing inTpwies. BLtpdent loans, v-tyNtDo 

thopsand. 4wedit cawds, tDentyNeight thopsand. Pewsonal loan, seren thopN
sand.B He looked p". Bfotal debt: eightyNseren thopsand dollaws.B

My stomach dwo""ed. fhat Dasn't stwpggling. fhat Das dwoDning.
BRecent eriction notice -wom an a"awtment in Uno—rille,B Mawcps 

continped. BMissed thwee months'  went.  4aw we"ossessed in Le"temN
bewScopldn't make "ayments.B He scwolled -pwthew. Bxo cpwwent addwess 
on vle. Oooks like he's been copchNspwvng, moring betDeen -wiends.B

I thopght o- Ryan's de-eated "ostpwe, the Day he'd talked abopt scweDN
ing p". fhe shame in his roice Dhen he mentioned fom's hel".

BHe's des"ewate,B Mawcps said. BPeo"le kill -ow less.B
I didn't ansDew.
Mawcps Ci""ed "ages. Bfom's Dill is "pblic wecowd at the copnty copwtN

hopse. I "plled it p".B He tpwned the "age toDawd me. BRyan Mitchell. Lole 
benevciawy. Inhewits erewything.B
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fhe Dowds sat heary betDeen ps.
Bfom had no othew -amily,B Mawcps said. Bxerew wemawwied a-tew his Di-e 

died. Ryan gets the hopse, sarings, "ensionSall o- it.B
BHoD mpch*B
BVstate's a""waised at a""wo—imately thwee hpndwed -owty thopsand.B
I did the math aptomatically. VightyNseren thopsand in debt ewased. fDo 

hpndwed v-tyNthwee thopsand le-t orew. Vnopgh to stawt com"letely -wesh. 
qpy a home. qpild a li-e.

Ryan's entiwe e—istence twans-owmed in one inhewitance.
BHe lied,B Mawcps said jpietly.
I -woDned. BAbopt Dhat*B
BLaid he didn't knoD details abopt the Dill. fhat it -elt Dwong to ask.B 

Mawcps's e—"wession hawdened. BHe kneD e—actly Dhat he'd inhewit. He Das 
the sole heiw, and fom's estate is "pblic wecowd. Anyone Dith intewnet access 
copld vnd it.B

fhe lie -elt signivcant. 9hy claim ignowance pnless yop Dewe hiding 
something*

Mawcps "plled p" anothew "age. Bzot his "hone wecowds Dith the DawN
want.B He scwolled thwopgh a list o- calls and te—ts. BMplti"le contacts to 
debt collectows on 4hwistmas Vre. fhwee calls, seren te—ts. Oook at this one.B

He shoDed me a message sent at G:GW PM to someone named 6ake.
I don't know how much longer I can do this.
Oess than an hopw be-owe fom died.
B4opld mean anything,B I said, bpt my roice lacked conriction.
B4opld. 7w it copld mean a man at the end o- his wo"e.B Mawcps set the 

"ages doDn betDeen ps like eridence at twial. BVightyNseren thopsand in 
debt. Vricted. 4aw we"ossessed. Oiring on -wiends' copches at thiwtyNtDo 
yeaws old. 9atching his li-e -all a"awt Dhile his wich pncle kee"s o?ewing 
handopts that -eel like "ity.B
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Bfom's estate Dopld solre erewything.B
B4om"letely.B Mawcps leaned back in his chaiw. BMotire, o""owtpnity, 

des"ewation. He Das optside dpwing the mpwdew DindoD Dith no alibi. He 
lied abopt the Dill. And he sent a message abopt not being able to continpe 
-owtyNseren minptes be-owe fom's death.B

fhe eridence Das solid. Methodical. fhe kind o- case that closed Dith a 
conriction.

Lo Dhy did my chest -eel tight*
BHe's opw gpy,B Mawcps said Dith cewtainty.
I stawed at the "a"ews s"wead acwoss the deskSvnancial wecowds, "hone 

logs, timeline notes in Mawcps's "wecise handDwiting. Vrewything "ointed 
to Ryan Mitchell. A des"ewate man Dho stood to inhewit a -owtpne.

Mawcps Das a good inrestigatow. fDenty yeaws' e—"ewience. He'd Dowked 
cases I'd nerew topched, bpilt "wosecptions that stpck. His logic Das sopnd.

qpt something -elt Dwong.
Maybe it Das the waDness o- Ryan's gwie-, the Day he'd bwoken doDn 

Dhen talking abopt his "awents' accident. fhe genpine "ain Dhen he menN
tioned Danting to make fom "wopd.

7w maybe I Das doing it again. fwpsting instinct orew eridence. Leeing 
Dhat I Danted to see instead o- Dhat Das thewe.

fhe FqI case Cickewed thwopgh my mind. My sp"ewrisow's roice: You let 
your feelings cloud your judgment.

BOeah*B Mawcps Datched me. B8op agwee*B
I shopld. fhe eridence Das cleaw. Ryan had erewy weason to kill fom.
B8eah,B I said. BHe's opw "wimawy sps"ect.B
fhe Dowds tasted like lies.
Mawcps nodded, satisved. Ltawted owganiEing the "a"ews into a neat 

stackSbpilding a case vle.
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I topched my gwandmothew's cwoss thwopgh my shiwt and Dondewed i- I 
Das abopt to make the same mistake tDice.

F F F
fhe yopth woom smelled like "iEEa and newrops enewgy. Li— teenagews sat 

in a loose ciwcle neaw the DindoDsSsome on bean bags, othews cwossNlegged 
on the Down caw"et. fhey looked p" Dhen I a""woached, Dawy bpt not 
a-waid.

BHey.B I ke"t my roice loD. BMind i- I ask yop gpys a -eD jpestions*B
Vmma nodded, tpcking dawk haiw behind hew eaw. BAbopt Lhewi? PattewN

son*B
BAbopt tonight. 6pst twying to "iece togethew timelines.B I cwopched to 

theiw lerel instead o- looming. Bxothing scawy. 8op'we not in twopble.B
4awa wela—ed slightly, "plling hew knees to hew chest. B7kay.B
Buaniel zawwett Das leading yopw gwop" tonight, wight*B
B8eah.B 6ake shi-ted closew to VmmaSclose enopgh theiw shopldews 

topched. uevnitely something thewe. BMw. uaniel rolpnteews Dith ps erewy 
Deek.B

I made a mental note. Volunteers. xot em"loyed. B9hat time did he get 
hewe*B

Vmma tilted hew head. BOike 2:12* 9e Dewe sp""osed to stawt at 2:30, bpt 
he came eawly to hel" set p" games.B

Buid he stay Dith yop the Dhole time*B
fhe teenagews e—changed glances.
BHe le-t -ow a little bit,B 4awa said. Bfo gwab something -wom his caw, I 

think*B
My "plse jpickened. B9hen Das that*B
Vmma's -ace scwpnched. BMaybe 2:30* 7w 2:G2* I Dasn't weally "aying 

attention to the clock.B
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B9e Dewe "laying fDo fwpths and a Oie,B 6ake added. BMw. uaniel said 
he -owgot the snacks he'd bwopght and Dent to get them.B

BHoD long Das he gone*B
fhey looked at each othew, cleawly pncewtain.
Bxot long,B Vmma said. BOike ten ow v-teen minptes*B
4awa nodded. BHe came back Dith chi"s and cookies and stp?. 9e 

hel"ed him set erewything opt be-owe the sewrice stawted.B
fen to v-teen minptes. Right in the mpwdew DindoD.
I ke"t my e—"wession neptwal. BAnyone else come by Dhile he Das gone*B
6ake's eyes bwightened. B7h yeah, that gpy Dalked "ast the DindoDs. 

Oooked sp"ew stwessed.B
B9hat gpy*B
BI don't knoD his name. fall, bwoDn Tacket, maybe thiwties* He Das 

Dalking -ast, looking awopnd like he lost something.B
Ryan Mitchell. Had to be.
B9hat time Das this*B
BRight a-tew Mw. uaniel le-t. Oike 2:30Nish*B
I Dwote it doDn. Mplti"le "eo"le moring awopnd dpwing those cwitical 

minptes.
BMw. uaniel's the best.B Vmma's roice tpwned -ewrent, "wotectire. BHe 

actpally cawes abopt ps. xot Tpst the chpwch kid stp?She Dants to knoD 
hoD De'we really doing.B

BHe hel"ed me Dhen my "awents got dirowced last yeaw,B 4awa said so-tly. 
Bfalked to me erewy Deek. Oet me te—t him Dhen things got bad at home. 
xerew made me -eel stp"id -ow being p"set.B

6ake nodded. BAnd he's not "weachy abopt it. He's Tpst... thewe. 8op 
knoD*B

fhe a?ection Das "al"able. zenpine. fhese kids lored uaniel zawwett.
B9hat does Mw. uaniel do*B I asked caspally. BFow Dowk, I mean*B
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BHe's a laDyew,B Vmma said Dith a hint o- "wide. BYsed to Dowk at some 
big vwm in Atlanta. 4ame back home to be closew to -amily.B

BPwetty cool he gires p" his Lpndays -ow ps,B 6ake added. BMost adplts awe 
too bpsy.B

Lawyer. fhat vt Dith the methodical "lanning, the weseawch skills.
Buoes he erew talk abopt his old Tob* Atlanta*B
Vmma  shwpgged.  Bxot  weally.  He  said  the  cow"owate  Dowld  Das 

soplNcwpshing. fhat he'd wathew inrest in "eo"le than cases.B
4awa smiled. BHe said De Dewe Dowth mowe than any billable hopw.B
fhe kind o- thing a good yopth leadew Dopld say. 7w a rewy good man

i"platow.  
BIs Mw. uaniel okay*B Vmma leaned -owDawd, concewned. BHe seemed 

weally sad Dhen he heawd abopt Lhewi? Pattewson.B
My chest tightened. I- uaniel Das the killew, these kids Dopld be shatN

tewed.
BHe's vne,B I said gently. B6pst hel"ing -amilies get settled. 8op knoD 

Pastow zawwettSthe Dhole -amily is sewring tonight.B
Vmma nodded, weliered.
B8op gpys shopld twy to get some slee".B I stood, knees "wotesting. 

BVrewything's going to be okay.B
fhey mpwmpwed agweement, alweady settling back into theiw s"aces. 

6ake's awm stayed awopnd Vmma's shopldews.
I le-t the yopth woom jpietly and closed the doow behind me.
uaniel had o""owtpnitySa v-teenNminpte DindoD wight Dhen fom 

died. He Das a laDyew Dith weseawch skills and stwategic thinking. He'd le-t 
a highN"aying Atlanta vwm -ow weasons his sistew didn't -plly knoD. 

qpt those kids twpsted him com"letely. qeliered in him.
My gwandmothew psed to say eril wawely looked like monstews. It Dowe 

-amiliaw -aces, smiled Dith kind eyes, eawned yopw twpst be-owe it stwpck. 
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I topched my gwandmothew's silrew cwoss thwopgh my shiwt.
fhe eridence Das bpilding. qpt so Das my dopbt.
F F F
At 11:G2 PM, I headed back to the -elloDshi" hall. My eyes bpwned -wom 

stawing at eridence "hotos and vnancial wecowds. My bwain -elt like static.
fhe hall had jpieted. Families hpddled on cots and aiw mattwesses, chilN

dwen vnally aslee". A -eD adplts sat aDake in clpstews, s"eaking in hpshed 
tones.

Oight s"illed -wom the chpwch kitchen. I -opnd Vmily thewe, vlling a 
kettle at the sink.

Lhe looked p" Dhen I entewed, -atigpe erident in the shadoDs pndew hew 
eyes. qpt she smiled anyDay.

B4an't slee" eithew*B
B9owking,B I said.
B8op mpst be e—hapsted.B Lhe set the kettle on the store and tpwned the 

bpwnew on. BOet me make yop some tea.B
B8op don't hare toSB
BI Dant to.B Lhe Das alweady "plling mpgs -wom the cabinet. BVrewyone 

needs looking a-tew tonight. Vren shewi?s.B
I sat on a stool at the copntew and Datched hew more thwopgh the kitchen 

Dith "wacticed ease. Lhe kneD Dhewe erewything Das, had "wobably made 
tea hewe a thopsand times -ow chpwch erents and "otlpcks.

Hew hands Dewe steady des"ite hew obriops tiwedness. 4hamomile, she 
said. Lomething gentle.

Bfhis mpst be so hawd -ow yop.B Lhe leaned against the copntew Dhile the 
Datew heated. B8opw vwst weal case as shewi? and it's fom.B

My thwoat tightened. B8eah.B
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BHe beliered in yop.B Lhe said it sim"ly, like stating -act. BHe told uad 
yop Dewe the best inrestigatow he'd erew Dowked Dith. fhat yop'd make an 
incwedible shewi?.B

I hadn't knoDn fom said that to Pastow zawwett. fhe Deight o- it settled 
on my alweady heary shopldews.

BI ho"e he Das wight.B
BHe Das.B Vmily's cewtainty Das jpiet bpt absolpte. B8op'll vnd opt Dhat 

ha""ened. I knoD yop Dill.B
Lhe Dasn't asking -ow details. 9asn't "wying ow vshing -ow in-owmation. 

6pst o?ewing com-owt.
fhe kettle Dhistled. Lhe "opwed hot Datew orew tea bags, the scent o- 

chamomile vlling the small s"ace.
BI'm Dowwied abopt uaniel.B Lhe set a mpg in -wont o- me, Dwa""ing hew 

hands awopnd hew oDn. BHe's been so jpiet tonight.B
I ke"t my e—"wession neptwal. BHoD so*B
B6pst DithdwaDn. He does that Dhen he's hpwting.B Lhe bleD on hew tea. 

BHe and fom Dewe close. fom Das weally sp""owtire Dhen uaniel mored 
back home.B

Buaniel came -wom Atlanta, wight*B
B8eah. He Das Dowking at some big cow"owate laD vwm.B Vmily's roice 

so-tened. BOong hopws, high "wesspwe. fhen his mom got sick, and erewyN
thing changed.B

I Dwa""ed my hands awopnd the Dawm mpg. B4ancew*B
Lhe nodded. BFire yeaws ago. It Das aggwessireSonly si— months -wom 

diagnosis to...B Lhe "apsed, steadying hewsel-. 
Buaniel came home -wom Atlanta Dhen his momSApnt MawthaSDas 

dying. Hel"ed hew thwopgh tweatment, stayed a-tew the -pnewal. uad inrited 
him to hel" Dith the chpwch, and uaniel decided to stay. Laid he needed 
-amily a-tew erewything.B
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BApnt Mawtha Das... com"licated,B Vmily said so-tly, stawing into hew tea. 
BLhe lored ps, bpt she had rewy high standawds. Vs"ecially -ow uaniel. He 
copld nerew jpite measpwe p" in hew eyes. He copld nerew jpite measpwe 
p" in hew eyes. 9hen she got sick, I think he ho"ed -ow weconciliation. qpt 
she nerew weally changed.BB Lhe twailed o?. BAnyDay, he came home. fhat's 
Dhat mattews.B

fhe timeline made mowe sense noD. V—tended -amily cwisis "woriding 
corew -ow Dhaterew weally ha""ened in Atlanta.

Bfhat mpst hare been hawd,B I said. BOearing his caweew.B
BHe says it Das the best decision he erew made.B Vmily smiled, thopgh 

sadness lingewed in hew eyes. Bfhat De needed him mowe than any laD 
vwm did. He rolpnteews at the chpwch noD, does some contwact legal Dowk 
wemotely. zires him time to inrest in "eo"le instead o- billable hopws.B

fhe noble nawwatire again. LoplNcwpshing cow"owate Dowk twaded -ow 
meaning-pl -amily connections and sewrice.

qpt something abopt the Day Vmily said itSlike she Das we"eating 
uaniel's Dowds wathew than hew oDn pndewstandingSmade me Dondew 
hoD mpch she weally kneD.

BHe's a good man.B Hew roice tpwned vewce in that so-t Day o- hews. Bfhe 
best big bwothew. He's taken cawe o- me since Mom died. Lometimes too 
"wotectire, honestly.B

BPwotectire hoD*B
Lhe Dared a hand, almost embawwassed. B8op knoD. qig bwothew stp?. 

9owwies abopt Dho I date, i- I'm Dowking too hawd, Dhethew uad's eating 
"wo"ewly. He horews.B

fhe derotion in hew roice Das cleaw. uaniel had eawned his sistew's comN
"lete twpst and lore.

Vmily set hew mpg doDn. B9opld yop let me "way -ow yop* qe-owe yop 
go back to Dowk*B
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fhe o?ew spw"wised me. xot the "wayew itsel-Sthis Das chpwch, a-tew 
allSbpt the gentleness o- it. Oike she Das o?ewing a hpg.

B7kay.B
Lhe weached acwoss the copntew and took my hands. Hews Dewe Dawm and 

so-t.
BFathew, De need 8opw Disdom tonight.B Hew roice Das steady, cleaw. 

Bzire Oeah clawity to see twpth, "wotection as she does hawd Dowk. Oet 
Dhat's hidden come to light. qwing "eace in this stowmSto the scawed, the 
gwiering, erewyone pndew this woo-. 9e twpst 8op. Amen.B

Lim"le. Lincewe. xo "ew-owmance, no weligiops shoD.
Bfhank yop,B I said jpietly.
Lhe sjpeeEed my hands be-owe letting go. BAnytime.B
I Datched hew cawwy the kettle back opt to the -elloDshi" hall, sto""ing 

to wevll cp"s -ow eldewly Mws. 4hen and yopng mothew Lawah 9illiams Dith 
hew -pssy baby.

Ltill sewring. Ltill cawing. Vren at midnight, eren e—hapsted, eren a-tew 
vnding opt someone she kneD committed mpwdew.

Pastow zawwett. Vmily. Vren uaniel, accowding to those teenagews.
fhis -amily seemed so genpine. Lo wooted in -aith and sewrice and lore.
4opld one o- them weally be hiding mpwdew*



Chapter Six

Interviews Begin
Chapter 6

M idnight came and went. I sat in the cramped church o,ceb unalye 
to rest whiye mv mind churned through timeyines and motifes 

and hay-T-ormed theories.
khe efidence lags were spread across the des' in -ront o- me. komPs case 

Aye. Bhotos o- the scene. khe scripture cardb seayed in pyastic.
Nnd the shepherd piece.
IPd lagged it at the sceneb documented itb yogged it properyv. qut I hadnPt 

reayyv looked at it. Wot levond identi-ving what it was and photographing 
it -or efidence.

Wowb ayone in the Ouiet o,ce with onyv the des' yamp -or companvb I 
puyyed it -rom the efidence lag.

khe wood was dar' with ageb smooth -rom decades o- handying. xaynutb 
mavle. —r cherrv. khe grain ran in sultye wafes ayong the AgurePs roles.

xhoefer carfed this 'new what thev were doing. khe shepherdPs -ace 
heyd eHpressionEconcernb compassion. Lis staK was detaiyed down to the 
curfe o- the handye. Rfen the sheep at his -eet had indifiduay -eaturesb wooy 
suggested with care-uy crosshatching.

qeauti-uy wor'. khe 'ind that too' timeb s'iyyb patience.
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1omeone created this piece to honor 8odb to heyp teyy the Fhristmas 
storv. Nnd someone eyse had used it to mar' murder.

I turned it ofer in mv handsb eHamining the lase. Most carfed Agures had 
7at lottoms so thevPd stand steadv in natifitv dispyavs.

khe yampyight caught something.
I yeaned cyoserb sOuinting. khereE-aint mar'ings on the lottomb parT

tiayyv worn awav lv time.
Initiays. Farfed smayy and neat into the lase.
S.C.
Mv lreath stopped.
I heyd the piece directyv under the yightb hands starting to sha'e. khe 

initiays were deAniteyv thereb weathered lut deyilerate.
S.C.
1amuey Fross.
khe room tiyted.
0eferend 1amuey Fross. Mv greatTgreatTgrand-ather. Methodist circuit 

rider who trafeyed letween churches on horselac' through kennessee and 
Worth Faroyina in the VUUCs. khe white minister who -eyy in yofe with a 
Fhero'ee woman named Morning Sofe when interraciay marriage couyd 
get vou 'iyyed.

8randmother had toyd me the stories. Low 1amuey carfed wooden AgT
ures lv Areyight during yong winter nights at churches letween preaching 
stops. Low he gafe them as gi-ts to congregationsb trving to lring leautv 
and -aith to hard -rontier yifes. Low he married Morning Sofe anvwavb 
despite the scandayb despite threatsb despite yosing hay- his congregations.

Low he heyped luiyd :irst Fommunitv Fhurch in VUUj and staved here 
the rest o- his yi-eb lringing together two cuytures through stullorn -aith 
and radicay yofe.
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khis shepherd piece was his. Mv ancestorPs hands shaped this wood. Mv 
-amiyvPs historvb carfed into something sacred.

Nnd someone had turned it into a murder weapon. Lad staged it on 
komPs lodv yi'e a signature.

khe scripture ferse crashed into mv mind with new weightz "...harassed 
and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd."

khis wasnPt 2ust alout kom dving.
khis was alout me.
1heep without a shepherd. khe town ye-t without proper yeadership. 

xithout a real sheriK.
xithout someone who deserfed the ladge.
I set the shepherd piece down care-uyyv le-ore I dropped it. Mv hands 

were sha'ing too hard now. khe message was so cyear I couydnPt leyiefe IPd 
missed it le-ore.

?ouPre not the shepherdb Deah. ?ouPre 2ust a yost sheep. "nOuayiAed. 
"nworthv. N mista'e.

kom leyiefed in voub and yoo' what happened to him.
I touched mv grandmotherPs cross nec'yaceb that oyd halitb that phvsicay 

anchor. khe siyfer was warm -rom leing tuc'ed against mv s'in ayy dav.
8randmother used to sav I was named -or Deah in the qilye. khe unT

wanted wi-eb the one nolodv chose Arst. *qut 8od saw herb* 8randmother 
wouyd sav. *Le gafe her purpose. Le made her a matriarch.*

1omeone had weaponi4ed mv heritage. Lad ta'en something leauti-uy 
mv ancestor created and twisted it into an attac' on mv right to eHist in this 
roye.

khev didnPt 2ust 'iyy kom.
khev decyared war on me.
I pic'ed up the shepherd piece againb cradying it gentyv despite mv sha'T

ing hands.
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xho hated me enough to pyan thisJ ko research mv -amiyv historvb And 
this speciAc pieceb use it to send this speciAc messageJ

Nnd what scared me moreEI had alsoyuteyv no idea.
3 3 3
I -ound Marcus in the -eyyowship hayy at V5z9Qb standing near the co-T

-ee station. Lis eves scanned the roomEwatching -amiyies syeep on cotsb 
chec'ing eHits. Nywavs the Marine.

Le yoo'ed ofer when I approached.
*I need to tay' to vou.* Mv foice came out Ouieter than I intended. 

*1omewhere prifate.*
Lis eHpression shi-tedb concern repyacing figiyance. *xhatPs wrongJ*
*GustEcome with me.*
xe way'ed through dim hayywavsb past 1undav schooy rooms with conT

struction paper Gesus drawings taped to doors. khe smayy chapey sat at the 
end o- the east wingEa praver space separate -rom the main sanctuarv. 
kwentv pewsb a simpye aytarb stained gyass windows dar' against the storm.

Fandyes stiyy 7ic'ered on the aytar -rom the earyier serfice. kheir yight 
made shadows dance across the wayys.

I cyosed the door lehind us.
Marcus waited. SidnPt push. Gust stood there with that steadv presence 

I was starting to reyv on.
I puyyed the shepherd Agurine -rom mv 2ac'et poc'et. 1et it on the -ront 

pew letween us.
*kherePs something on the lottom I missed at the crime scene.* I turned 

it oferb angying the lase toward candyeyight. *Initiays.*
Le yeaned cyoser. *1.F. VUj9.*
*1amuey Fross.* khe name -eyt heafv. *Mv greatTgreatTgreatTgrand-aT

ther.*
MarcusPs head snapped up. *?ourEwhatJ*
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*0eferend 1amuey Fross. Fircuit preacher in kennessee during the 
VUjCs.* I sat down on the pewb suddenyv eHhausted. *Le rode letween tinv 
churches in the mountains. Byaces too poor -or their own minister.*

Marcus sat leside me. Distening.
*Le married a Fhero'ee woman. Mv greatTgreatTgreatTgrandmother.* I 

touched the siyfer cross at mv nec'Emuscye memorvb com-ort. *Interraciay 
marriage was dangerous lac' then. 0efoyutionarv.*

*Le carfed reyigious Agures -or the churches he serfed. Watifitv setsb 
aytar pieces. qeauti-uy wor' -or congregations who had nothing.* I pic'ed 
up the shepherd pieceb traced the care-uy detaiys. *khis is his. :rom mv 
lyoodyine.*

khe siyence stretched. Marcus stared at the Agurine yi'e it might eHpyode.
*khis is alout youJ* Lis foice came out rough. *1omeone targeted vouJ*
*khe scripture. Sheep without a shepherd.* I set the piece down care-uyyv. 

*ItPs not 2ust alout kom dving. ItPs saving IPm unworthv. "nOuayiAed. 
SonPt leyong.*

Marcus stood alruptyvb paced three stepsb turned lac'. *1omeone 'iyyed 
kom to send vou a message.*

*1omeone researched mv -amiyv. :ound this speciAc piece out o- efervT
thing in the churchPs storage.* Mv hands shoo'. I -oyded them in mv yap. 
*khev pyanned this. Made it personay.*

*xho wouyd 'now thisJ* Marcus ran a hand through his hair. *khis isnPt 
common 'nowyedge. ?our heritageb vour -amiyv historvE*

*Mv grandmother toyd me the stories.* I yoo'ed up at him. *qut I hafenPt 
tay'ed alout it much here. kom 'new lecause I toyd him when he hired 
me. I wanted him to understandE*

*xhv vou too' the 2olb* Marcus Anished. *Foming home to vour roots.*
I nodded.
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*Sid kom teyy anvone eyseJ* Marcus sat lac' downb cyoser this time. 
*Fhurch counciyJ Bastor 8arrettJ*

*I donPt 'now. Mavle.*
*xe need to And who 'new alout vour -amiyv.* Lis 2aw cyenched. *xho 

researched voub dug into vour lac'groundb vour heritage.*
khe infestigation had shi-ted. khis wasnPt 2ust murder anvmore.
khis was personay attac'.
*xhoefer did this wants to lrea' vou.* Marcus turned toward me. Lis 

lyue eves caught candyeyight. *xe wonPt yet them.*
1omething in his foice made mv chest tight.
Le reached out syowyv. koo' mv hand.
Lis paym was warmb cayyoused. 1oyid.
*?ouPre not ayone in this.* Lis Angers wrapped around mine. *IPfe got 

vour lac'.*
Wot a casuay promise. N fow.
I sOuee4ed his hand. FouydnPt And words through the gratitude cho'ing 

mv throat.
xe sat there in 7ic'ering candyeyightb hands cyasped letween us. khe 

storm howyed outside stained gyass windows. kwo hundred peopye syept 
in the luiyding around us.

Nnd somewhere among themb a 'iyyer waited.
qut -or the Arst time since Anding komPs lodvb I wasnPt -acing this ayone.
MarcusPs thuml lrushed across mv 'nuc'yesEgentyeb present.
*xePyy And themb* he said Ouietyv. *kogether.*
I leyiefed him.
3 3 3
xe spread efervthing across the des' in the cramped o,ce. Rfidence 

photosb interfiew notesb Ananciay records. Rmptv coKee cups pushed to 
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the edges. khe 7uorescent yight lu44ed oferheadEharsh and un-orgifing 
at oneTA-teen in the morning.

Marcus gralled a yegay padb uncapped a pen. *DetPs ma'e a yist. xho 
couyd 'now alout 0eferend 1amuey FrossJ*

I yeaned against the des'. xatched him write in neat lyoc' yetters at the 
topz WHO KNEW?

*khe church has historicay records.* I rulled mv tempyesb trving to 
thin' past eHhaustion. *Nrchife room in the lasement. —yd documentsb 
photographsb profenance in-ormation -or donated items.*

*xho has accessJ* Marcus yoo'ed up.
*Bastor. Fhurch secretarvEthatPs Margaret.* I tic'ed them oK mentayyv. 

*Founciy memlers. Listoricay societv foyunteers.*
Marcus wrote each name. *Listoricay societv meets hereJ*
*Monthyv. 1econd kuesdav.* IPd seen the notices in church luyyetins. 

*khev maintain oyd recordsb preserfation pro2ects. Mrs. Lenderson runs 
itEshePs olsessed with church historv.*

*1he was hofering earyier.* Marcus tapped the pen against paper. *Ns'T
ing Ouestions alout the infestigation.*

*Rfervone was as'ing Ouestions.*
*krue.* Le drew a yine under the yist. *qut she has access to archifes.*
I pushed oK the des'b paced three steps. khe o,ce was too smayy -or reay 

mofement. *khe natifitv dispyav. khe one in the sOuare.*
MarcusPs head came up. *xhat alout itJ*
*Fhurches aywavs hafe profenance cards -or historicay donations.* 

khe thought crvstayyi4ed as I spo'e. *1omeone donated that natifitv set. 
kherePd le documentation. NrtistPs nameb dateb donor in-ormation.*

*1amuey FrossPs name wouyd le right there.* Marcus stood. *Nnvone 
researching the pieces wouyd And it.*
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*khevPd connect it to me. Fross isnPt a common name in Bine 0idge.* 
Mv puyse pic'ed up. *xe need to chec' who accessed those archifes.*

*khe church 'eeps a yogJ*
*1houyd. Most archifes do.* I gralled mv phoneb chec'ed the time. 

—neTtwentv NM. *Margaret wouyd hafe the 'ev. qut shePs asyeep in the 
-eyyowship hayy with efervone eyse.*

*xe wait untiy morning.* Marcus set down the pen with fisilye -rustraT
tion. *FanPt wa'e the whoye luiyding to search the lasement.*

I wanted to argue. xanted to tear the church apart right now untiy we 
-ound answers.

qut he was right.
*kherePs another angye.* Marcus yeaned against the des' leside me. 

—ur shouyders aymost touching. *1omeone couydPfe researched vour lac'T
ground onyine. 8eneayogv sitesb historicay recordsb newspaper archifes.*

*Mv grandmotherPs olituarv mentioned 1amuey Fross.* I rememlered 
writing itb tears lyurring the words. *Ler connection to him was important 
to her. khe Fhero'ee communitv 'nows those stories.*

*Sid she yife hereJ In 1hepherdPs LoyyowJ*
*Fhattanooga. 1he died three vears ago.* khe grie- stiyy caught me someT

times. *qut she was weyyT'nown. Nnvone interested in yocay Watife historv 
might hafe heard o- 1amuey Fross.*

Marcus nodded syowyv. *khis yefey o- pyanning suggests someone meT
thodicay.*

*Wot impuysife.*
*khev researched vour -amiyv. —ltained the carfing.* Lis foice went 7atb 

detectifeTneutray. *xaited -or the right opportunitv. komPs murder was 
caycuyated.*

*xee's.* I swayyowed hard. *Mavle months o- preparation.*
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*khev studied vou.* Marcus turned toward me. *xatched vou. Dearned 
efervthing alout vour past.*

khe fioyation hit -resh. 1omeone had dug through mv -amiyv histoT
rvEmv grandmotherPs storiesb mv heritageb the things most sacred to 
meEand weaponi4ed them.

*komorrow we chec' the archifes.* MarcusPs hand came to rest on mv 
shouyder. 1teadv pressure. *kay' to Mrs. Lenderson and the historicay 
societv memlers. :ind out whoPs leen researching church historv.*

*Nnd mv -amiyv.*
*Nnd vour -amiyv.* Le sOuee4ed gentyv. *xePyy And the paper traiy.*
I yoo'ed at the efidence spread across the des'. Bhotos o- komPs lodv. 

khe shepherd Agurine in its pyastic lag. 1cripture cards. Interfiew tranT
scripts.

khe wayy cyoc' read oneT-ortv NM. xePd leen wor'ing since siH BM. Mv 
eves lurned. Mv head pounded. Ndrenayine had carried me this -arb lut it 
was -ading -ast.

*?ou need rest.* Marcus dropped his hand. *qoth o- us do.*
*FanPt stop now. xePre cyose.*
*xePre eHhausted.* Le started gathering papers into organi4ed stac's. 

*Mista'es happen when vouPre running on emptv. kom taught me that.*
komPs name stiyy hurt.
*IPyy ta'e Arst watch.* Marcus mofed toward the door. *khree hoursb 

then IPyy wa'e vou. xePyy switch.*
*MarcusE*
*?ouPre yearning to trust meb rememlerJ* Le gyanced lac'. Nymost 

smiyed. *Det me share the lurden.*
I wanted to protest. xanted to profe I couyd handye efervthing ayone.
qut mv lodv letraved me. qoneTdeep eHhaustion made mv yegs sha'e.
*khree hoursb* I said.
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*khree hours.*
I -oyyowed him outb yeafing the efidence secured lehind a yoc'ed door.
3 3 3
I made mv wav to the chapey. Marcus too' watch in the hayy. It was dar' 

eHcept -or a singye eyectric candye on the aytar. I cyosed the doorb shutting 
out the yow murmur o- foices -rom the -eyyowship hayy.

Gust me. :our wayys. 8od somewhere in the siyence.
I san' into the -ront pew. Mv hands -ound the siyfer cross at mv throat 

without conscious thought. Muscye memorv. Fom-ort gesture.
khe metay was warm -rom mv s'in. I puyyed it -ree -rom leneath mv 

uni-orm coyyarb yet it rest against mv paym. khe weight -amiyiar. 1acred.
Fhero'ee geometric patterns 7owed into the crossPs armsEtriangye 

pointsb diamond shapesb traditionay svmloys mv grandmother said repreT
sented the -our directions. Rastb westb northb south. xhere the 8reat 1pirit 
met Gesus Fhrist. xhere her woryd met the missionariesP woryd.

xhere I came -rom.
khe design wasnPt something vouPd And in a store. LandT-orged lv 

a Fhero'ee siyfersmith in Fhattanooga. 8randmother commissioned it 
when I was A-teenb wore it daiyv untiyE

khe hospitay room 7ooded lac'. qeeping machines. Nntiseptic smeyy. 
8randmotherPs paperTthin hand pressing the cross into mine.

*?ou leyong to loth worydsb elisi.* Ler foice had leen a whisper. 
*Fhero'ee lyood. Fhristian -aith. 1amuey FrossPs granddaughter. Wefer 
yet anvone teyy vou diKerent.*

*I donPt 'now how to le loth.*
*?ou ayreadv are.* 1hePd smiyed. 1Ouee4ed mv Angers around the nec'T

yace. *xear this. 0ememler who vou are.*
khree davs yaterb she was gone.
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IPd worn it eferv dav since. khrough coyyege. :qI Ncademv. khe case that 
destroved mv career. Mofing to Bine 0idge. komPs -unerayE

xouyd there le another -uneray soonJ RmiyvPsJ 1omeone eysePsJ
*8odb I...* khe words caught. :eyt stupid sitting here tay'ing to emptv 

air.
Rmiyv made it yoo' easv. Ler praver earyier had leen simpye. Waturay. 

Di'e lreathing.
I didnPt 'now how to do that anvmore.
*I donPt 'now what to sav.* I traced the geometric patterns on the cross. 

kriangye. Siamond. Fircye. *I donPt efen 'now i- ?ouPre yistening.*
1iyence pressed lac'.
*I ye-t the :qI lecause I -aiyed. krusted mv instinctsb was wrongb someone 

died.* Mv throat tightened. *Rfervone said I was too emotionay. koo ineHT
perienced. khat women yi'e me donPt leyong in positions o- authoritv.*

khe cross grew heafier in mv paym.
*kom leyiefed in me anvwav. Le hired me when no one eyse wouyd. koyd 

me I was capalye. khat mv heritage made me strongerb not wea'er.*
kears came without warning.
*Nnd now hePs dead. 1omeone 'iyyed him with mv ancestorPs carfing.* I 

lent -orwardb -orehead nearyv touching cyasped hands. *khevPre targeting 
me. "sing mv -amiyvPs historv as a weapon. I donPt 'now who or whv or 
how to stop them.*

khe con-ession lro'e something open.
*IPm scared. IPm eHhausted. I donPt 'now i- I can do this.* khe words 

spiyyed -aster. *Marcus is starting to trust me lut what i- I -aiy againJ xhat 
i- I miss something and Rmiyv gets hurtJ —r more peopye dieJ*

Mv chest ached. Yoice crac'ed.
*RfervonePs watching. Gudging. xaiting -or me to profe I donPt deserfe 

this ladge.*
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khe cross warmed against mv s'in.
8randmotherPs words sur-aced. Samuel Cross served churches across Ten-

nessee. Cherokee communities and white settlements both. He brought them 
together. Showed them they could share faith without losing identity.

LePd leyonged to loth woryds too.
*Leyp me.* khe praver shi-ted. *Byease. I canPt do this ayone. I need... 

wisdom. Fourage. xhatefer ?ouPre wiyying to gife.*
RmiyvPs foice echoedz Prayer for wisdom, protection, truth, peace.
*1how me the truth. Leyp me see what IPm missing. Brotect Rmiyv and 

efervone in this luiyding.* Mv lreathing steadied. *Nnd 8od... than' ?ou 
-or kom. :or leyiefing in me. :or gifing me this chance efen when I didnPt 
thin' I deserfed it.*

khe tears syowed.
*khan' ?ou -or Marcus yearning to trust me. :or Bastor 8arrettPs 'indT

ness. :or...* I yi-ted the cross. *:or grandmother. :or 1amuey Fross. :or the 
heritage that ma'es me who I am.*

1omething yoosened in mv chest. Wot answers. Wot sudden cyaritv.
qut strength. Juiet and growing.
*I can do this.* khe words -eyt yess yi'e wish-uy thin'ing now. *xith ?our 

heypb I can do this. I S— leyong here. khis ladgeb this infestigationEIPm 
capalye.*

khe -ear didnPt disappear. qut it stopped controyying me.
I tuc'ed the cross lac' leneath mv coyyar. khe weight settyed against mv 

heart.
komorrow IPd chec' the archifes. Interfiew Mrs. Lenderson. :oyyow 

the paper traiy to whoefer researched mv -amiyv.
konightb IPd rest.
Mv eves cyosed. khe pew wasnPt com-ortalyeb lut eHhaustion made it -eey 

yi'e a cyoud.
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I 'ept one hand on the cross. Fonnected to grandmother. ko 1amuey 
Fross. ko -aith IPd aymost -orgotten.

1yeep puyyed me underb gentye and sure.



Chapter Seven

Tom's Secret
Chapter 7

T he basement archive room smelled like a library left to rot.

Dust hung thick in the weak light from a single bulb overhead. 
Boxes stacked shoulder-high along concrete walls. Metal ,ling cabinets 
lined the back1 some dating to the 950ps based on the olive-green Eaint. 
Iverything coated in a ,ne layer of neglect.

z snee"ed. Marcus did too.
SWorry about the mess.S Margaret 'ells navigated the narrow Eathway 

between boxes like shePd done it a thousand times. S'e keeE meaning to 
organi"e down here1 but therePs always something more Eressing.S

Whe was sixty-three1 church secretary for almost two decades. 'ore a 
cardigan desEite the basementPs chill and smelled faintly of lavender.

SThe access logPs over here.S Whe Eointed to a cliEboard hanging near the 
door. SNastor instituted it ,ve years ago after some historical documents 
went missing. jothing valuable1 ?ust... well1 we wanted to keeE better 
records.S

Marcus lifted the cliEboard from its hook.
Margaret hovered1 curiosity Eainted across her face. SMay z ask what 

youPre looking forH z might be able to helE narrow things down.S
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SAesearch about church artifacts.S z keEt it vague. SWEeci,cally the old 
nativity set.S

SUh.S Cer eyebrows lifted. SThe Wamuel Rross collectionH Beautiful 
Eieces. 'e donPt disElay them every year anymoreYtoo fragile.S

My chest tightened. Sqou know about Wamuel RrossHS
SUf course. Aeverend Rross was 8uite well-known in the 9:3ps. Ce 

carved religious ,gures for churches all across Iast Tennessee.S Whe smiled. 
SCis work is historically signi,cant. 'e have Erovenance records for each 
Eiece.S

SDo many EeoEle know thatHS Marcus asked.
Margaret considered. SVnyone whoPs researched the churchPs history1 z 

suEEose. 'ePve had several members go through the archives over the years 
for various Ero?ects.S

The log showed entries in neat handwriting. james1 dates1 EurEoses.
Marcus read aloud. SCelen Bradford1 jovember :th. NurEoseG church 

EroEerty deeds and asset records.S
z met his eyes. NroEerty deeds. 'as she cataloging what the church 

ownedH Maybe Elanning which assets she could claim if the embe""lement 
came outH

SFerald 'right1 Uctober 90th. NurEoseG genealogy researchYfounding 
families.S

Margaret nodded. SMr. 'rightPs working on a book about Nine AidgePs 
early settlers. CePs been down here 8uite a bit.S

SCe here tonightHS Marcus asked.
Sjo. Ferald never attends Rhristmas Ive service. Ways itPs too crowded 

for his arthritis.S
z ,led that away. 4re8uent access to archives but absent from the church 

tonight.
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SDaniel Farrett1 jovember JJnd.S MarcusPs voice shifted slightly. SNur-
EoseG church history for youth disElays.S

Margaret brightened. Sqes. Daniel volunteers with our youth grouE and 
wanted to create an educational exhibit about church heritage. Womething 
to helE the teenagers connect with their history. CePs been wonderful 
about serving wherever therePs need.S

Daniel. NastorPs son. qouth volunteer the kids adored.
jovember JJnd. Three weeks before TomPs murder.
S'hat kind of disElaysHS z asked carefully.
SzPm not sure exactly. Ce sEent about two hours down here taking 

notes.S Margaret gestured around. SCe looked through several boxes. The 
nativity collection ,les1 z believe. Vnd some old EhotograEhs.S

My Eulse 8uickened. SCe sEeci,cally looked at the nativity collectionHS
Sz think so.S Whe frowned1 trying to remember. SCe asked about the 

Erovenance records. 'anted to know who carved the Eieces and when.S
Marcus and z exchanged glances.
Margaret noticed. Szs something wrongH DanielPs not in trouble1 is heHS
Sjo.S z tried to sound reassuring. S*ust gathering information.S
Whe relaxed slightly but still watched us with 8uestions in her eyes.
Marcus keEt reading. SMrs. Cenderson1 December —rd. NurEoseG his-

torical society newsletter research.S
SWarah Rhen1 jovember 9st. NurEoseG Wunday school curriculum devel-

oEment.S
SAobert Kawson1 Uctober J:thYS
SFood grief.S z rubbed my temEles. SCalf the church leadershiE has been 

down here.S
SNoEular sEot for research lately.S Marcus set the cliEboard down. SMar-

garet1 you mentioned Erovenance recordsHS
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Sqes. 'e keeE detailed documentation on all donated artifacts and his-
torical Eieces.S Whe moved toward the ,ling cabinets. SIsEecially valuable 
items like the Wamuel Rross collection. znsurance EurEoses1 you under-
stand.S

Whe Eulled keys from her cardigan Eocket.
SThe records include EhotograEhs1 estimated value1 donor information1 

historical context.S The key clicked in the lock. SIverythingPs organi"ed by 
collection tyEe.S

The ,ling cabinet drawer oEened with a metallic screech that echoed o6 
concrete walls.

Dust stirred. Wettled.
MargaretPs ,ngers walked through hanging folders. SCere we are. jativ-

ity RollectionYWamuel Rross1 9:32.S
Whe Eulled out a thick manila folder.
F F F
The folder was thicker than z exEected.
Margaret laid it on the dusty desk1 and z Eulled the old Eages toward me. 

My hands werenPt 8uite steady.
The ,rst Eage was a tyEewritten inventory from 95J—. Donated to First 

Community Church by the estate of Reverend Samuel Cross (deceased 1892). 
Collection includes fifteen hand-carved nativity figures, walnut and cherry 
wood, crafted 1874.

Beneath the inventory1 a EhotograEh.
Black and white1 faded1 but clear enough. The sheEherd ,gure. Wame 

gentle exEression1 same detailed robes1 same sta6 zPd bagged as evidence 
hours ago.

Wamuel RrossPs signature work.
My ancestorPs hands carved the weaEon that killed my mentor.
SVre you alrightHS Margaret touched my elbow. SqouPve gone Eale.S
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S4ine.S z wasnPt. S*ust... concentrating.S
Marcus leaned over my shoulder1 reading the documentation. Cis Erox-

imity steadied me somehow.
The Erovenance ,le was thorough. Detailed measurements. Cistorical 

context about circuit Ereachers in the 9:3ps. V EaragraEh about Wamuel 
RrossPs marriage to a Rherokee woman named Vnna1 which was consid-
ered controversial at the time.

Vnna. My great-great-great-grandmother.
Cer name right there in church records.
SThis wasnPt hidden.S My voice came out Hat. SThis informationPs been 

sitting here for anyone to see.S
SUf course.S Margaret looked confused. SztPs Eart of our historical col-

lection. 'ePre 8uite Eroud of it1 actually.S
Marcus HiEEed to another Eage. S'ho has access to these ,lesHS
SVnyone who signs the log and asks.S Whe gestured at the ,ling cabinet. 

S'e donPt restrict access to historical documents. TheyPre church EroEerty1 
church history.S

My chest felt tight. SWo anyone researching the nativity set would ,nd 
this informationHS

SVbsolutely. zn factYS Margaret brightened. SFerald 'right gave a 
whole Eresentation about it last year. 4ebruary1 z think. During the his-
torical society meeting.S

My stomach droEEed.
S'hat kind of EresentationHS Marcus asked.
SVbout the churchPs most valuable historical artifacts. Ce highlighted 

the Wamuel Rross sheEherd as a Earticular treasure.S Whe smiled at the 
memory. SWaid it was worth several thousand dollars to the right collector. 
Cand-carved Eieces from that era are 8uite rare.S

The whole congregation knew.
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Vnyone who attended that meeting learned about Wamuel Rross1 the 
sheEherd ,gure1 the Rherokee connectionY

jo. 'ait.
SDid he mention...S z chose words carefully. SDid Mr. 'right say any-

thing about Wamuel RrossPs descendantsHS
Margaret frowned. SDescendantsH z donPt think so. Ce focused on the 

artistic value and historical signi,cance.S Whe Eaused. S'hy would descen-
dants matterHS

Marcus caught on before she did. SBecause knowing about Wamuel 
Rross the circuit Ereacher is di6erent from knowing Wheri6 Rross is related 
to him.S

SUh.S MargaretPs eyes widened. SUh1 goodness. qouPreYWamuel Rross 
is your ancestorHS

SFreat-great-grandfather.S
Sz had no idea.S Whe looked genuinely surErised. SCow extraordinary. 

qou should be so Eroud.S
z wasnPt feeling Eroud.
SMargaret.S Marcus keEt his voice gentle. S'hen Wheri6 Rross was hired1 

was her background discussed EubliclyHS
S'ell1 yes. Uf course.S Whe thought back. SNastor Farrett introduced her 

at the town council meeting. Mentioned her 4Bz exEerience1 her 8uali,ca-
tions.S Cer forehead creased. SVnd he did mention her Rherokee heritage. 
Waid it was imEortant for WheEherdPs Collow to have diverse leadershiE.S

SDid he mention sEeci,c family connectionsHS z asked.
Sjot that z recall. *ust that you had Rherokee ancestry and Methodist 

uEbringing. V bridge between traditions1 he said.S
Wo the information was out there. Nieces of it.
My heritage was Eublic knowledge from my hiring. The Wamuel Rross 

sheEherd was highlighted at a historical society meeting.
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Womeone ?ust had to connect the dots.
S'ho attended that meetingHS Marcus asked. SThe one where Mr. 

'right EresentedHS
Margaret bit her liE. SFoodness1 that was almost a year ago. The his-

torical society draws maybe twenty EeoEle on a good month. Aegular 
members include Celen Bradford1 myself1 Ferald of course...S Whe counted 
on her ,ngers. SWarah Rhen1 the Cendersons1 Nastor Farrett sometimes...S 
Cer voice trailed o6. Wilence ,lled the room.

z ,nally broke the 8uietness. SRan z keeE thisHS z touched the folder.
SUf course. 'hatever you need.S
Marcus gathered the EaEers1 tucked them under his arm. SThank you1 

Margaret. qouPve been helEful.S
Whe followed us toward the stairs1 still confused but cooEerative.
My mind sEun through Eossibilities.
Vnyone at that historical society meeting heard about the Wamuel Rross 

sheEherd. Vnyone who knew about my Rherokee heritage could research 
genealogy records. Ronnect Rross to Rross. Aeali"e my ancestor carved the 
churchPs treasured nativity.

Then use that knowledge to send a message.
'e reached the toE of the stairs.
SKeah.S Marcus keEt his voice low. SThis doesnPt narrow our susEect 

Eool much.S
z knew.
The killer could be anyone in the congregation who heard Ferald 

'rightPs Eresentation and then bothered to look uE my family tree.
F F F
The fellowshiE hall smelled like co6ee and cinnamon rolls. Womeone had 

raided the church kitchen suEElies and managed to Eroduce breakfast for 
two hundred EeoEle.
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Daniel stood at the serving table1 helEing a fra""led mother balance 
Elates while her two-year-old clung to her leg.

SCere1 let me grab that for you.S Ce took the co6ee cuEs from her hands. 
Sqou sit with the kids1 zPll bring everything over.S

The woman looked ready to cry from relief. SThank you so much.S
SMy Eleasure.S Daniel smiled1 genuine warmth in it. SMerry Rhristmas.S
Ce delivered her breakfast1 then returned to o6er orange ?uice to Mr. 

Cenderson1 who fumbled with his walker.
SVttorney1 youth volunteer1 breakfast server1S Marcus murmured beside 

me. SAenaissance man.S 
z watched Daniel work the room. Ce moved between families with 

easy grace1 remembering names1 asking about kidsP gifts from last night. 
jatural servant leadershiE.

Imily had said he took care of others ,rst.
z needed to talk to him.
SMr. FarrettHS z aEEroached the serving table. SDo you have a few min-

utesHS
SUf course.S Daniel set down the co6ee Eot. S'hatever you need.S
jo hesitation. jo guardedness.
Imily aEEeared from the kitchen carrying another tray of Eastries. Sz can 

handle breakfast1 Danny. Fo ahead.S
Ce s8uee"ed her shoulder. SThanks1 Im.S
The small oIce felt cramEed with three of us. Morning light slanted 

through the window1 catching dust motes in the air.
Daniel settled into the chair across from us1 relaxed but attentive.
Sz need to ask about your activities last night1S z said. SWEeci,cally your 

timeline between ,ve and six NM.S
SWure.S Ce nodded. Sz arrived around ,ve-,fteen to set uE for youth 

grouE. 'e had games Elanned1 needed to organi"e the room.S
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SThe teens mentioned you left brieHyHS
Sqeah1 to grab suEElies from basement storage.S Ce leaned forward1 

elbows on knees. STook maybe ,fteen minutes. That storage areaPs a dis-
asterYtook me forever to ,nd the Eoster board and markers z needed.S

Marcus made notes. SVnyone see you down thereHS
SMargaret Eassed me on the stairs once. That was maybe ,ve-twentyHS 

DanielPs forehead creased with thought. Sjo one else that z noticed. The 
basement was Eretty 8uiet.S

Cis body language stayed oEen. Cands visible1 eye contact steady.
Sz understand you accessed the historical archives six weeks ago1S z said.
SAight.S jo surErise registered. Sz was Eutting together educational 

disElays for the youth room. Rhurch history1 founding families1 that kind 
of thing. 'anted the kids to understand the heritage theyPre Eart of.S

S'hat sEeci,cally were you researchingHS
SUriginal church families1 historical artifacts1 early Eastors.S Ce counted 

on his ,ngers. Sz made a timeline disElay for the youth room. ztPs still uE if 
you want to see it.S

Made sense. qouth leaders did that kind of thing.
SDid you research the nativity setHS Marcus asked.
SWome. zt came uE in the artifact records.S Daniel tilted his head. S'hyHS
z Eulled out the Erovenance ,le. SDid you see this documentationH 

Vbout the sheEherd EieceHS
Ce leaned over to read it. SWamuel Rross. qeah1 z remember that name.S 

Cis eyes Hicked to me. Szs that why youPre askingH Because youPre a RrossHS
The connection came naturally to him. Rurious1 not calculated.
Sz wondered if you were related1S he continued. SKike wondering if 

someone named 'ashington is related to Feorge 'ashington1 you knowH 
But z ,gured it was Erobably ?ust coincidence. Rross isnPt exactly uncom-
mon.S
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Cis tone stayed conversational. Mild interest1 nothing obsessive.
Sqou didnPt ask me about itHS
SDidnPt seem aEEroEriate.S Ce shrugged. S'ePd barely met1 and you 

were dealing with getting settled as sheri6. Vsking about your genealogy 
felt intrusive.S

Aeasonable. Ronsiderate1 actually.
Marcus shifted. SCow well did you know Wheri6 NattersonHS
Womething Hickered across DanielPs face. Wadness1 real and immediate.
STom was...S Ce Eaused1 choosing words. STom welcomed me when z 

came back from Vtlanta ,ve years ago. My mom had ?ust diedYnever got 
to hear her say she was Eroud of me. 7ncle *ames invited me to helE at 
the church1 said serving others would helE me heal. Tom was Eart of that. 
Ce met me for co6ee weekly. Kistened without ?udgment. 'as the father 
,gure z neededYmy own dad died when z was nineteen.S

Vfter a Eause1 he continued. STom met me for co6ee weekly. Kistened. 
Incouraged me to volunteer with the youthYsaid serving others would 
helE me heal.S Cis voice roughened slightly. SCe was right. Ce was a good 
man. Better than most.S

The grief felt authentic. jot EerformedY?ust honest emotion breaking 
through.

SDid he seem worried about anything recentlyHS z asked.
Daniel thought. Sjot worried1 exactly. Maybe EreoccuEiedH Ce men-

tioned being busy with church council business a few weeks back.S Ce 
sEread his hands. SBut thatPs normal before Rhristmas. Iverything ramEs 
uE.S

'e talked through more details. Cis relationshiE with Tom1 interactions 
with other church members1 observations from last night.

Ivery answer came clear and direct. jo hedging1 no defensiveness.
Vfter twenty minutes1 z couldnPt ,nd anything susEicious.
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SThank you for your time1S z said ,nally.
SVnytime.S Daniel stood1 extending his hand. Sz hoEe you ,nd whoever 

did this. Tom deserves ?ustice.S
Cis handshake was ,rm1 his ga"e steady.
SThe kids are Erobably wondering where z am.S Ce smiled slightly. 

SRhristmas morning and theyPre stuck here. Keast z can do is keeE them 
occuEied.S

Ce left1 closing the door gently behind him.
Marcus and z sat in silence.
S'ellHS z asked.
SRlean.S Marcus taEEed his Een against the noteEad. SBody language1 

tone1 answersYall consistent. jothing Einged.S
z agreed.
Daniel seemed like one of the good guys. Wervant-hearted1 genuine1 

caring.
But so did a lot of killers before they got caught.
Marcus stood and stretched1 his back cracking audibly. S'e need a break. 

'henPs the last time you ate something that wasnPt vending machine 
co6eeHS

SRo6ee isnPt foodHS
Sjot according to any nutritionist zPve ever met.S Ce grabbed his ?acket. 

SRome on. 4ellowshiE hall. Aeal food. 4ive minutes.S
z wanted to argue1 but my stomach betrayed me with a growl.
The breakfast sEread was imEressive considering the circumstances. 

Womeone had made scrambled eggs1 sausage1 biscuits. The smell made me 
di""y with hunger.

Marcus loaded two Elates while z found an emEty table in the corner1 
away from the families.

Ce set a Elate in front of me. SIat.S
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SqouPre bossy.S
STwenty years of Earenting teenagers.S Ce sat across from me. SDeveloEs 

certain habits.S
z blinked. Sqou have kidsHS
SCad. Nast tense.S Womething shifted in his exEression. SDaughter. Vlli-

son. Whe was seventeen when the cancer came. Iighteen when she died.S
The food turned to ash in my mouth.
SMarcus1 zYS
SDonPt.S Ce held uE a hand. Szt was twelve years ago. zPm not falling 

aEart. *ust... context for why z notice when EeoEle forget to take care of 
themselves.S

z set down my fork. Szs that why you left OnoxvilleH Rame hereHS
SNartly. My wife couldnPt handle the grief. Keft six months after the 

funeral.S Ce took a deliberate bite of biscuit. SBig city felt too crowded. 
Wmall town felt like maybe z could breathe again.S

'e sat in silence. jot uncomfortableY?ust Eresent.
SzPm sorry1S z said ,nally.
SMe too.S Ce met my eyes. S4or what itPs worth1 z think youPre doing 

good work here. Tom chose right.S
The words hit harder than they should have. z touched grandmotherPs 

cross.
SMy 4Bz case1S z started1 then stoEEed. 'hy was z telling him thisH
But Marcus ?ust waited. jo Eressure. jo ?udgment in his exEression.
Sz trusted my gut over evidence. Rleared a susEect because he felt inno-

cent. Ce killed again three days later.S The words came out Hat. SV college 
student. Twenty years old. Because z was too emotional1 too inexEerienced1 
too convinced z could read EeoEle.S

SVnd now you donPt trust your instincts at all.S
SRanPt a6ord to.S
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Marcus leaned back. S4or what itPs worthH qour instincts on this case 
have been solid. qou caught the Wamuel Rross connection. Waw the Eer-
sonal angle. ThatPs not emotionYthatPs good detective work.S

z wanted to believe him.
S4inish your breakfast1S he said. SThen we go back to it.S
F F F
Marcus HiEEed his notebook closed. STwenty years of interrogations. 

zPve talked to murderers who could sell ice to Iskimos.S
SVndHS
SVnd Daniel doesnPt read like a liar.S Ce rubbed his eyes. Sjo mi-

croexEressions. jo tells. Body language stayed consistentYoEen Eosture1 
steady eye contact1 aEEroEriate emotion.S

SThat doesnPt rule him out.S
Sjo. But it doesnPt Eoint to him either.S Marcus leaned back in his chair. 

The thing creaked ominously. SWocioEaths are charming. They mimic nor-
mal resEonses Eerfectly.S

My stomach tightened. Sqou think hePs a socioEathHS
Sz think we canPt rule it out.S Ce Eaused. SBut nothing in his Ero,le 

screams it. qouth leader for ,ve years1 no comElaints. Oids love him. Nastor 
trusts him. zf hePs faking all that1 hePs better than anyone zPve ever seen.S

z turned the sheEherd ,gurine over in my hands. Wamuel RrossPs initials 
stared back at me.

SMy instinct says hePs innocent.S
The words hung between us.
Marcus watched me carefully. Sqour instinct.S
Sz know.S My throat felt tight. Sz know what youPre thinking. 4Bz case1 

wrong instincts1 EeoEle died.S
SThatPs notYS
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SztPs exactly what youPre thinking.S z set the ,gurine down harder than 
necessary. SztPs what zPm thinking too.S

Wilence stretched. Uutside1 z heard childrenPs voices in the fellowshiE 
hall. Womeone laughedYincongruous against the weight in this room.

Marcus Eulled out his notes. SKetPs go through what we have. 4acts1 not 
feelings.S

Nrofessional. Detached. The way you worked a case when emotions got 
messy.

SCelen Bradford.S Ce read from his list. SImbe""led nine thousand. 
Tom was going to exEose her. jo alibi for murder window.S

SBut Tom was o6ering mercy1S z countered. S'hy kill someone helEing 
youHS

S4ear hePd change his mind. Ur shePs lying about his mercy.S
Lalid Eoint. z nodded.
SAyan Mitchell.S Marcus continued. SIighty-seven thousand in debt. 

Wole heir to TomPs estate. Kied about knowing hePd inherit. Uutside during 
murder window1 no witnesses.S

SFenuinely grieving1S z said. SThat breakdown wasnPt an act.S
SFrief and guilt arenPt mutually exclusive.S Marcus taEEed his Een. SNeo-

Ele kill family members they love. IsEecially when desEerate.S
Vlso true.
SDaniel Farrett. Vccessed archives1 knew about Wamuel Rross1 no solid 

alibi for storage triE.S
Sjo motive1S z Eointed out.
SThat wePve found.S Marcus met my eyes. Sqet.S
'e sat with that.
The evidence Eointed multiEle directions. jothing de,nitive. jothing 

concrete enough to make an arrest.
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SThis murder is Eersonal.S z touched my grandmotherPs cross. SWomeone 
used my ancestorPs carving to send me a message. WheeE without a sheE-
herdYzPm unworthy1 donPt belong.S

Marcus frowned. SqouPve been sheri6 three weeks. 'ho hates you 
enough alreadyHS

Food 8uestion. 7ncomfortable 8uestion.
SThe town council vote wasnPt unanimous1S z admitted. SWome EeoEle 

oEEosed my aEEointment.S
S'hoHS
SFerald 'right lobbied hard for Marcus CayesYyou.S z watched his 

reaction. SWaid the town needed exEerience1 not an outsider. Waid my 4Bz 
background didnPt matter because z failed.S

Womething Hickered across MarcusPs face. WurEriseH FuiltH
SFeraldPs not here1S he said ,nally. Sjone of those council members are. 

TheyPre home riding out the storm.S
Dead end.
'ePd been at this for hours. :G—p VM1 and wePd started interviews at 

seven-thirty last night. My eyes felt full of sand. The oIce reeked of old 
co6ee and stress sweat.

Marcus Eoured himself another cuE from the Eot on the ,ling cabinet. 
S'ePre missing something.S

Sqeah.S
SThe scriEture. Matthew nine-thirty-six.S Ce Eulled out his Ehone1 read 

it again. SP'hen he saw the crowds1 he had comEassion on them1 because 
they were harassed and helEless1 like sheeE without a sheEherd.PS

SNointed at me.S
SBut why TomHS Marcus looked uE. Szf this is about you1 why kill himH 

'hy not target you directlyHS
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My chest constricted. STo Eunish me. Taking away my mentor1 my 
suEEort. Keaving me alone to fail.S

V soft knock interruEted.
Imily aEEeared in the doorway1 carrying a tray. Ro6ee Eot1 mugs1 what 

looked like Rhristmas breakfast casserole on Elates.
Sqou two need to eat.S Whe set the tray on the desk. SMargaret said youPve 

been in here since before dawn.S
The kindness in her voice made my throat tight.
SThanks1 Im.S Marcus acceEted a Elate.
Whe Eoured fresh co6ee for both of us. Cer movements were gentle1 

unhurried. Kike she had all the time in the world desEite the chaos.
SzPve been Eraying for you both.S Whe met my eyes. S4or wisdom. 4or 

Erotection. 4or the truth to come out.S
SVEEreciate it.S z managed a smile.
SThe truth will come out1S she said. WimEle statement. jot wishful 

thinkingYcertainty. SFod sees everything. Iven what we try to hide.S
Whe touched my shoulder brieHy before leaving.
The door clicked shut behind her.
Marcus and z sat in the 8uiet.
S'e need fresh EersEective1S he said ,nally.
SUr new evidence.S
Because what we had wasnPt enough.
Vnd the killer was still here1 somewhere in this building1 waiting.



Chapter Eight

False Leads
Chapter 8

A t 3:00 AM, Helen Weber sat across from us in Pastor Garrett's 
cramped o.ceS hke loowed gorn dogn to notkin—vpale face, 

tremblin— kands, darw circles caryed deep under ker e-esS hke'd been seryR
in— in tke fellogskip kall all ni—kt, weepin— kerself bus-S Nunnin— from tkis 
conyersationS

Tog tkere gas nogkere left to runS
Marcus spread "om's led—er on tke desw betgeen usS Pa—es coyered in 

"om's precise kandgritin—S Tumbers circled in redS Totes in tke mar—insS
OTine tkousand dollarsSO Marcus tapped tke pa—eS OPett- cask gitkR

dragals, memorial fund discrepancies, yendor pa-ments tkat don't matck 
receiptsS Dyer ei—kteen montksSO

Helen stared at tke led—erS Yidn't speawS
OIou kaye sole access to ckurck accountsSO E wept m- yoice leyelS O"reaR

surer for Cfteen -earsS To oyersi—kt, complete trustSO
htill notkin—S
OMrsS WeberSO Marcus leaned forgardS OWe need to wnogvO
OE toow itSO Her yoice cracwedS OAll of itS E toow eyer- penn-SO
"ke confession poured out liwe a gound openedS



"HV BHNEh"MAh VLV KUAB8D9" zx

ONickardvm- kusbandvke kas Al?keimer'sS AdyancedS He's been 
in Meadogbroow Bare for tkree -earsSO Her kands tgisted to—etkerS 
OMedicare coyers someS Tot allS hiF tkousand a montkS Dur retirement is 
—oneS hayin—s depletedS E couldn'tSSS E didn't wnog gkat else to doSO

hke loowed up at meS V-es red and desperateS
OE wept recordsS Yetailed spreadskeetsS E gas —oin— to pa- it bacw, E sgearS 

Et gas a loan, not tkeftS At least tkat's gkat E told m-selfSO
M- ckest ti—ktenedS "kis goman gasn't a criminal mastermindS hke gas 

drognin—S
O"om discoyered tke discrepancies siF geews a—oSO E gatcked ker faceS 

OWkat kappened gken ke confronted -ouqO
Helen's eFpression skiftedS hometkin— liwe gonder browe tkrou—k tke 

—riefS
OHe didn't confront meSO 1resk tears spilledS OHe called me into kis 

o.ce, skoged me gkat ke'd foundS E tkou—kt m- life gas oyerS "kou—kt 
ke'd call tke state police, press ckar—esS Vyer-one gould wnogSO

hke pulled a folded paper from ker cardi—an pocwetS hmootked it on tke 
deswS

A pa-ment planS "om's kandgritin—S 1our kundred dollars montkl- 
until tke debt gas clearedS Helen's si—nature at tke bottom, dated Cye 
geews a—oS

OHe saidSSSO Her yoice browe completel-S OHe said —race means pa-in— 
forgard gkat ge can neyer pa- bacwS "kat E'd made a mistawe, but mistawes 
don't deCne usS "kat ke trusted me to mawe it ri—ktSO

Marcus picwed up tke documentS htudied itS
OIou'ye been pa-in—SO He pointed to ckecwmarwsS OVyer- montkSO
O1our kundred dollarsS Dn timeSO Helen pressed ker palms Jat on tke 

deswS O"om sayed meS He could kaye destro-ed m- reputation, kad me 
arrested, tawen eyer-tkin—S Enstead ke skoged me —race E didn't deseryeSO
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hke loowed directl- at meS
OWk- gould E will tke onl- person gko treated me liwe E gas gortk 

sayin—qO
"ke *uestion kun— in tke small o.ceS
E ganted ker to be —uilt-S Teeded someone to be —uilt-S "ke eyidence 

pointed kerevmotiye, access, desperationS
Kut tkis didn't CtS
OWkere gere -ou betgeen CyeRtgent- and CyeRfort- Bkristmas VyeqO 

M- yoice sounded kollog eyen to meS
O1ellogskip kall witckenS heryin— dessertSO Helen didn't kesitateS OMrsS 

8ogalswi needed kelp platin— pies for after tke seryiceS "kirt- people sag 
meSO

Marcus gas alread- teFtin— someoneS A minute later kis pkone bu??edS
OMrsS 8ogalswi conCrmsSO He skoged me tke screenS OHelen gas in full 

yieg from CyeRCfteen to siF o'clocwS Multiple gitnessesSO
Helen couldn't kaye done itS
We sat in silenceS
All tkose kours of inyesti—ation, buildin— tke case, connectin— dotsS 1or 

notkin—S
Helen stood slogl-S OAm ESSS can E —oqO
OIesSO "ke gord tasted liwe failureS
hke paused at tke doorS O1ind gko did tkisS "om deseryed betterSO
"ken ske gas —oneS
Marcus and E sat in tke grecwa—e of our tkeor-S
OKacw to s*uare oneSO E rubbed m- e-esS "ke- burned gitk eFkaustion 

and sometkin— gorsevdoubt creepin— in liwe poisonS
Ma-be E gasn't —ood enou—k for tkisS Ma-be "om made a mistawe 

belieyin— in meS Ma-bev
Marcus's kand landed on m- skoulderS Warm and solidS
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OWe weep —oin—,O ke saidS
himple gordsS To platitudes, no false comfortS
2ust partnerskipS
E noddedS
Dutside, snog still fellS Yagn gas kours aga-S
And somegkere in tkis buildin—, a willer gas gaitin—S
6 6 6
N-an Mitckell loowed liwe deatk garmed oyerS
Yarw circles bruised kis e-esS hkoulders slumped forgard liwe someone 

kad cut kis strin—sS He'd a—ed ten -ears since E Crst interyieged kim siF 
kours a—oS

OWe wnog about tke Cfteen tkousand dollarsSO E set tke printout on tke 
desw betgeen usS O"ke —amblin— debtsSO

His kead snapped upS
OWe ran -our CnancialsSO Marcus stood bekind meS holid gall of lag 

enforcementS ODnline powerS hports bettin—S Iou'ye —ot a boowie breatkin— 
dogn -our necwSO

N-an's 4ag clenckedS O"kat's priyatevO
OYeadline's Yecember tgent-RsiFtkSO E wept m- yoice leyelS O"go da-s 

from nogS Wkat kappens if -ou don't pa-qO
hilenceS
ON-anSO E leaned forgardS OWe need tke trutkSO
He crumbledS
OEt started smallS 1ift- bucws kere and tkereS E gas —ood at power, tkou—kt 

E couldSSSO His lau—k gas bitterS OGod, E gas so stupidSO
OHog muck totalqO
OVi—kt-Rseyen tkousandSO "ke number came out browenS Ohtudent 

loans, credit cards, and Cfteen —rand to a —u- gko doesn't tawe ckecwsSO
His kands skoowS
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OE came to tke seryice to asw "om for kelpS Was —oin— to be— kim for tke 
mone-, promise to —et clean, —o to GA meetin—s, gkateyer it toowSO N-an's 
yoice cracwedS OKut E couldn't Cnd kim before tke seryiceS And tkenSSSO

He pressed kis palms a—ainst kis e-esS
OTog E can't eyen tell kim E'm sorr-SO
Marcus slid kis pkone across tke deswS O"eFt to -our boowieS "ime stamp 

CyeRtkirt-Rei—kt PMSO
N-an stared at tke screenS His ogn gords starin— bacw: Need 48 more 

hours. Will have it.
OBell toger data places -our pkone in tke sanctuar-,O Marcus continuedS 

OAnd ge pulled securit- foota—e from tke Bkeyron station on Hi—kga- 57S 
Iou Clled up at fourRfort-RCye PMSO

O"gent-Rminute driye to ckurck,O E said *uietl-S OPuts -ou kere no earlier 
tkan CyeRCfteenS "om gas dead b- CyeRtkirt-SO

N-an's face gent gkiteS
OIou didn't kaye timeSO E gatcked understandin— dagnS O"ke timeline 

doesn't gorwSO
He sat fro?enS Processin— tkat ke'd been a suspectS "kat ge'd considered 

kim capable of willin— tke man gko raised kimS
OE loyed kimSO N-an's yoice gas barel- audibleS OHe gas tke onl- famil- E 

kad leftS And E gas —oin— to skog up on Bkristmas Vye and be— for mone- 
liwe someSSSO 

He couldn't CniskS
E understood tkat particular Jayor of re—retS "ke tkin—s -ou can't tawe 

bacwS "ke apolo—ies tkat die gitk tke person gko needed to kear tkemS
OWe'll need -ou to sta- ayailable,O Marcus saidS OKut -ou're not a susR

pectSO
N-an noddedS Yidn't moyeS
OGet some sleep,O E told kimS
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He left liwe a man galwin— to eFecutionS Bleared of murder but conR
demned b- kis ogn ckoicesS

"ke door closedS
Marcus and E sat in tke aftermatkS
O"go prime suspectsSO  E  pressed m- Cn—ers to m- templesS  OKotk 

clearedSO
OHelen's  timeline is  airti—ktS  N-an's  timeline doesn't  CtSO  Marcus 

dropped into tke ckair across from meS OWe're bacw to notkin—SO
Tot notkin—S Worse tkan notkin—S
We kad a willer gko planned meticulousl-S Nesearcked m- famil- kistoR

r-S 9sed m- ancestor's gorw as a murder geaponS Ueft a tkeolo—ical callin— 
cardS

And ge kad no idea gkoS
"ke inyesti—ation gas slippin— tkrou—k m- Cn—ers liwe snogS
OEt's almost four AMSO Marcus's yoice gas rou—k gitk eFkaustionS OWe 

need to re—roupS Uoow at tkis freskSO
E ganted to ar—ueS Pusk karderS Worw until sometkin— broweS
Kut m- e-es burned and m- tkou—kts moyed liwe molassesS
ODne kour,O E concededS O"ken ge start oyerSO
Dutside, tke storm skoged no si—ns of stoppin—S
6 6 6
"ke eyidence pkotos blurred to—etkerS
1ourRtkirt- AMS "ke clocw on tke gall ticwed liwe a metronome countR

in— dogn m- failureS BoGee cups littered tke deswvcold, bitter dre—s E'd 
stopped tastin— kours a—oS

"go suspects clearedS Hero leadsS Dne dead mentorS
E pressed m- palms a—ainst m- e-es until colors eFploded bekind m- lidsS
Maybe the FBI was right.
"ke tkou—kt slitkered in liwe smowe under a doorS PersistentS PoisonousS
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Too emotional. Too inexperienced. Too young for this.
E'd been skeriG tkree geewsS "kree geews of proyin— m-self, galwin— on 

e——skells, secondR—uessin— eyer- decisionS And nog tkisva locwedRroom 
murder E couldn't solye, a messa—e caryed from m- ogn famil- kistor-, a 
willer gko studied me gkile E stumbled around blindS

M- Cn—ers found —randmotker's crossS hilyer garm from m- swinS
I'm not ready for this.
OhtopSO
Marcus's yoice cut tkrou—k tke spiralS
E loowed upS He gas gatckin— me gitk tkose skarp blue e-es tkat missed 

notkin—S
Ohtop secondR—uessin— -ourselfSO
OE'm notvO
OIeak, -ou areSO He leaned forgard, forearms on tke deswS OE'ye gatcked 

-ou do it all ni—ktS Vyer- time ge kit a gall, -ou touck tkat necwlace and 
disappear into -our keadS Wonderin— if -ou're —ood enou—kSO

Heat crept up m- necwS O"kat's notvO
O"ke hamuel Bross connectionSO Marcus didn't let me deJectS OTo one 

else sag tkatS Tot me, not Pastor Garrett, not an-one gko's liyed in tkis 
togn tkeir gkole liyesS Iou cau—kt it because -ou know tkin—sS Iou see 
patternsSO

OE —ot lucw-SO
OKullskitSO "ke gord gas Crm but not karskS O"kat gasn't lucw, BrossS 

"kat gas —ood detectiye gorwS "kat gas instinct bacwed b- wnogled—eSO
E ganted to ar—ueS Uist all tke ga-s E'd failed toni—kt, all tke suspects E'd 

considered and cleared, all tke eyidence tkat led nogkereS
Kut Marcus's conyiction stopped meS
O"rust -ourself,O ke said *uietl-S OKecause E'm startin— toSO
hometkin— cracwed open in m- ckestS
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We sat in silenceS "ke keatin— s-stem kummedS hnog tapped a—ainst tke 
gindogS

Marcus reacked across tke desw for a crime scene pkotoS
E reacked for tke same oneS
Dur kands collidedS
"ime stutteredS
His Cn—ers gere rou—k, calloused from -ears on tke 4obS Warm a—ainst 

mineS E skould pull bacwvprofessional boundar-, gorwplace d-namics, 
basic common senseS

E didn't moyeS
Teitker did keS
Dur e-es met across tke deswS His pupils gere dilated in tke dim li—ktS 

Blose enou—k to see tke —ra- at kis temples, tke stubble darwenin— kis 4ag, 
tke ga- kis tkroat gorwed gken ke sgallogedS

"ke air betgeen us ckan—edS Bkar—edS VlectricS
OWe skouldSSSO Marcus's yoice came out rou—kS He cleared kis tkroatS 

O1ocusSO
He pulled kis kand bacw CrstS
E —rabbed tke pkoto before m- brain cau—kt upS htared at it gitkout 

seein— an-tkin— eFcept tke —kost of kis touck still burnin— m- swinS
Get it together.
E forced m-self to loow at tke eyidenceS Neall- loowS
Brime sceneS hkepkerd C—urineS hcripture cardS "om's eFpression of 

surprise and betra-alS
OWkat if ge're loowin— at tke gron— suspectsqO "ke gords tumbled out 

before E'd full- formed tke tkou—ktS
Marcus strai—ktenedS OWkat are -ou tkinwin—qO
OMone-, famil- drama, desperationSO E lined up tke cleared suspects in 

m- mindS OWe'ye been focused on obyious motiyesS Kut tkisvO E —estured 



TA"AUEV KA8VN NVVYx5

to tke sta—ed crime scene pkotosvOtkis isn't desperateS "kis is plannedS 
YeliberateS PersonalSO

ODwa-SO
OYaniel GarrettSO E toucked tke cross a—ain, but tkis time for focus 

instead of anFiet-S OHe's been so kelpful toni—ktS Perfect, actuall-S "oo 
perfectSO

Marcus frognedS O"ke -outk —roup wids gorskip kimSO
OVFactl-SO E pulled Yaniel's interyieg notesS OAnd gken E *uestioned 

kim, notkin—S To tells, no neryousness, complete composureS Most innoR
cent people are at least neryous gken interyieged for murderSO

Ohociopatks can fawe empatk-SO
O"om mentioned once tkat Yaniel kad 'unresolyed issuesS'O "ke memoR

r- surfaced skarp and clearS OE didn't tkinw an-tkin— of it tkenS And toni—kt, 
gken people mention kis motker, ke ckan—es tke sub4ect fastS Vmil- did it 
tgiceSO

Marcus leaned forgardS OIou tkinw ke's kidin— sometkin—SO
OE tkinw ge kayen't loowed at kim at allSO E met kis e-esS OAnd ma-be tkat's 

b- desi—nS Ma-be bein— kelpful and cooperatiye and perfect is eFactl- kog 
-ou kide in plain si—ktSO

OHis arckiye researckSO
OhiF geews a—oS Bkurck kistor-, foundin— families, kistorical artifactsSO E 

tapped tke access lo—S ONi—kt gken ke'd need time to plan sometkin— liwe 
tkisSO

Marcus —rabbed kis laptopS OE'll run kis Atlanta bacw—roundS hee gkat 
made kim leaye corporate lag for smallRtogn -outk ministr-SO

OAnd E gant to wnog eFactl- gkat ke loowed at in tkose arckiyesSO
We bent oyer tke computer to—etkerS hkoulders almost touckin—S "ke 

agareness from earlier still kummed betgeen us, but nog ckanneled into 
inyesti—atiye momentumS



"HV BHNEh"MAh VLV KUAB8D9" xJ

hometkin— gas kereS E could feel itS
E 4ust kad to trust m-self enou—k to Cnd itS



Chapter Nine

The Pattern
Chapter 9

T he basement archive room smelled like old paper and dust. A single 
bulb overhead threw weak light across rows of shelves, casting shad-

ows that moved when I did. The building settled around me with creaks 
and groans. Five AM. Twenty-three hours awake.

Co'ee wasnBt helping anymore.
Hut Relen was cleared. Dyan was cleared. And something about Ganiel 

Parrett wouldnBt let me rest.
I pulled the clipboard with the archive access log and Sipped back 

through GanielBs entries, writing each one in my notebook with dates. 
1atterns mattered. Timeline mattered.

July 15: 8amuel Cross biographical records, family history
July 29: Circuit preacher routes, shepherding metaphors in Methodist 

preaching
August 12: Church discipline practices 0992s-0()2s Ecorporal punish-

ment, shame-based theologyV
August 30: Church board minutes, disputes about authority and ac-

countability
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September 10: "ativity set donation records, symbolic meanings of 
shepherd vs. Sock

September 24: 8amuel CrossBs personal correspondence with family 
members

October 8: Church constitution, pastoral authority structures
October 22: Ristorical recordsxMartha Rarris Parrett family geneal-

ogy Ematernal lineV
November 5: "ative American converts, cultural assimilation pressures
November 19: 8amuel Cross family genealogy, including OeahBs mater-

nal line
December 10: Hook checkoutx:ToJic FaithW —nderstanding 8piritual 

Abuse: by 8tephen Arterburn
December 25: Hook returned
I stared at the progression.
?uly through 8eptember looked like legitimate church history research. 

Lducational displays for youth group. "othing suspicious.
Nctober shifted. Martha ParrettxGanielBs mother. jhy was he re-

searching his own motherBs family treeY
"ovember added my heritage. My speci3c maternal line connecting to 

8amuel Cross.
Gecember. A book on spiritual abuse. Checked out one week before 

TomBs murder.
Deturned today.
My stomach dropped.
:8heri' CrossY:
I zumped. Margaret jells stood in the doorway, co'ee mug in hand.
:GidnBt mean to startle you.: 8he stepped into the dim light. :Thought 

you could use fresh co'ee. *ouBve been down here over an hour.:
:Thanks.: I took the mug. jarmth seeped into my cold hands.
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Margaret glanced at my notebook. :Finding what you needY:
:Maybe.: I pointed to the Gecember entry. :This book Ganiel checked 

out. Go you remember itY:
:Nh yes.: Margaret nodded. :Re said he wanted to understand Breligious 

trauma.B I thought maybe he was taking a counseling course online. Re 
seemed very earnest about it.:

Deligious trauma.
:Is the book still hereY Nr back in circulationY:
:8hould be on the re-shelving cart upstairs.: MargaretBs brow furrowed. 

:Is Ganielxyou donBt thinkx:
:?ust following leads.: I stood too fast. The room tilted. I grabbed the 

shelf for balance.
Margaret steadied my elbow. :jhenBs the last time you sleptY:
:IBll sleep when this is solved.:
8he led me upstairs to the small church library. The re-shelving cart sat 

behind the circulation desk. Margaret pulled a thick paperback from the 
stack.

Toxic Faith: Understanding Spiritual Abuse by 8tephen Arterburn.
I pulled evidence gloves from my pocket before taking it. Muscle mem-

ory from the FHI.
The pages fell open naturally. 8omeone had read this book thoroughly. 

Multiple times.
Margins 3lled with handwriting in neat, careful script. GanielBs hand-

writing.
Chapter q on parental spiritual abuseW "Mother did this"
A passage about weaponi6ing scriptureW "Proverbs 13:24—'spare the 

rod.' She quoted it constantly."
8ection on conditional loveW "Never good enough. Impossible stan-

dards."
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A highlighted passageW "Children raised under spiritual tyranny often 
replicate the abuse pattern in adulthood, becoming either victims or perpe-
trators."

I turned to the 3nal page.
A handwritten note in GanielBs neat script 3lled the bottom marginW
"Tom tried to help. But he chose HER. He chose the woman. Like 

mom choosing Emily. Always someone else. Never me."
The words blurred. I blinked hard.
"ot about biblical interpretation. "ot about women in ministry or 

church politics or theological disputes.
About a wounded man who never healed.
About a boy raised under spiritual tyranny who grew into a man carry-

ing that same poison in his veins. jho studied his trauma, understood it 
intellectually, but never processed it emotionally.

jho researched my family for months. Connected me to 8amuel Cross. 
1lanned every detail.

And killed Tom because Tom chose to mentor me. A woman. 8omeone 
with authority.

The ultimate betrayal in GanielBs broken worldview.
I closed the book carefully. My hands shookxeJhaustion, adrenaline, 

horror.
:This isnBt about biblical interpretation,: I whispered. :ItBs about a 

wounded man who never healed.:
And Tom died for it.
Margaret watched me with worried eyes. :jhat do you needY:
:I need GanielBs Atlanta history.: I headed for the stairs, book tucked 

under my arm as evidence. :If he was researching trauma this deliberately 
months ago, something triggered it. 8omething made revenge urgent.:

Time to make phone calls.
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& & &
1astor ParrettBs o4ce was Zuiet at !W22 AM. Most of the congregation 

still slept in the fellowship hall below. IBd left Marcus coordinating break-
fast volunteers while I chased the 3nal piece.

GanielBs resume sat on the desk in front of me. Margaret kept meticulous 
volunteer 3les. Renderson 5 Chase, OOC. Oarge corporate 3rm in Atlanta. 
Lmployment Oaw division. 8enior associate by age twenty-seven.

I dialed the main number.
The automated directory walked me through options. I selected Ruman 

Desources. Three rings.
:Renderson 5 Chase, Ruman Desources, this is Giane speaking.:
1rofessional. 1olished. Dehearsed.
:This is 8heri' Oeah Cross, 8hepherdBs Rollow, Tennessee. IBm inves-

tigating a homicide and need employment records for Ganiel Parrett. 
Former associate attorney with your 3rm.:

Oong pause. I heard keyboard clicks.
:Mr. Parrett resigned voluntarily in March )2)2.: Rer tone shift-

edxcareful, scripted. :je cannot comment on personnel matters without 
a warrant. If youBd like to submit a formal reZuestx:

:This is a murder investigation.: I leaned forward. :Anything you can 
tell me couldx:

:IBm sorry, 8heri'. 1rivacy laws. *ouBll need a warrant.:
Click.
I stared at the phone. 8tandard corporate wall. LJpected, but frustrating.
I dialed again. Gi'erent approach.
:Renderson 5 Chase, how may I direct your callY:
:Lmployment Oaw department, please.:
Transferred. Rold music playedxsomething classical and ino'ensive.
:?ennifer Harnes.:
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:Ms. Harnes, this is 8heri' Oeah Cross from 8hepherdBs Rollow, Ten-
nessee. IBm investigating a murder and I need background on a former 
employee. Ganiel Parrett.:

8ilence. Then a sharp intake of breath.
:I remember Ganiel.: Rer voice dropped. :Can I ask... is he dangerousY 

Is someone in dangerY:
My pulse Zuickened. That reaction told me everything.
:A woman is missing. Ris cousin. And I believe Ganiel killed someone 

3ve days ago.:
The silence stretched. I heard her breathingxshallow, uncertain.
:I canBt o4cially comment. Attorney-client privilege, 3rm policy.: 8he 

paused. :Hut if this is o' the record and it helps protect someone...:
:N' the record.:
:Ganiel was brilliant.: The words came faster now, like sheBd been wait-

ing to say them. :8harp legal mind, eJcellent writer. Hut he had... issues. 
8peci3cally with female supervisors.:

I grabbed a pen. 8tarted taking notes.
:"ot overtly seJist,: ?ennifer continued. :More like trauma responses. 

1sychological.:
:jhat happenedY:
:First  incident  was  about  siJ  months  after  he  started.  Margaret 

Chenxsenior partnerxreviewed one of his briefs. 8tandard constructive 
feedback, nothing harsh. Ganiel went pale. 8tarted trembling. LJcused 
himself.:

:AndY:
:Oocked himself in the menBs room for twenty minutes.: ?enniferBs voice 

carried remembered concern. :jhen he came back, he sent this... strange 
email. Kery formal, almost childlike. BI apologi6e for disrespecting author-
ity. I will perform better.B:
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I wrote faster.
:1attern emerged after that. Ganiel reZuested only male supervising at-

torneys. Hecame visibly anJious when women assigned him tasks. Avoided 
female mentors entirely.:

:RD noticedY:
:Lventually. Mandated check-ins. Ganiel insisted he was 3ne, zust ad-

zusting to 3rm culture.: 8he paused. :je should have pushed harder.:
:jhat was the breaking pointY:
:8arah Kimmerman led a case. Ganiel was her associate. Guring a strat-

egy meeting, she edited his briefxcompletely standard procedure. Ris 
reaction was...:

:jhatY:
:LJtreme. Rands shaking, voice rising. Re said, B*ou sound zust like 

herL "othingBs ever good enoughL I canBtxB: ?ennifer stopped. :Then he 
reali6ed what heBd said. Oeft the conference room.:

My grandmotherBs cross felt heavy against my chest.
:8arah reported it. Firm mandated psychological evaluationxwe have 

occupational health services.:
:jhat did it sayY:
:I was on the personnel committee. 8aw the report.: ?ennifer chose her 

words carefully. :B8igni3cant unresolved maternal trauma. Client eJhibits 
classic symptoms of childhood emotional abusexhypervigilance around 
female authority, di4culty accepting criticism, emotional regression under 
stress. 8trongly recommend intensive trauma therapy.B:

I closed my eyes. There it was.
:Two weeks later, 3nal incident. 8arah reviewed another brief, made 

edits. Ganiel had a complete breakdown. Threw papers, shouted at her.:
:jhat did he sayY:
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?enniferBs voice dropped to almost a whisper. :Re said, B*ouBre zust like 
herL Always critici6ingL "ever satis3edLB: 8he paused. :And then he called 
8arah BMother.B Twice. Hefore he reali6ed his mistake.:

The room tilted.
:Nther attorneys witnessed it. 8arah was badly shaken. Firm gave him 

an ultimatumW enter our therapy programxweBd pay for everythingxor 
resign.:

:jhat did he chooseY:
:Re said, BIBm not the one with the problem. *ou hired her. *ou pro-

moted her. ThatBs the problem.B: ?enniferBs voice carried old frustration. 
:Designed the neJt day. "ever came back for his personal e'ects.:

I stared at my notes. The pattern was stark, undeniable.
:8heri'Y: ?ennifer asked Zuietly. :Is his cousin okayY:
I couldnBt answer that. GidnBt know if Lmily was safe or complicit or 

another victim in GanielBs broken worldview.
:Thank you for your help.:
I ended the call.
The evidence spread before meW archive logs showing months of re-

search, a book on spiritual abuse annotated with personal trauma, employ-
ment history showing psychological breaks around female authority.

Ganiel wasnBt an ideologue building a theological case.
Re was a trauma survivor who weaponi6ed his pain instead of healing it.
Lvery woman in authority wasnBt zust a woman to Ganiel. 8he was his 

mother. Oiterally. 1sychologically. The neural pathways carved by child-
hood abuse made them indistinguishable.

I wasnBt the sheri' to Ganiel Parrett.
I was Martha Parrett with a badge and a gun.
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And Tomxkind, supportive, the father 3gure Ganiel never hadxpub-
licly supported my appointment. Mentored me. Gefended me to the town 
council.

To Ganiel, that was the ultimate betrayal. The good father choosing the 
bad mother over the wounded son.

Again.
?ust like his own father always chose to protect Martha, even when she 

was cruel.
I touched my grandmotherBs cross. The silver was warm from my body 

heat.
:Re killed Tom because Tom chose me.:
The words felt true. Reavy. Terrible.
I had motive. I had means. I had opportunity and evidence and psycho-

logical pro3le.
"ow I needed to confront Ganiel.
8ee if his mask slipped when pressed.
Time to move.
& & &
The fellowship hall smelled like co'ee and maple syrup. Families stirred 

on cots, kids rubbing sleep from their eyes. Kolunteers moved between 
folding tables setting out paper plates and plastic forks. Christmas morning 
in a makeshift shelter.

I found Marcus near the co'ee station. Gark stubble shadowed his zaw, 
his uniform shirt rumpled from sleeping in it. Hut his eyes were sharp, alert.

I pulled him toward the supply closet, away from listening ears.
:I found it.:
Re focused immediately. :Tell me.:
I kept my voice low. :GanielBs Atlanta 3rm. Re had a psychologi-

cal breakdownxcouldnBt work under female supervisors. 1anic attacks. 
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Lmotional regression.: I paused, watching MarcusBs face. :Re called one 
of them BMotherB by mistake during a meltdown.:

Ris zaw tightened. I could see his investigator brain connecting dots, 
3tting pieces together.

:The 3rm o'ered therapy. Re refused. Hlamed the women instead.: I 
glanced back at the fellowship hall. Ganiel was serving pancakes to Mrs. 
Chen, all warmth and kindness. 1erfect servant. :ReBs been carrying this 
wound for 3ve years. And Tom supported me publicly.:

:To Ganiel, that was betrayal.:
:Another father 3gure choosing a woman over him.: My voice came out 

Zuieter, sadder than I intended. :Oike his own father chose Martha, even 
when she was cruel. Tom became the enemy.:

Marcus looked out the windows. 8un breaking through clouds, snow 
melting in patches on the parking lot. :8tormBs passing. Doads will be open 
by this afternoon.:

:Nnce people can leavex:
:Re could disappear.: Marcus turned back to me. :jhat do we needY:
:Concrete evidence. Timeline, physical evidence linking him to the 

scene.: I met his eyes. :And we need to confront him. 8ee if his mask slips.:
8ilence stretched between us. Then Marcus touched my shoulderxsol-

id, warm, grounding. Ris hand stayed there longer than necessary.
:*our instincts were right. From the 8amuel Cross connection to this. 

*ou saw it.: Ris blue eyes held mine. :jeBll get him. Together.:
8omething shifted in my chest. First time since the FHI disaster that 

someone trusted my zudgment completely. "o doubt. "o second-guess-
ing. ?ust belief.

I wasnBt alone.
:jhat if IBm wrongY: The fear surfaced before I could stop it. :jhat if 

this is like beforex:
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:ItBs not.: MarcusBs voice was 3rm, absolute. :Hefore, you ignored evi-
dence. This time, youBre following it. ThatBs the di'erence.:

I nodded. 8teadied myself. My 3ngers found grandmotherBs cross, the 
familiar weight centering me.

:Row do you want to play thisY:
:Careful. ReBs smart, trained attorney, master manipulator.: I watched 

Ganiel across the room. :je approach him together. Ask about the archive 
research. jatch his reaction. If he slipsxeven for a secondxweBll see it.:

:And if he doesnBtY:
:Then we keep digging until we 3nd the crack.:
je moved back into the fellowship hall, side by side. 1artnership. Hut 

also something morexunspoken, building, electric. The space between us 
felt charged.

Ganiel laughed at something a child said. DuOed the kidBs hair with 
genuine a'ection.

The perfect servant. The perfect mask.
Hut I saw beneath it now.
And I wasnBt backing down.



Chapter Ten

Crisis Point
Chapter 10

T he fellowship hall hummed with Christmas morning chaos. Kids 
chased each other between cots, sticky-Vngered and hyper from 

syrup. Iolunteers wiped down folding tables, stacked paper plates, reVlled 
coDee urns. The smell of pancakes and burnt bacon hung thick in the air.

v spotted Maniel at the ser'ing station, sliding two pancakes onto Srs. 
Chen—s plate. Hhe said something that made him laugh"head thrown 
back, eyes crinkling, completely genuine. Re touched her shoulder with 
the easy warmth of someone who genuinely cared.

The perfect ser'ant.
Sy stomach tightened.
Sarcus stood beside me, close enough our shoulders almost brushed. 

?LeadyW?
?Net—s go.?
Je crossed the room. Maniel saw us coming, turned with an easy smile. 

Ao tension. Ao wariness. Eust pleasant openness.
?HheriD. Meputy. Jhat can v help withW?
?Can we talk for a minuteW? v kept my 'oice casual, professional.
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?Ff course.? Maniel set down the spatula, wiped his hands on a dish-
cloth. ?Nead the way.?

Je mo'ed to a xuieter corner near the coat rack. jamilies Yowed past 
us toward breakfast, obli'ious. Maniel leaned against the wall, rela8ed. 
Jaiting.

v Pumped in. ?Je—'e been re'iewing the archi'e access logs. Gou—'e done 
xuite a bit of research o'er the past few months.?

Maniel nodded, completely unruUed. ?Ges, v—'e been working on an 
educational e8hibit about the church—s heritage. Thought it would be 
meaningful for the youth group"help them understand their history.?

1'ery word measured. Leasonable. Leady.
Sarcus shifted beside me. ?Gour research was pretty speciVc. Hamuel 

Cross. Aati'ity symbolism. Church discipline practices from the Ozqqs.?
?Hamuel Cross is a fascinating Vgure.? Maniel looked directly at me, 

brown eyes warm. ?Gour ancestor, right, HheriDW v thought highlighting 
his contributions would be meaningful for the e8hibit. Hhow the kids how 
Aati'e heritage and Christian faith intersected historically.? Re paused. 
?Bnd understanding how church discipline e'ol'ed"corporal punish-
ment, shame theology"helps us appreciate how far we—'e come. Je don—t 
practice that kind of spiritual abuse anymore.?

&lausible. Thoughtful. 1ducational.
v pushed harder. ?Gou also researched your mother—s family history. 

Sartha !arrett—s genealogy.?
The briefest pause. 0arely perceptible. Maniel—s smile didn—t wa'er but 

something Yickered behind his eyes"there and gone so fast v almost 
missed it.

?v was curious about my roots. Som passed V'e years ago. jelt like the 
right time to understand her history.? Ris 'oice stayed e'en. ?!rief works in 
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strange ways. Hometimes you need to look backward before you can mo'e 
forward.?

Nayers of truth. That—s what made him so dangerous.
v decided to push the bruise. ?Bnd the book you checked outW Toxic 

Faith: Understanding Spiritual Abuse.?
Bnother Yicker. Nonger this time. Maniel—s Paw tightened"Pust a frac-

tion, Pust for a second. ?v—m considering teaching a Hunday school class 
on healthy faith practices. Thought it was important to understand the 
pitfalls"how scripture can be misused to control and damage people.?

Re was using his trauma. Jeaponi3ing it as co'er.
?Je spoke with your former employer in Btlanta. Renderson * Chase.?
There.
jor half a second"maybe less"the mask cracked. Aot rage. Aot de-

Vance. Pain. Law and bleeding, the look of a child who was ne'er good 
enough, ne'er lo'ed, ne'er seen. B wound that ne'er healed.

Then it 'anished. Leplaced by careful neutrality.
Maniel—s 'oice stayed measured. ?That Vrm had... incompatible 'alues 

with my faith. Righ pressure, morally ambiguous cases. Sy mother always 
said corporate law was soulless.? B bitter smile. ?Hhe was right about that, 
at least.?

Re mentioned his mother naturally, casually. 0ut his hands had tight-
ened into Vsts at his sides. Re noticed. Lela8ed them deliberately.

0efore v could press, 1mily appeared from the kitchen. ?Maniel: Can you 
help me carry more Puice pitchersW They—re too hea'y"?

Maniel—s transformation was instant. Chilling in its completeness. The 
tension melted. Ris face lit up"genuine warmth, protecti'e big broth-
er energy radiating oD him. Re touched 1mily—s arm aDectionately. ?Ff 
course. 0e right there.?
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1mily noticed us, smiled. ?Fh, HheriD Cross. Ra'e you made any 
progressW Mad—s worried sick. Je all are.?

The xuestion was innocent. &ut me on the spot. Maniel watched with 
polite curiosity"nothing more. Jaiting for my answer like any concerned 
church member would.

?Je—re following se'eral leads. Gou—re safe, 1mily.?
1mily—s smile brightened with relief. ?Thank you. Gou—'e been working 

so hard"barely slept. v—ll bring you both some breakfast. Gou need to keep 
your strength up.? Hhe headed back to the kitchen, already planning how 
to take care of e'eryone.

Maniel turned to us. Ris mask was fully back in place"warm, cooper-
ati'e, unthreatening. The perfect youth 'olunteer. ?vf there—s nothing else, 
v should help my cousin.? &olite. Relpful. &erfect.

?Je may ha'e more xuestions later.?
?Bnytime, HheriD. v want to help howe'er v can. Tom was...? Ris 'oice 

caught slightly. !rief Yickered across his face. ?Tom was important to me. 
To all of us. Jhate'er you need.?

Re walked away. 2nhurried. Calm. Jithin seconds he was Poking with 
teenagers near the breakfast line. They laughed, clustered around him, 
drawn like magnets. Their belo'ed Sr. Maniel. The youth 'olunteer who 
actually cared, who listened, who saw them.

Sarcus—s 'oice was low. ?Mid you see itW Jhen you mentioned BtlantaW?
?v saw it.? &ain, not rage. B wound that ne'er healed, festering beneath 

layers of charm and faith and ser'ice.
?Re—s good.?
?Too good.? v watched Maniel help elderly Sr. &atterson with his walker, 

guiding him to a chair with genuine care and patience. ?Re belie'es his own 
co'er. That—s what makes him dangerous.?
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Sarcus shifted closer. ?Je ha'e moti'e, background, archi'e e'idence. 
0ut no physical e'idence linking him to Tom.?

?Aot yet.?
0ut v—d Vnd it. Maniel was our killer. v knew it with the same bone-deep 

certainty v knew about the Hamuel Cross connection. Sy instincts were 
right this time. v Pust needed proof.

Time was running out. Htorm clearing outside, roads opening. Bnd a 
master manipulator surrounded by people who lo'ed him, trusted him, 
would defend him to their last breath.

Bcross the room, Maniel told a story. Kids gathered around him, rapt. 
Bdults smiled, charmed. Re gestured with his hands, animated and warm. 
1'eryone saw the ser'ant.

v saw the wound underneath.
Bnd wounded people were the most dangerous when cornered.
7 7 7
Bt zQ6H BS, v was back in the oIce re'iewing Tom—s case Vle for the 

hundredth time when Sargaret knocked. Rard. 2rgent.
?HheriD, 1mily !arrett hasn—t come back from the restroom. vt—s been 

twenty-V'e minutes. &astor—s getting worried.?
Sy stomach dropped straight through the Yoor.
Sarcus and v raced to the women—s restroom near the fellowship hall 

entrance. Moor unlocked. v sho'ed it open.
1mpty.
0ut 1mily—s phone sat on the sink counter"screen lit with unread 

messages from her father. Where are you, sweetheart? Hhe wouldn—t lea'e 
without it. 1mily was ne'er without her phone.

Then v saw the window.
Hmall, high on the wall, usually locked for security. Aow it gaped 

open"pushed outward. Hnow blown inside, melting on tile Yoor, puddle 
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spreading toward the drain. Cold Mecember air rushed in, biting and 
sharp. Homeone small could Vt through.

Homeone could be pulled through.
Fn the mirror, written in what looked like red lipstick"1mily—s shade, 

from her makeup bag left open on the counterQ
"The innocent shall sufer gor the yuiltD. 6aniel :2--3-—. G6.O."
vce Yooded my 'eins.
Sarcus already had his phone out, pulling up the 'erse. Ris 'oice was 

tight. ?Sy !od sent his angel, and he shut the mouths of the lions. They 
ha'e not hurt me, because v was found innocent in his sight.?

Maniel in the lions— den. The prophet who sur'i'ed because of inno-
cence.

0ut the 'erse reference was twisted. Maniel was weaponi3ing scrip-
ture"Pust like his mother did to him for eighteen years.

The innocent"1mily"suDering for the guilty.
jor me.
Taped to the mirror was a folded note. v opened it with glo'ed hands, e'-

idence protocol automatic e'en through the terror clawing up my throatQ
"dlB well To,erp east og church CroCertD. mo9e alone. wriny no 

,eaCons. 02AA MP. vro'e DouSre ,orthD og the sheCherBSs stafp 
Iherif mross. bg Dou kriny others or call gor kac/uCp she Bies. bSll 
/no,. G6.O."

v recogni3ed it instantly. The book annotation"Maniel—s handwriting 
in the margins of Toxic Faith. Re—d written about this 'erse. Mother's 
favorite. She quoted it every time she punished me: 'Daniel was innocent, you 
are guilty.'

Re wasn—t Pust kidnapping 1mily.
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Re was recreatiny his 9otherSs akuse"forcing me into the guilty 
role, making the innocent suDer, using scripture as a weapon of control 
and pain.

Sarcus checked his watch. ?zQ6J. Thirteen minutes.?
?Je need backup. Htate police"?
?Loads are still partially blocked. They—re an hour out, minimum.?
?Then v—m going.?
?Aot alone. Re said come alone, but"?
v grabbed his arm. ?Sarcus, 1mily—s terriVed. Re—s not stable. vf v don—t 

follow instructions"?
?vf you go alone, you could both die.? Ris 'oice was Vrm, eyes locked on 

mine. ?Je do this smart. Gou approach from north entrance. v come from 
south. !i'e you V'e-minute head start. Kuiet. vf he sees me before you—re 
with 1mily, v back oD. 0ut v—m not letting you walk into a trap alone.?

Sy j0v mistake Yashed through my mind. !oing solo. Trusting instinct 
o'er protocol. Lefusing backup because v thought v knew better.

B man died because of that choice.
0ut this time was diDerent. Sarcus wasn—t dismissing my instincts"he 

was supporting them while co'ering my back.
?ji'e minutes. Ladio silence"he might be monitoring frexuencies. vf 

you hear anything"?
?v come running.?
Je geared up fast. Iests under Packets. Maniel said no weapons, but v 

was taking my ser'ice weapon anyway. Ao way v was walking in completely 
defenseless.

Je ran across the snowy grounds. Hun breaking through clouds, snow 
melting in bright Mecember light. Christmas morning beauty contrasting 
with absolute horror. Clock ticking. 1mily—s life in Maniel—s hands.
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The old bell tower loomed ahead"abandoned for thirty years, stone 
structure crumbling, dangerous. Hcheduled for demolition but ne'er 
funded. jorty feet tall, obser'ation platform at the top accessible only by 
spiral stairs.

&erfect place for a confrontation. vsolated. Meadly.
Je reached the tower base. Sarcus touched my shoulder once"brief, 

solid. ?ji'e minutes.?
Then he circled south.
v approached the north entrance alone. Jooden door hanging crooked 

on rusted hinges. v pushed it open. Markness swallowed me whole.
Hpiral stairs leading up. jorty feet. 1ach step a creaking threat, testing my 

weight against rotted wood.
Ao choice.
1mily was up there.
Bnd so was Maniel.
v climbed.



Chapter Eleven

The Tower
Chapter 11

E ach step groaned under my weight—wood warped from decades of 
rain through broken windows, some planks rotted clean through. 

I tested every footfall before shifting weight, hand gripping the loose 
handrail that rattled against rusted bolts. Forty feet up and one wrong 
move meant falling through gaps onto stone below.

The spiral staircase narrowed as I climbed. Wind howled through cracks 
in the walls, carrying snow that melted into slick ice on the steps. I stretched 
across a gap where three steps had crumbled to splinters, Mngers scrabbling 
for purchase on rough stone, boots barely Mnding traction on the edge. 
-y radio crackled static then died completely—too much interference, old 
stone blocking signal.

I was alone.
Through a gap in the wall, I glimpsed the church grounds below. Tiny 

Mgures moved in the fellowship hall. -arcus should be circling to the south 
entrance now, MveBminute head start like we planned. 'ut I couldnCt see 
him. JouldnCt reach him. Dust me and Saniel and Emily somewhere above.

The stairs got worse near the top. xome steps eNisted only as shadows 
against stone, splintered remnants clinging to the wall. I pressed my back 
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against cold rock and inched sideways, testing each foothold. The tower 
swayed—or maybe that was eNhaustion, fear making my vision tilt. Wind 
screamed through broken windows, and the whole structure creaked like 
it might collapse under me.

Then I reached the observation platform.
zpen to the elements on all sides, waistBhigh stone wall around the 

perimeter. The old church bell still hung from a wooden beam overB
head—silent for thirty years, rope rotted to threads. xnow covered everyB
thing in a thin, treacherous layer, melting in morning sun. zne wrong step 
and ICd slide straight oH the edge.

Lnd there was Emily.
xhe sat against the bell support beam, hands UipBtied behind her back, 

ankles bound with rope. Suct tape across her mouth. ?er eyes found 
mine—wide with terror but alive. "nharmed. xhivering in the Secember 
cold but breathing, breathing, breathing.

Saniel stood ten feet away near the east edge. Jalm. Too calm. In his 
right hand he held the wooden shepherd piece—xamuel JrossCs carving. 
?ow had he gotten it back from evidenceP Ao. ?e mustCve taken it before 
I arrived at the scene. This was the original.

VxheriH Jross.V  ?is voice was pleasant,  conversational.  Kike weCd 
bumped into each other at the grocery store. V9unctual. I appreciate that. 
xhows respect.V

I kept my hand near my weapon but didnCt draw. VKet Emily go. This is 
between us.V

Saniel smiled—sad, not cruel. VIs itP I think EmilyCs presence makes this 
more... complete. The innocent suHering for the guilty. ItCs a pattern, you 
know. 'iblical precedent.V

VEmilyCs done nothing wrong.V
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VAeither did I.V ?is voice sharpened like a blade. VI was a child. I tried 
so hard—perfect grades, perfect behavior, perfect 'ible verses memoriUed. 
Lnd it was never enough. xhe always found something wrong. Llways.V

Emily made muGed sounds behind the tape, tears streaming down her 
face. Saniel didnCt look at her. Rept his focus locked on me.

VSo you know what itCs likePV ?is voice cracked open, raw and bleeding. 
VTo never be good enoughP To hear CICm disappointed in youC after you 
win a scholarshipP To memoriUe entire books of the 'ible and still be told 
youCre Ctoo proudCPV

?e was talking about his mother. Aot scripture. Aot theology. Trauma.
I edged closer—slowly, nonBthreatening. V2our mother hurt you. ThatCs 

real. ThatCs wrong.V
Vxhe wasnCt ChurtingC me. xhe was disciplining me. Cxpare the rod, spoil 

the child.C xhe 0uoted that every xunday. -ade me kneel on the :oor and 
recite memory verses for hours if I disappointed her. xaid it was biblical. 
xaid *od re0uired it.V

Wind gusted. The tower creaked ominously. I noticed the wooden beam 
above us—cracked, damaged by years of neglect and last nightCs storm. 
"nstable. zne good shake and the whole thing might come down.

Saniel followed my gaUe. V2es, itCs not very safe, is itP This tower. Kike 
so many structures built on good foundations, then left to rot. Jorrupted 
from within.V

?e was setting up his manifesto. I needed to keep him talking until 
-arcus got into position. I couldnCt see the south entrance from this angle, 
didnCt know if he was there yet.

VWhy TomP ?e cared about you. Tried to help.V
SanielCs pleasant eNpression hardened—pain beneath it, so much pain. 

VSid heP Tom 9atterson was the Mrst man who ever told me I was valuable. 
That *od loved me as I was. ?e was the father I needed.V ?is voice broke. 
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VLnd then he chose 2z". L woman. Aative. Everything my mother said 
was wrong and corrupt. Tom defended your appointment. -entored you. 
'elieved in you.V

The wound eNposed5 abandonment.
VThe Mrst father who ever saw me, and he chose you over me. Lgain. 

Llways someone else. Llways the woman. Emily was the Cgood child.C 
2ouCre the Cworthy sheriH.C Lnd ICm still the disappointing son, kneeling 
on the :oor, never good enough.V

?is voice shattered on the last words. This wasnCt ideology. This was a 
man drowning in unhealed trauma, going under for the third time.

I caught movement below—-arcus at the south entrance. I needed to 
keep Saniel focused on me.

VTell me everything,V I said 0uietly. VTell me why you think Tom had to 
die.V

Saniel looked at me—really looked. xaw my compassion. It undid 
something in him.

VICll tell you everything, xheriH. ThatCs why youCre here. To understand. 
Lnd then...V ?e glanced at the tower edge. VThen weCll see whoCs worthy 
of the shepherdCs staH.V

4 4 4
SanielCs shoulders shook. Dust slightly, 7ust enough to notice. The shepB

herd piece turned in his hands—gentle, almost reverent.
V-y mother was the most devout woman I ever knew.V ?is voice carried 

no irony. V9astorCs sister. Front pew every xunday. Every 'ible verse memB
oriUed. Every church rule followed perfectly.V 

?e looked at me then, eyes hollow. VLnd she was the cruelest person I 
ever met.V

The wind howled. I kept my breathing steady, hands visible, nonBthreatB
ening. -arcus needed time to get into position. Saniel needed to talk.
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Vxhe wasnCt 7ust religious—she was the spiritual authority in our home. 
-y father worked long hours at the mill. 6uiet man. Rind, but... weak. 
-other ran everything5 Mnances, discipline, faith. "sed scripture like a 
scalpel.V 

?is voice dropped to something raw. VCThe rod of correction imparts 
wisdom, but a child left undisciplined disgraces its mother.C 9roverbs 
jq583. xhe 0uoted it every time I disappointed her, which was daily.V

I watched his face. 'eneath the calm, something ancient and wounded 
bled through.

VEvery mistake met with 'ible verses. Forgot to take out trashP Dames 
!58H—CLnyone who knows the good they ought to do and doesnCt do it, 
it is sin for them.C *ot a ' on a testP -atthew j35jI—C2ou wicked, laUy 
servant.C I memoriUed chapters as punishment. ?ours at a time, kneeling 
on the hardwood :oor while she sat in her chair, eyes closed, listening for 
errors.V

'ehind him, Emily made desperate sounds through the tape. Saniel 
didnCt turn.

VLnd all that time, I watched Emily grow up across town.V ?is voice 
cracked. V"ncle Dames and Lunt 1ebecca—loving parents, stable home. 
ICd see them at church5 Emily sitting on her fatherCs lap during fellowship, 
him telling her she was special, treasured. -y uncle would hug her, kiss her 
forehead, say CI love youC like it was breathing.V

The shepherd piece trembled in his grip.
VI went home every night to -otherCs scripture drills and conditional 

love. xame family, same church, same town. 'ut Emily got everything 
while I got nothing. WhyPV ?is eyes found mine—desperate, still seeking 
the answer after thirtyBthree years. VWhat did I do wrongP I was born 
wrong, according to -other. CToo willful,C she said. CToo proud, never 
0uite right.CV
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The tower creaked. I shifted my weight, testing the platformCs stability. 
1otted boards, storm damage. zne good shake and weCd all go down.

VAothing satisMed her,V Saniel continued. VKaw school admissionP 
CWorldly pursuits.C xenior associate by twentyBsevenP C-oney canCt buy 
*odCs approval.C Ao wife, no children by thirtyP CWhatCs the point of 
success if youCre not building a godly familyPCV

VSaniel—V
V-y dad died when I was nineteen.V ?e talked over me, voice rising. 

V?eart attack. I found him in the garage, slumped over his workbench. 
-other said it was *odCs 7udgment for him being Ctoo softC with me. xhe 
didnCt cry at the funeral. Dust 0uoted 1omans5 CThe wages of sin is death.C 
I had no one after that. Dust her.V

The wind shifted. xnow from last nightCs storm blew across the platform 
in icy sheets.

Vxhe was dying. Kung cancer, siN months. I took leave from Ltlanta to 
come home—told everyone I was burned out, needed to serve where it 
mattered. TruthP I was forced out after my breakdown. 'ut I came home 
to care for her. Jhanged bedsheets, held her hand during pain, prayed with 
her even though sheCd never prayed with me as a child.V

?is breath hitched. V"ncle Dames visited constantly. 'rought Emily. The 
day before -other died, he was alone with her. xhe told him—V 

SanielCs voice shattered. Vxhe told him to tell Emily she was proud of 
her. Cxuch a good girl, such a blessing to the family.C When "ncle Dames 
told me later, I asked5 CWhat did she say about mePC ?e went 0uiet. Then5 
Cxhe was on a lot of morphine, Saniel. xhe wasnCt herself.CV

L bitter laugh scraped from his throat. V'ut she was herself. 9erfectly 
clear. xhe chose to tell Emily—through my uncle—that she was proud. 
Jhose to say nothing about me. Even dying, even at the end, I wasnCt worth 
her words.V
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I felt it then—the wound. The killing wound. Aot theology. Aot ideolB
ogy. Lbandonment.

VI came back to xhepherdCs ?ollow broken,V Saniel said 0uietly. V"ncle 
Dames invited me to help at the church. xaid I needed family, purpose. Tom 
9atterson was part of that. -et me for coHee every week. Kistened. SidnCt 
7udge. Told me I was valuable, that *od loved me 7ust as I was.V

?is voice softened on TomCs name. *enuine grief there, underneath the 
rage.

V?e was the father I should have had. I started volunteering with the 
youth—Tom encouraged it. xaid serving others would help me heal. Lnd 
it did, for a while. I felt useful. xeen.V

The shift came then—pain hardening into anger.
V'ut then you showed up. Tom recruited you. Sefended your appointB

ment to the town council. -entored you. Told everyone you were the best 
investigator heCd ever worked with.V

Saniel looked at me with pure anguish. VL woman. Aative. Everything 
-other said was CotherC and wrong. Lnd Tom chose you. xpent time with 
you. 'elieved in you. The Mrst father who ever saw me, and he chose you 
over me.V

?e stepped closer to the edge. I tensed.
VLgain,V he whispered. VLlways the woman. Emily had the good mothB

er. 2ou get the good mentor. Lnd ICm still the broken nephew, the disapB
pointing cousin, never good enough.V

VI tried to accept it. 'ut then Tom found my research—saw my notes 
on the book about spiritual abuse, my annotations about -other. ?e 
confronted me. xaid I had Cdangerous ideation,C that I needed counseling.V

The wind screamed through the bell tower. V?e was going to tell "ncle 
Dames. *oing to recommend I leave the church—-otherCs church, the 
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place I grew up. Tom 9atterson—who told me I was valuable—was going 
to cast me out. For you. 'ecause he chose you.V

VThose verses I leftPV ?is voice turned mechanical. VTheyCre -otherCs. 
C*ive an account of your stewardshipC—she said that every xunday before I 
recited memory verses. Cxhepherds who fail will be 7udgedC—what she said 
about "ncle Dames when he tried to defend me to her. Every verse I use is 
her voice. xtill echoing. Even though sheCs dead.V

V2our mother abused you.V -y voice cut clean through the wind. VxpirB
itual abuse. Emotional abuse. ThatCs real. ThatCs wrong. xhe weaponiUed 
scripture to control and hurt you. ICm sorry that happened.V

Saniel started to speak but I pushed forward. V'ut ICm not your mother. 
Tom wasnCt your mother. Emily didnCt choose to have a good mother any 
more than you chose to have an abusive one. 2ouCre killing innocent people 
because you canCt face the one person who actually hurt you—and sheCs 
already dead.V

xilence. Wind. Tower groaning beneath us.
V2ouCre punishing the world for what she did. Every woman in authority 

is her to you. Every father Mgure who supports a woman is choosing her 
over you. 'ut thatCs not reality, Saniel. ThatCs trauma. "nhealed, untreatB
ed trauma.V

?is face contorted—rage and pain miNing into something terrible.
VSonCt psychoanalyUe meK 2ou donCt know—you canCt understand—V
VI understand youCre in pain. I understand you were victimiUed. 'ut 

Tom didnCt victimiUe you. I didnCt victimiUe you. Emily didnCt victimiUe 
you. 2our mother did. Lnd youCre making innocent people pay for her 
sins.V

Vxhe should have loved meKV 
The scream tore from somewhere primal. 1aw. Secades of wounding 

ripping open.
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VI tried so hardK I was perfect and it was never enough and she AEYE1 
KzYES -EKV

The wound, fully eNposed. Ao more control. Dust pain.
Then something shifted in his eyes. Jlarity. Terrifying, crystalline clarity.
V2ouCre right.V ?is voice went calm. Sead calm. VICm punishing the 

world.V
?e looked straight at me. VLnd ICm starting with you.V
?e lunged.
Aot toward escape. Toward me. xhepherd piece raised like a weapon. 

-urder in his eyes.
VKeahKV -arcusCs voice from the stairs.
EmilyCs scream tore through the tape.
The tower groaned—wood splintering, beam cracking.
Everything eNploded into motion at once.



Chapter Twelve

Climax
Chapter 12

D aniel charged.

Time fractured into tactical awareness—FBI defensive training 
kicking in before conscious thought. I ducked left. The shepherd piece 
whistled past my ear and cracked against stone with a sound like a gunshot. 
Chips of mortar exploded.

I drove my boot into his knee. Lateral strike, destabilizing.
He staggered but didn't fall. His hand shot out, iron grip clamping my 

wrist. Pain Wared up my forearm.
Me grappled—his weight, his rage, his desperation all channeled into 

brute force. Ey training said leverage the attacker's momentum. I twisted, 
tried to break his hold. His other hand grabbed my shoulder, shoving me 
backward.

Toward the edge.
Mind screamed. Nmpty air yawned behind me. I could feel the drop 

calling—forty feet to frozen ground.
I hooked my leg behind his, threw my weight sideways. Me spun away 

from the edge. His grip loosened for half a second.
Rot enough.



THN CHSIATEVA NKN BLVCOU1T 27q

His hands found my throat. A"ueezed.
Panic clawed up through tactical thinking. Can't breathe. Can't—
Training. Break the hold. Attack the weak point.
I drove my knee up hard into his ribs. Unce. Twice.
His grip broke. I shoved away, gasping, stumbling against the far wall.
!Daniel- Atop-!
Earcus's voice cut through the chaos. He emerged at the top of the 

south staircase, weapon drawn, face carved from stone. !Put it down-!
Daniel's expression changed. The wild desperation crystallized into 

something calculating. Cold.
He spun toward Nmily.
!Ro—!
He moved fast—dragging her up despite her bound ankles, one arm 

locked around her throat, other hand gripping her shoulder. He hauled 
her backward toward the edge. Half her body hung over empty space. Une 
push and she'd fall.

!Drop your weapons- Both of you- Ur she goes over-!
Nmily's scream mu8ed against the tape. Her eyes found mine—pure 

terror, pleading, help me.
Earcus froze. Meapon trained on Daniel but no clear shot. Nmily bej

tween them. Une wrong move and she'd die.
Ey hand hovered over my holster. Nvery instinct screamed to draw, to 

end this. But Nmily's life hung in Daniel's hands—literally.
I made the call.
Alowly, I drew my weapon. Held it up where Daniel could see. Aet it on 

the Woor. Oicked it away. Eetal scraped across weathered wood, stopping 
near the north wall.

!Earcus,! I said "uietly. !Atand down.!
!Leah—!
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!Do it.!
Earcus's Yaw worked. His weapon lowered. He set it down. Oicked it 

toward mine.
Daniel's breathing was ragged, uneven. Nmily whimpered. The tower 

groaned beneath us.
I raised my hands. Apoke calmly. Crisis negotiation, ?rst principle9 esj

tablish rapport.
!Daniel, I know you're in pain. 3our mother hurt you. That's real. I 

believe you.!
!Don't—! His voice cracked. !Don't try to manipulate me.!
!I'm not. 3ou were victimized. Apiritual abuse, emotional abuse. Ahe 

used scripture as a weapon. That's wrong. Mhat she did to you was wrong.!
His grip on Nmily loosened slightly. I kept going.
!But Nmily never hurt you. Ahe's innocent. 3ou said it yourself—the 

innocent shouldn't su0er for the guilty.!
Nmily's eyes s"ueezed shut. Tears streamed down her cheeks.
!Look at her, Daniel. Seally look. Has she ever condemned you* Nver 

made you feel like you weren't enough*!
!Ro,! he whispered. !Ahe's always...!
!Ahe's always loved you. Protected you. Believed in you.!
His hands were shaking now. I watched his face—pain, conWict, somej

thing breaking open.
!3ou came home from Vtlanta for Nmily. 3ou stayed through your 

mother's death because Nmily needed you. 3ou've protected her for ?ve 
years. That's real love, Daniel. That's who you really are.!

!I don't... I'm not...!
!Don't make her watch you become the monster your mother said you 

were. Prove her wrong.!
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His Yaw worked. He looked down at Nmily—terri?ed, crying, his cousin 
who'd never Yudged him.

!I wouldn't... I'm not...!
!I know.! I kept my voice gentle. !Let her go. Face me instead. Ahow 

me the man Tom believed in. The man who helps teenagers through their 
parents' divorces. The man who serves breakfast to families. That's who 
you are.!

Ailence. Mind. Tower groaning.
Then Daniel shoved Nmily away from the edge—not gently, almost vioj

lent in his release. Earcus lunged, catching her before she fell. He dragged 
her to safety, cutting her bonds with his pocket knife, wrapping his Yacket 
around her shaking shoulders. He moved her to the far side of the platform, 
putting himself between her and Daniel.

Daniel stood alone at the edge. Nmptyjhanded. Defeated.
For one breath, I thought he'd surrender.
Then something shifted in his eyes. The vulnerability vanished. Sej

placed by cold, crystalline clarity.
!Ahe never loved me.! His voice went Wat. !Tom chose you. Vnd I have 

nothing left to lose.!
He looked straight at me. Bent down. Picked up the shepherd piece 

where it had fallen. Then let it drop again—clattered against wood, rolled 
away. He didn't need it anymore.

!Row it's Yust you and me, Aheri0. Ro witnesses. Ro Nmily. Let's see if 
you're really worthy of that badge.!

He started walking toward me. Rot frantic. Controlled. Purposeful.
Nvery step deliberate. Eeasured.
Ey weapons were ?fteen feet away. Too far. Earcus was with Nmily, 

couldn't reach me in time.
Daniel kept coming.



RVTVLIN BVONS SNND2JD

This wasn't over.
E E E
Earcus had Nmily on the far side of the platform, twenty feet away. Atill 

cutting through the zip ties around her wrists, Yacket wrapped around her 
trembling shoulders. His voice cut through the wind.

!Leah- Fet back-!
Rowhere to go. Tower edge behind me. Daniel in front. Fortyjfoot drop 

on all sides.
Daniel advanced. Ro weapon. Gust ?sts and thirtyjthree years of pain 

given form.
!Tom said I was valuable. That Fod loved me.! His voice hollow. !But 

he lied. He chose you. They all chose you.!
He lunged.
I sidestepped. FBI training kicked in—assess, react, control. But the 

platform was slick with melting snow. Ey boots slid.
He caught my Yacket. Alammed me against the stone wall. Vir burst from 

my lungs. Atars exploded across my vision.
I broke his grip, twisted. Landed a solid punch to his Yaw. Ey knuckles 

screamed. His head snapped sideways.
He shook it o0. Came again.
Selentless. Me grappled near the edge, snowjslick stone treacherous 

beneath our feet. He was stronger. I was faster. But Daniel had nothing 
left to lose.

He got behind me. Vrm locked around my throat. Chokehold.
I couldn't breathe.
Uverhead, the cracked wooden beam FSUVRND. The tower swayed.
Earcus's voice9 !The structure's failing- Fet away from the edges-!
But I couldn't stop. Daniel s"ueezed. Black spots danced across my 

vision. Ey lungs burned.
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Tom's voice in my head, clear as day9 Trust yourself, Leah. Your instincts 
are good. Believe it.

I stopped ?ghting the chokehold. Ment limp. Dead weight.
Daniel's grip loosened—half a second, thinking I'd passed out.
I drove my elbow back into his solar plexus. Hard.
He gasped. Seleased.
I spun. Me stood ?ve feet apart, both panting. Blood trickled from his 

split lip. Ey throat burned.
He charged. Une last time. Desperation, not strategy.
I feinted left. He committed. I dodged right, used his momentum, 

shoved him past me.
He couldn't stop.
He crashed into the cracked railing on the west side.
CSVCO. ARVP.
The old masonry broke. The railing gave way.
Daniel pitched forward—over the edge.
I lunged.
Frabbed his wrist. Caught him.
He dangled forty feet above snowjcovered stone. Une hand gripping the 

broken railing, my hand locked around his wrist. Nvery muscle in my arm 
screamed. I was being pulled toward the edge, boots sliding on wet stone.

!I've got you-! I gasped. !Five me your other hand-!
Daniel stared up at me. This woman he'd tried to kill. This woman who 

represented everything his mother hated. This woman who'd Yust saved his 
life.

!Mhy*!
His voice broke on that single word.
!Because I'm not your mother.! I gritted my teeth, holding on. !Vnd I'm 

not a killer.!
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Earcus rushed over. Together we hauled Daniel up. The moment his 
body cleared the edge, we Wipped him. Cu0ed him. Eetal clicked against 
his wrists.

!Daniel Farrett, you're under arrest for the murder of Aheri0 Tom 
Patterson.!

Daniel didn't ?ght. He lay on the snowjcovered stone, staring at the blue 
sky. Tears streamed down his face.

!Ahe never loved me.! His voice thin, broken. !Vnd I killed the only man 
who did.!

Rot de?ant. Rot calculating. Gust shattered. The rage had burned out, 
leaving only ash.

Below, sirens. Atate police vehicles. Vmbulances. The storm had fully 
passed—sun bright, snow melting fast.

Earcus helped me stand. Ey hands shook. Vdrenaline crash hitting like 
a freight train.

!3ou saved him,! he said "uietly. !Vfter everything.!
!That's the Yob.!
But my voice wavered. I touched my grandmother's cross. The silver 

warm against my palm.
!That's what Tom would have done.!
NETs arrived on the platform. Took Daniel into custody. Nmily was 

safe—traumatized but physically unharmed, clinging to Earcus.
Pastor Farrett appeared at the top of the stairs. Aaw his nephew in 

handcu0s. The devastation on his face would haunt me for years.
But I felt something else.
Peace.
I'd trusted myself. I'd been right. Tom had been right about me.
I stood on that platform, sun on my face, and knew—?nally knew—I'd 

proven myself.
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Rot to the town. Rot to Earcus.
To myself.



Chapter Thirteen

Resolution
Chapter 13

2 :30 PM - Christmas Afternoon

The EMT pressed cold gauze against my neck. I "inched.
S,orryB ,heri'. xruisingvs pretty ebtensi-e.S ,he daYYed antiYiotic ointA

ment across the scratches. Swouvre lucky. Lnother thirty seconds in that 
chokehold and Revd Ye talking Yrain damage.S

fucky. qight.
Lcross  the HelloRship hallB  Emily sat  Rrapped in a  thermal  YlanA

ketB staring at nothing. Lnother EMT checked her -itals Rhile Marcus 
crouched Yeside her chairB speaking —uietly. Fis hand rested on her shoulA
derCsteadyB protecti-e.

,he Ras physically unharmed. The rest Rould take longer to heal.
,tate police mo-ed through the room taking statements. Oamilies gathA

ered YelongingsB preparing to lea-e noR that the roads Rere clear. The 
Dhristmas E-e ser-ice that started Rith candlelight and carols had ended 
Rith handcu's and trauma.

JutsideB Vaniel sat in the Yack oH a patrol car. Feaded to county lockupB 
then psychiatric e-aluationB then trial. The system Rould process him. 
Kustice Rould Ye ser-ed.
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xut I couldnvt stop seeing his Hace Rhen Ivd graYYed his Rrist. That 
Yroken —uestionG Why?

xecause mercy mattered. E-en Rhen rage screamed louder.
The HelloRship hall door opened.
!astor Narrett  entered.  Fevd aged a decade in tRel-e hours.  Eyes 

redArimmedB Hace haggardB shoulders Yent under Reight I couldnvt imagine 
carrying. Fe mo-ed through the room sloRlyB hea-ilyB like e-ery step cost 
him.

Fe stopped in Hront oH me.
S,heri' Dross.S Fis -oice shattered on my name. SIvm so sorry.S
I stood. The EMT Yacked aRayB gi-ing us space.
SMy nepheR...S Tears streamed doRn his Reathered Hace. SMy sistervs 

son. I ne-er kneR the depth oH his pain. I should ha-e seen the signs.S
S!astorB youvre not responsiYle Hor Vanielvs choices.S
SFevs my Ylood. Marthavs Yoy.S Fis hands tremYled. SI Ratched him 

su'er under her cruelty and I didnvt stop it. I thought she Ras strictB 
de-oted. I didnvt see the aYuse.S Fe Riped his eyes. STom Ras my Hriend Hor 
thirty years. Lnd Vaniel killed him Yecause oH Rounds I could ha-e helped 
heal.S

The Reight crushed him. I Ratched this good man Yuckle under Hamily 
trauma that had Hestered into murder.

SEmilyjS
Fis daughter ran to him. They collapsed into each otherB Yoth Reeping. 

The Narrett HamilyCshattered Yy pain that should ha-e Yeen treated Yut 
instead metastasized into -iolence.

Lround themB the church gathered.
Wot 6udging. ,upporting.
Margaret *ells Yrought co'ee. Mrs. Fenderson draped a Ylanket across 

!astor Narrettvs shoulders. Douncil memYers o'ered —uiet RordsB pracA
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tical help. This Ras Dhristian community at its messiestB most YeautiA
HulCYroken people caring Hor Yroken people.

Mrs. Fenderson approached me nebt. ,he pulled me into an emYrace 
that smelled like la-ender and old hymns.

STom !atterson had the Yest instincts aYout people I e-er saR.S Fer -oice 
8erce in my ear. SLnd he Ras aYsolutely right aYout you.S

,omething cracked open in my chest.
Douncil chairman qoYert Fayes shook my handB grip 8rm. SEbcepA

tional RorkB ,heri'. qeal detecti-e Rork under impossiYle circumstances. 
*evre lucky to ha-e you.S

Jthers echoedG SThank you Hor sa-ing Emily.S Swou did us proud.S 
S*evre grateHul.S

Oor the 8rst time since arri-ing in ,hepherdvs FolloR eighteen months 
agoB I Helt it.

Lcceptance.
Wot as Tomvs contro-ersial hire. Wot as the 8rst Hemale sheri' theyvd 

—uestioned and douYted. Ls the sheri�. Earned through competenceB 
courageB 6ustice deli-ered Rhen it mattered most.

Marcus appeared at my elYoR. Swou should rest.S
SI need to Rrite my reportCS
SIt can Rait an hour.S Nentle Yut 8rm. Swouv-e earned a Yreak.S
I looked around. Jrganized chaosB Yut contained. ,tate police processA

ing the scene. Emily saHe Rith her Hather. Tomvs murder sol-ed.
I nodded. SJkay. Jne hour.S
*e Ralked toRard the ebit together. JutsideB sun Ylazed Yright on meltA

ing snoR. Dhristmas morning. ,torm passed.
I ebhaledC8rst true Yreath in tRel-e hours.
Doming home Helt like this.
9 9 9
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3:30 - Christmas Afternoon
I Hound myselH Yack in the small o4ceB staring at Tomvs case 8le. Closed. 

The Rord Ivd Rritten across the top Helt surreal. E-idence YaggedB suspect 
arrestedB in-estigation complete.

TRel-e hours agoB Ivd douYted e-erything aYout myselH. WoR Tomvs 
killer sat in county lockup aRaiting psychiatric e-aluation and trial. Kustice 
deli-ered.

xut the 8le Helt hea-y in my hands. Lll that painCVanielvsB MarthavsB 
TomvsCcompressed into reports and Ritness statements.

SDome outside.S
Marcus stood in the doorRay. Wot asking. Nentle command.
SI should 8nish myCS
SIt can Rait. Kust Hor a minute.S Fe held out his hand. S!lease.S
I set doRn the 8le and HolloRed him.
The church Hront steps Rere Yathed in sunlight. ,torm completely 

passedCYlue sky stretched endlessly aYo-eB snoR glistening like someone 
had scattered diamonds across ,hepherdvs FolloR. Dold air Yit my lungsB 
Yut the sun on my Hace Helt like aYsolution.

*e sat side Yy side on the stone steps. The toRn YeloR looked peaceHulB 
transHormed. L snoR gloYe shaken and settled.

Marcus spoke 8rst. Swou Rere incrediYle up there. In the toRer.S
I  touched  my  grandmothervs  cross  through  my  shirtCold  haYitB 

grounding myselH.
Sxra-eBS he continued. S,mart. Dompassionate e-en Rhen he didnvt 

deser-e it. E-erything Tom said you Rere.S
SI almost —uit a dozen times last night.S The conHession slipped out. 

SVouYted myselH constantly. Thought mayYe the OxI Ras rightCtoo 
emotionalB too inebperiencedB too much instinct and not enough e-iA
dence.S
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Sxut you didnvt —uit.S
SWo.S
Swou trusted yourselH. OolloRed your instincts and the e-idence. Daught 

a killer. ,a-ed Emily.S Fe shiHted to Hace me directly. SThatvs Rhat makes 
you a great sheri'.S

,ilence settled YetReen us. DomHortaYle. xird calls echoed Hrom melting 
trees. *ater dripped Hrom ea-esCthe Rorld Raking upB coming Yack to 
liHe.

SI couldnvt ha-e done it Rithout youBS I said —uietly. Swou Yelie-ed in me 
Rhen I didnvt Yelie-e in myselH.S

,omething shiHted in his ebpression. *alls coming doRn.
Marcus looked at our handsB almost touching on the stone YetReen us. 

SI ha-envt Helt this Ray aYout someone in years. MayYe since YeHore Lllison 
got sick. xeHore e-erything Hell apart.S

My Yreath caught.
Swou make me Rant to try again.S Fis -oice droppedB raR Rith -ulneraA

Yility. STo trust someone. To open up. To Heel things I thought Ivd Yuried 
Rith my daughter.S Fe met my eyes. SI knoR the timing is terriYle. *e 6ust 
sol-ed a murderB youvre ebhaustedB halH the toRn is Ratching. xut I need 
to say it. I care aYout you. More than 6ust partners. More than Hriends.S

My heart hammered against my riYs. Oear and hope Rarring.
SIvm terri8ed.S
Fe Ylinked. SJkay. Wot the response I hoped HorCS
Sqelationships mean -ulneraYility. qisk. Netting hurt. Ivm terriYle at it. 

I run or I push people aRay or I 6ust... Hail at Yeing Rhat they need.S
SfeahCS
Sxut I Rant to try.S I reached outB took his hand. *armB callousedB steady. 

S*ith you. I Rant to try. E-en though Ivm scared. E-en though Ivll proYaYly 
mess it up.S
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Fis Hace transHormedCrelieH and 6oy "ooding in like sunrise. SweahGS
Sweah.S
SE-en though Ivm Yossy and o-erprotecti-e and proYaYly going to dri-e 

you crazyGS
I smiled. Oirst genuine smile in Rhat Helt like days. SEspecially Yecause oH 

that.S
Fe laughedCloRB RarmB real. Then he leaned closer. ,loRly. Ni-ing me 

time to pull aRay.
I didnvt.
Jur lips met. Nentle at 8rstB tentati-e. Testing. Then deeper. Fis hand 

cupped my HaceB thumY Yrushing my cheekYone. I tasted co'ee and relieH 
and something that Helt like home.

*hen Re Yroke apartB Yoth slightly YreathlessB Marcus rested his HoreA
head against mine.

SI Rant to do this rightBS he murmured. Sqeal dates. Do'ee. Mo-ies. 
Oiguring out hoR Re Rork Rhen people arenvt dying.S

S,ounds terriHying.S
SLYsolutely terriHying.S
SIvm in.S
*e sat together on the church stepsB hands claspedB sun Rarming us 

despite VecemYer cold. Dhristmas morning. WeR Yeginning. xehind usB 
church Yells chimed noonCautomated recording Hrom a di'erent toRerB 
not the old oneB Yut YeautiHul nonetheless.

The Reight oH e-erythingCthe caseB the YadgeB Tomvs trustB the night oH 
in-estigationCsettled into manageaYle pieces. Ivd Rrite my report. TestiHy 
at Vanielvs trial. 1eep ser-ing ,hepherdvs FolloR.

xut I Rasnvt alone anymore.
Marcus s—ueezed my hand. S!eople are going to notice Revre out here. 

Together.S
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Sfet them notice.S
Fe grinned. S,candalous. ,heri' dating her deputy.S
SI can handle scandal. Domes Rith the Yadge.S
*e stoodB still holding handsB and Ralked Yack toRard the entrance. xut 

Marcus pausedB turned me to Hace him. Jne more —uick kissCclaimingB 
con8rmingB celeYrating.

SMerry DhristmasB ,heri' Dross.S
SMerry DhristmasB Marcus.S
*e Ralked inside togetherB hand in hand. qeady Hor Rhate-er came nebt.
9 9 9
Lt 7GII !MB I sat in the sanctuaryChalHRay YackB Marcus Yeside me. 

The peRs Rere mayYe halHAHull noR. Most Hamilies had leHt once the 
roads clearedB rushing home to delayed Dhristmas mornings. xut the core 
congregation remained. The ones Rho needed this. *ho needed healing 
YeHore they could celeYrate.

!astor Narrett stood at the pulpit. Fe looked like hevd aged a decade 
o-ernight. Nray skinB redArimmed eyesB shoulders YoRed. xut he stood 
there anyRay. L shepherd tending his "ock e-en Rhen his oRn heart Ras 
shattered.

Fis -oice came rough Yut steady. SThis has Yeen the darkest Dhristmas 
E-e and morning in our churchvs history. *ev-e lost ,heri' Tom !atterA
sonCa good manB a HaithHul ser-antB a Hriend. *ev-e disco-ered that e-il can 
hide in Hamiliar Haces. That trauma unhealed can Yecome -iolence. That 
someone Re lo-ed Ras capaYle oH terriYle things.S

,ilence pressed doRn on us.  NrieH thick as Hog. I  Ratched people 
processCMrs. Fenderson daYYing her eyes Rith a handkerchieHB teenagers 
Hrom the youth group huddled togetherB mothers holding children close.

Sxut Rev-e also Ritnessed courage. Kustice. Nrace.S
!astorvs eyes Hound mine. Virect. Intentional.
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S,heri' feah Dross sol-ed Tomvs murder. !rotected our children. ,a-ed 
my daughtervs liHe. ,he emYodied Rhat it means to Ye a shepherdCproA
tecting the "ockB seeking truthB deli-ering 6ustice Rhile ebtending compasA
sion e-en to her enemy.S

My throat tightened. !uYlic recognition Helt too YigB too generous. Orom 
the man Rhose son Ivd arrested. The man Rhose Hamily Ivd destroyed.

SThe shepherds came to see the YaYy 1ing on that 8rst Dhristmas. They 
Rere outsidersCrough menB unclean Yy religious laR. xut Nod chose them 
to Ritness glory. To carry the good neRs.S Fe paused. fet the Rords settle. 
S,ometimes Nod sends us shepherds Re donvt ebpect. ,hepherds Rho look 
di'erent than Re imagined. xut shepherds nonetheless.S

Lround meB heads nodded. !eople Rhispered agreement. Mrs. FenA
derson reached HorRard Hrom the peR Yehind and s—ueezed my shoulA
derC8rmB maternalB accepting.

Sfet us pray.S
!astor YoRed his head. *e HolloRed.
SOatherB Revre Yroken. Nrant us your healing. *evre grie-ing. Nrant us 

your comHort. *evre conHused. Nrant us your Risdom. Felp us ebtend 
grace to the Narrett Hamily as they Ralk through unimaginaYle pain. Lnd 
help us Ye the churchClo-ingB ser-ingB Horgi-ing. Lmen.S

,oHt amens echoed.
Then Emily stepped HorRard to the piano. Fer hands tremYled as she 

positioned them o-er the keys. ,he looked Hragile as glass Yut Yra-er than 
anyone Ivd e-er seen.

,he Yegan S,ilent Wight.S
Fer -oiceCsReetB pureB Ra-ering Yut holding.
Silent night, holy night. All is calm, all is bright.
I couldnvt stop the tears. They came hot and HastB streaming doRn my 

Hace.
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Marcus Hound my hand. ,—ueezed. Lnchor.
Sleep in heavenly peace.
The sanctuary held nothing Yut Emilyvs -oice and soHt crying. DhristA

mas morning. qesurrection aHter death. fight aHter darkness. Nrace aHter 
6udgment.

I touched my grandmothervs sil-er cross through my shirt. Feard Tomvs 
-oice in memory clear as iH he stood Yeside meG "You're going to be a great 
sheriff, Leah. I believe in you."

Oor the 8rst time since hevd said itB I Yelie-ed it too.
The 8nal note oH S,ilent WightS Haded into silence. ,unlight streamed 

through stained glassB painting us all in reds and Ylues and golds. DomA
munity gatheredB Yroken Yut healing together.

I Yelonged here. Oinally.



Epilogue

E pilogue

Two weeks later
January sun slanted cold and bright across Shepherd's Hollow Ceme-

tery. I stood at Tom's grave, white lilies in my gloved hands—his favorite. 
The kind his wife used to grow before she died.

I brushed fresh snow o" the granite headstone. Thomas James Patterson. 
Beloved Sheriff. 1963-2024.

MHey, Tom.M
zy breath fogged white in the freexing air. The cemetery was empty 

eDcept for me and the wind through bare trees.
MCase is closed. Eaniel's awaiting trial—prosecutor says Grst-degree 

murder charges will stick. Pmily's in trauma therapy twice a week. Retting 
real help.M I crouched down, arranged the lilies against the stone. MYastor 
Rarrett is... surviving. Eay by day. Church rallied around him. It's what 
you would've wanted.M

The stone was cold under my palm. Solid. Feal.
MNou were right about me. I'm a good sheri".M zy voice caught. MTook 

me a murder investigation and nearly dying to believe it, but I Gnally do.M 
Yause. The words needed saying out loud. MThank you for seeing what I 
couldn't see in myself. Aor giving me this chance when no one else would.M
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I touched my grandmother's cross through my coat. 1adge on my hip. 
Two symbols of belonging.

MI won't let you down.M
qhen I turned, zarcus stood by my patrol car—leaning against the 

hood, hands in his pockets. Yatient. Steady. qhen he saw me walking back, 
he straightened and opened the driver's door.

MFeady8M
I nodded. Climbed in. zarcus took the passenger seat—we'd been al-

ternating driving shifts, real partnership now. P9ual.
I drove through Shepherd's Hollow, zain Street still decorated with 

garlands and lights nobody wanted to take down yet. Aamiliar faces waved 
from shop windows. zrs. Henderson outside the bakery with a tray of 
samples. The courthouse s9uare peaceful under January sun.

zarcus's hand found mine across the console. I laced our Gngers togeth-
er.

The patrol car rolled forward. Lew year. Lew chapter. Justice served, 
love found, belonging earned.

I was Gnally home.
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