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Chapter 1

It had been 15 years since Rita had seen even a glimpse of the sleepy town of Oyster Ridge Bay. But in the early hours of the morning she found herself staring again into the branches of the large maple overlooking the porch of her old childhood home. From Mom�s large stained glass windows to Dad�s home crafted teeter-totter lonely in the yard, it was the same house she remembered from all those years ago. Lost in the memories she felt the reluctance of return mingled with the overwhelming urge to sit down and cry. Everything was going to be alright.
�Mom, you must be kidding, this is like the cutest house ever. Is this really where you grew up?�
Rita turned to see her 12 years old daughter, Judy, hauling her oversized suitcase up the stone path behind her. She ran her hands through her short auburn hair and pasted a smile across her face right as Judy pulled up next to her and parked herself right on top of her cargo.
�I know right? Can you believe this? Good thing I didn�t sell it all those years ago when your father wanted me too.�
With that comment Rita turned away from her daughter to hide the tears threatening to surface. She had survived the premature death of her father, the accidental death of her mother, and the run for survival with her children from her husband; a man who believed three bottles of whisky and a few slaps could solve any argument. Now, as she stared at a handful of keys she couldn�t help but watch as her two lives occupied the same space; sliding back and forth with the imbalance, hitting each other and intermingling. She could almost feel the tangible end of her emotional strength.
She turned to see her son Brian, staring hard at the house from his car seat. At 4 years old he was the most difficult member of their small family to explain the situation to. How do you tell a 4 years old that his father can�t be around anymore after beating his wife half-to death with a crow-bar? No, Brian�s understanding was far different than that; daddy had to go work over in Australia, Brian�s favorite country. This only made the situation more difficult as Brian now refused to cooperate in all matters of existence short of anything that would reunite him with his father and the jumping kangaroos of the Australian outback. Gesturing for him to come join them on the eve of the front stairs, Rita felt no surprise as Brian�s small face went from open wonder to a set look of defiance as he crossed his arms across his small chest and sunk into his car seat. With a sigh she glanced back to Judy, now too engrossed in her cell phone to notice her mother�s hesitation. Control yourself and pretend everything is fine, then break down later, she told herself. �Let�s go kid,� she said to the top of her daughter�s curly blonde head, nudging the suitcase with toe of her shoe. �It�s now or never.�
�What about Brian?�
�The car�s not going anywhere.�
Rita bent down to pick up the latest edition of the Oyster Bay Express from the peeling porch echoing of her childhood. The headline was the tragic result of the man hunt for a lost child. Disturbing news but missing people was nothing new for the tourist town. With the amount of carefree and incautious travelers each year, it was no big surprise when a few got lost in the caves or waylaid on the white sand shoreline. But to hear of a death of a child was always a stab for any mother to witness. Rita grimaced, tucked the paper under the arm and slid the key into the bolt. How ironically poignant, Rita thought, that our lives are just beginning while a child�s has just ended. Feeling the hint of collapse, Rita steeled her nerves, opened the door and stepped over the threshold.
And so began the next chapter in the Broman family�s existence.

Chapter 2

The Oyster Ridge Express November 1 st 2003
All Hallows Eve Tragedy By: Daniel Hutchins
With the festivities of Halloween looming still in our minds it is with a heavy heart that I write yet another missing persons announcement. Last night Nicholas Perrins went out trick-or-treating with older brother Mathew Perrins and Mathew�s girlfriend Melissa Marks. At some point in the evening, between Maple and Rich Ave, Nicholas was lost. Mathew reported that when his brother failed to reappear with the other children perusing the street looking for houses offering treats, Mathew began searching for Nicholas, but found only his brother�s pillowcase, used for carrying the night�s bounty, propped against the large maple in Miss Franwalski�s yard. After this discovery Mathew called the Sheriff�s office straight away. Nicholas was dressed as a caped super-hero carrying a white pillow case for his treasures. Nicholas is the third child in the last month alone to be reported missing. This is distressing news for our little community and threatens to turn us from tourist destination to �avoided� destination. If anyone has any information please contact the Sherriff�s Office.

Oyster Ridge Express November 4 ^ th 2003 By: Daniel Hutchins
Heart Wrenching Discovery in Rock Caverns
Yesterday was a day of mourning for our seaside community when the bodies of Nicholas Perrins (age 9, missing Oct. 31 ^ st), David Coller (age 6, missing Oct 12 ^ th), and Patricia Willson (age 8, missing Oct 22 ^ nd) were found together in Rock Caverns. Lawerence Hill, our local guide and mineral expert, was going in for his monthly geological testing of the caverns� famous stalagmite formations when he spied a girl�s shoe that seemed to have fallen to the side near one of the shallow calcium pools in the cavern. When he walked over to retrieve the lost item he saw the small pale feet of Patricia Willson. �I couldn�t believe what I was looking at,� Lawerence later told this reporter. �I must have stared for a good thirty seconds before it occurred to me to do something.� When asked to describe the scene Lawerence turned a deathly shade of pale and his hands began to quiver. �I can�t. I don�t want to think of it for the rest of my life.� Police later released that the children were indeed all murdered. �This could not have been any kind of accident� Police Chief Merrels mentioned. They were all killed, executed. I don�t know how else to say it. But it looks like someone made them a part of something.� What that something is and other details of the crime are as yet unreleased. Condolences can be paid tomorrow at All Souls Catholic Church on Moor St. throughout the morning as the families have decided on a triple burial ceremony.

When Rita walked through the doors of the public library on the morning of November 3 ^ rd she had the chilling feeling of walking straight in on a burial service. Kelly, her childhood friend now reacquainted over the last two years, was buried in a stack of archives that partially obscured the large extent of her frizzy, short black hair. Besides her there wasn�t another soul to be seen. Since the library was one of three hangout locations in the town for people under the age of 18, Rita was surprised to see the empty seat and shelving units.
�What is going on today? Is there a parade I don�t know about?� Rita asked as she slammed into one of the two librarian chairs.
Kelly turned a tear-stained face towards her; chin quivering as she told Rita the morning news. �You didn�t hear? They found the missing kids.�
From the look on Kelly�s face Rita�s heart filled with the dread that she had been holding at bay for the last month. With the prolonged disappearance of each child came the knowledge that it was no mistake or error behind the happenings. The local talk around town circled around daredevils and midnight swims, a return of the local shark that once attacked a fishing boat back in �62, tales of drifters abducting children and so on and so forth.
�Where were they found?�
�Rock Caverns.�
�Dead?�
Kelly couldn�t summon more of a response than a wail as she sank back into the chair. One of the families, the Collers, had been her neighbors and friends for years. The news of their son�s death had hit her especially hard.
�So what exactly are you doing with these archives?� Rita asked her friend, brushing her fingertips against the old albums. The sent of the leather was binding and the ancient pages were intoxicating.
Kelly regained her composure and a new hint of determined purpose lit her eyes.
�Do you remember two years ago? Right when you moved here a tourist boy had gone missing. He was 10 years old. I remember because I thought to myself that he was a little old to be wandering and go missing. They found him in the bottom of the cove. It looked like he had gotten tangled in a mooring anchor. But when they brought him to the coroners it was obvious it wasn�t an accident. I can�t remember why.�
�I remember but that�s not the same situation as we have here. That was in the cove. These kids where in the caverns,� Rita countered, hoping and praying that they were indeed unrelated events only similar in their tragic outcomes.
Kelly stared at her incredulously before resuming her argument. �Yes, alright I�ll admit they are different. I know I�ve heard of this before though. Before the boy a few years ago,� she slid one of the large tomes down to their desk. �I can�t remember but it was from when I was gone to college. I remember mom telling me something when I came home during the breaks. Lecturing about being careful when I went out tide pooling and walking with friends, to stay away from the caverns. Something about a lost boy Billy, or Bobby, or� I just can�t remember. But you know. What if this isn�t the first time? I mean, what if it�s happened before?�
�Woah. Hold on a second.� Rita felt the anxiety rising like a tide within her throat. She knew exactly what memory her friend was struggling to find but hated to concede the possibility of any pattern that could be attacking their peaceful town. She had moved here to get away from the evils of the world, not to run into their arms again. �I remember that story. But Kelly, you have to realize what you are saying. I know it�s hard from you, David�s death, but that doesn�t make this tragedy into some sort of serial situation. Don�t you think that�s a little too �daytime drama� for Oyster Ridge?
�Just tell me his name.� Kelly replied, determined now more than ever to see through what she had begun.
�Okay, okay. It was Bobby. Bobby Warren. His family had come down from some town up north in the mountains. His dad was an abusive alcoholic though so when he went missing it was assumed that dad had lost him. When they found his body in the caverns his dad was the top suspect but they never had anything to convict him with besides public drunkenness. �
�What year was it? Do you remember?� Kelly�s intensity was truly ignited now with this information. �There has to be a connection. Children don�t just die in the same place on purpose. Come on Rita, I remember you were like a detective or something back in college.�
�It was investigative journalism. Not detective work.� Rita countered. �But of course I�ll help I mean this is my home now too.� Here investigative journalism a little known fact of her previous life. She had loved that work but had given it up when Judy was born and had never looked back.
Kelly flashed a small smile of gratitude.
Rita continued, her face set in fierce look of concentration. �Right. So it was the year before I left. So it must have been 85�. It almost killed the tourism economy that year so it must have been right before summer. But I�m not sure.�
Kelly chewed her bottom lip staring at her friend before returning back to the impressive pile. She scanned the spines of the records and slid out the bottom three for inspection. Once verified she turned back to Rita. �Alright, here they are. All of 1985 clippings and press releases. We have to find something.�
Rita sighed, wishing she had taken a little longer dropping Brian and Judy off at school that morning. It was going to be a long day. Opening the cover of her assigned reading selection however she felt the rush of rediscovery, the sense of history revealing its secrets for her to relive again. A history before her adult years; before a failed marriage, before everything that had led her back to this sleepy town that seemed to have come alive with a different intention.
4 hours, 5 cups of overly strong coffee and 2 sandwiches later the women had found 10 articles revolving around the disappearance and discovery of Bobby Warren. Echoing the current situation, Bobby�s tragic story told of a boy, with an abusive alcoholic for a dad, going missing only to be discovered two weeks later in Rock Caverns. He was unrecognizable except for a scar on the top of his hand. His face and head had been mutilated; his body had been cut and sliced in multiple places. A marking along his spine had sent the police speculating about a cult of some kind although everyone had known that such a thing couldn�t exist in such a hole of a town. The story sent shivers through the women as they relived an event from before their childhood. How could something have happened so long ago and then again just yesterday? It didn�t seem plausible and yet both knew that it was exactly what it appeared to be. The only problem now was convincing Chief Merrels that history was repeating itself.

Chapter 3

Rita left the library in a rush, her mind still reeling from the information she and Kelly had found in the archives. Suddenly she felt the weight of intuition bearing down on her shoulders. Any child could be in danger. Although it seemed that the only targets so far were younger, still Brian was in that age group. �No need to panic,� she told herself. These are the kind of things that happen to other people. Not to you. Although, she added, that is exactly what the other people say too. She pushed her ancient Dodge to its max speed, determined that minutes could make the difference in her children�s futures.
At the school Rita arrived just in time to see the bell ring and the children file out. Being a small town, Oyster Ridge had only one school that served to the educational needs of the 215 local children. Seeing their mom arrive, Judy waved goodbye to her friends and headed towards the car. Rita scanned the crowd with a rising sense of panic for her son�s bright orange backpack and yellow hat he had insisted on wearing that morning. She spotted him standing next to his teacher, Mr. Jack Morrin. Mr. Morrin was one of the most eligible bachelors Oyster Ridge had to offer and Kelly had made many attempts to set the Rita up with him on a blind date but Rita had politely declined the offer. She hadn�t felt ready and to be honest with herself, the man was just a little too good looking. He had the trim, but athletic build, of a man used to outdoor activities mixed with the educational aura of a middle and high school history teacher. Many a female vacationer had attempted to grab his attention for a summer fling but he had seemed impervious to all of them. Rumors had circulated more than once regarding his possible past when he had first arrive 10 years earlier, but they had quickly died down when it seemed he had adapted to well to the simple lifestyle of Oyster Ridge. Rita always felt uncomfortable around him but attributed it to the simple fact that she was uncomfortable around all men. She managed to pull of a smile as he saw her and waved a friendly hello. He bent down and said something to Brian who quickly nodded then bounded her direction with his lunch pail in one hand and orange back pack in the other.
�Guess what mom.� Brian said with an air of victory in his prompt.
Rita swallowed down the morning�s grisly contemplations and focused the rearview mirror on her sons freckled splashed face, currently sporting a broad smile that reminded her all too much of her ex-husband.
�Mr. Morrin says I can do my colonialism report on Australia! Isn�t that so cool?� Brian�s fascination with Australia had not lessened over the years, as Rita had hoped, but rather had grown to a fanatical obsession. Brian was sure the day would come when his father would come home to find his son all grown and an expert on the country he had called home. Rita had never found the heart over the last two years to tell Brian the truth about her father or Australia. She figured the day would come on its own. Two years later it had still not arrived.
Jack Morrin waved goodbye to Brian as the old blue dodge slowly worked its way back out of the parking lot. One of his favorite pupils, the boy showed a strong affinity for world history and mathematics and enjoyed staying after classes to talk and share with the teacher his thoughts and ideas from the school day�s lessons. Matthew had to admit he had grown fond of the boy but couldn�t find the strength to ask out his mother after she had rejected so many of Kelly�s attempts to set them up on a blind date. Not that she wasn�t attractive or approachable but rather, that he had spent so many years keeping people at bay he wasn�t sure how to break the habit. He watched the rust spotted tailgate disappear before he turned back to his classroom. He still had a lot of work to do and the night, for him, was only just beginning.
Jack wasn�t the only person watching as Broman�s left the school grounds. From across the parking lot another set of eyes watched as Rita loaded Brian and Judy�s work into the back of the car. They watched as her son told her his good news and as she attempted one more time to keep the truth from escaping her lips. They watched as Judy pulled out her cell phone yet again to respond to a text message. Probably from a new boyfriend, they thought. Girls her age were always talking with their new boyfriends. Both of the children were so pure, so innocent. They deserved to be saved. But the older one would be a bit of challenge. The older they got, the harder it was to make them understand why it had to be done. So many years ago they had learned that. Dear old Bobby, so uncooperative, had to be strung up in the fishing line before he learned his lesson: the body must die so that the innocence can be saved. Maybe it would be Brian�s turn this year; his turn to be rescued before he learned the truth about his neglectful father who had been the reason for Rita to return to her roots. This quiet town, this sleepy little town was the perfect place with a constant supply of those waiting to be saved.
They watched until the car was out of site then turned back to their reading. They still had a lot of work to do and the year, for them, was only just beginning.

Chapter 4

�You�re not listening. Look. Please just look at these clippings. Please!� Panic, mixed with desperation, dripped from Kelly�s voice as she thrust the copies of the discovered articles under the stern countenance of Police Chief Merrels. The chief stared back at her from behind his small rectangular reading glasses as though she had just delivered a dead possum found on the road.
�Little lady. You have got to be kidding me with this Nancy Drew bullshit.� He dipped his head down to his chest as he raised one gnarled hand to scratch at his newly acquired bald spot. He had only recently noticed the hair disappearing in a neat patch at the crown of his head and could have sworn, since then, that it had become a target for every insect in the county. Merrels was known to swear, curse, spit and smoke but was one of the best police chiefs that Oyster Ridge had known in its history. That was the reason he had been at his post for the last 20 years.
�Of course I remember the story of Bobby Warren. Hell, I was just figuring out how to be Chief back then but that became quite the sensationalist piece. Sort of a stone in my new career. They had reporters from every county in the state out here taking pictures of our scenery and local townsfolk. Nothin� ever came of nothin� though. We figured it wasn�t the dad on account of him being seen drinking till the early morning the night that his son went missin�. Damn shame for those folks. Damn shame.� And with that, the chief settled back into his oversized faux leather chair to once again fix his gaze on the two women disrupting his office.
Kelly let loose a frustrated growl and grabbed her long brown hair in a dramatic display as she paced the small office. Rita could see they were loosing the war but couldn�t ignore the feeling that what Kelly was saying was completely correct. Something about these two instances begged for connection, for attention to be paid. Suddenly it occurred to her.
�Wait a minute.� She whirled her chair around and grabbed her friends shoulder so hard it made Kelly wince.
�Kelly you�re Catholic. What day is November 2 ^ nd?�
�Um, how the heck should I know? I haven�t practiced in years.� She let out a bitter nervous laugh.
�Come on, just think about it?�
�All Saints Day I think.�
�Right and what is the point of All Saints Day? Isn�t that the day that celebrates the faithful?�
Kelly stopped pacing the office and stared at her friend in disbelief. �No, well yes sort of. All Saints Day is when we begin a period of purification and enlightenment. There are three celebrations known as the �scrutinies� when we purge ourselves and open the heart for the purer faith.�
As she finished, she turned to see Chief Merrels staring at her with a look of disdainful interest. �What are you? The church choir?� he asked, his tone dripping with sarcasm.
Kelly blushed, her pale skin turning red to the roots of her hair. �No, I mean, I went to church with Mom before she died but that was it. Don�t you remember how fanatic she was about all the celebrations?�
Indeed, everyone in Oyster Bay remember Margaret Reiss, the overzealous widow who had convinced the entire town to ban the selling of sweets and liquors for the Lent season ten years back. She had died in a car accident involving a seasonal tourist who was inexperienced to the winding roads entering Oyster Ridge. In her will she had stipulated a funeral with the strictest adherence to a traditional catholic mass lasting 4 hours. The townspeople had struggled through it without so much as a whimper, but still made miserly jokes behind Kelly�s back. Shortly after her mother�s death Kelly had moved back, dropping out of university to become the town�s librarian and running joke. Kelly handled it with resigned grace, fully acknowledging to all who cared to make a comment that her mother had gone to truly biblical extents towards the end of her life.
Chief Merrels glanced slowly from Rita to Kelly and back. As he stared his eyebrows seemed to furrow deeper and deeper towards his eyes. He let out a grunt of a resignation and pulled the ancient book towards him. �Alright, tell me what you think is going on.�
Rita took a deep breath. Since the entire idea had been Kelly�s she had taken the back seat. But now, seeing the state of tension her friend was in she decided to take over with the explanation. She quickly but thoroughly summarized what they had found in the press records and tied in the most recent killings to finish with ��and we think they are all connected. The first appeared as accidents but maybe whoever is responsible for this is getting bored with it. Or maybe they are getting bolder. You know they�ve potentially gotten away with it for the last 18 years. Maybe they need something new.�
Chief Merrels had sunk back into the depths of his chair. �Yes, but why now?�
�Why ever?� Kelly countered. �Why start in the first place. That�s more of the question. But maybe now it�s easier. Maybe they have figured out what to do and how to do it. Or maybe they have a new reason. Maybe the first two were just trials.�
Rita looked at her friend with a hint of disbelief. Where had that come from? She was taking the death of her neighbor far too personally. She was getting too involved into this. Rita needed to end this conversation before her friend went too far and ruined the chances of the Police Chief taking them seriously.
�Anyways, here is all the information we found.� Rita interrupted, handing over a pack of copies and texts. �Obviously you know better what to do with all this that�s why we are here.� Turning to her friend she added, �I think it�s time we let the Chief do his job and we go enjoy a distraction.� Her friend turned to her with a look of weary bitterness across her features. �How can we find any enjoyment in any of this?� She looked down at the papers on the chief�s desk but let herself be led away. Chief Merrels watched the girls disappear down the hallway then turned to look at the �evidence�. He had to give them credit. Those two little librarians had come up with some pretty damning suggestions. But was it possible in this little town, for something to go so completely wrong.
He remembered the murder of Bobby Warren. The body had been mutilated as though it had been an act of desperation before it was tied and sent to the bottom of the cove. Skin had been removed from the face, stomach, and legs, as well as two finger bones, the tongue and the eyes. Blood had been found in the woods close by but had been mistaken for a hunter�s kill rather than a child�s murder. The boy had suffered, that much the coroner had been sure of. It was messy, unplanned, but not a shred of evidence was found. He consoled himself on this failure with the fact that in the 80�s the type of analysis that could have solved the case hadn�t been released to the field quite yet. Now with the most recent murders, he couldn�t deny the fact that it had reminded him directly of the Warren case. The three children. Their peaceful faces. Their mutilated bodies. The strange marks on the spines. Coroner Michaels had said they had been drugged before dying. But still it was horrifying to think that someone could have done such a thing. Something about their deaths echoed in his mind and connected with the Warren boy. Ritualistic, one journalist had described it. Merrels would have to agree. Ritualistic is exactly what it was. But in a catholic community that kind of statement was likely to set off a modern day witch hunt. This was exactly the kind of situation he had hoped to avoid by becoming the Chief of a town with a population under 5,000. And now here it was dropped in his lap. It was time to get to work. Merrels pulled a pack of Camel�s from the back of his drawer and struck a match. It was going to be a long night.
Walking out of the police office Rita did her best to muster up her energy and instill her friend with a lighter purpose. �C�mon. I think it�s time I take you up on the blind date offer.�
Kelly looked at her with a sad sort of smile. �Really?�
�Sure. How about tomorrow night?�
�What about the kids? Do you have a sitter or anything?�
�Yeah, don�t worry about them. They�ll be fine. It�s you I�m worried about. I have the perfect person for your date though.�
�Wait, who?�
Rita let out a laugh that surprised the both of them as though they hadn�t heard any sound of the like in too long. �I can�t tell you, it�s supposed to be a blind date! I'll see you at 7 tomorrow. Try and enjoy the weekend huh?�
Kelly replied with a sidewise smile touched with a hint of bitterness as she fingered the keys for her own pickup. �I�ll try.� She replied and without either saying goodnight the two departed for their homes, both thinking of children gone missing.
Once home Rita made the calls and verified the blind date for the next night. Matthew Bradson, an old friend and the teacher at Little Pearls Pre-School agreed to the set-up with his only condition being that he knew the other man going. Since he and Jack had been buddies since Jack had come to Oyster Bay he had no hesitations choosing the location and promising to show. Matthew was known to be a bit of a lady�s man, making his rounds of the eligible women in town and those just traveling through earning himself a bit of a reputation. Rita knew him to be a standup guy and trusted him to show his date a respectfully good time. �Trust me, Rita. I wouldn�t miss this chance to make some lucky lady�s night.�
When Rita hung up the phone she pulled out her journal to jot down the points of the day�s investigation. Three children and two tourists had seemed to fall victim to a similar fate. What was it that made them connected besides the subjects themselves? There was something missing from the puzzle, some piece that could make the whole picture come into focus. Eyes drowsy from the day she resigned to putting down the book and turning off her bedside lamp. Falling asleep, she began thinking of her own children sleeping safely in the rooms. She knew she had made the right choice bringing them here for safety but maybe this wasn�t the right small town to look for sanctuary in. She looked over to her nightstand and the small Aztec engraving she had picked up on a summer vacation with the kids last year, closing her eyes to the memories. Suddenly her eyes shot open and she flipped the lamp back on. She grabbed the engraving to look in closer detail at what she remembered the tour guide describing as a sacrificial ceremony. There on the altar lay the slave with his heart beating in the priest�s hand; the priest�s face pulled into a grimace of victory as snakes and other deities swarmed about him. Rita picked up her cell phone and made an appointment with Father Phillips for first thing in the morning. There was no sense in waiting.

Chapter 5

�The ideas of spiritual purging and ritual sacrifices have been around since the time of the Aztecs, and even before I�m sure. When religions still centered on vengeful gods needing appeasement or the ideas that we could control their affection by giving them gifts, sacrifice was in its prime. The Incas left children on mountain tops; Aztecs sent sacred hearts from war victims into a purging fire. Even the bible has accounts of God asking for a human sacrifice to test the faith of Isaac. We know of course that he prevents the sacrifice of Isaac�s oldest child, asking instead for a ram. So it exists even in the works of Christianity. But the sacrifice of children is an abomination to a loving God so I�m not sure why you would think the church may be tied into this.�
�Father Phillips, I don�t think it is. I�m just asking about all this sacrifice stuff because I had a thought last night looking at this engraving.� Rita pulled out the small square figure with the depiction engraved and handed to Father Phillips for inspection. �My thought was maybe some sort of sacrifice, religious or not, is going on and maybe you might have some ideas. I know you studied world religions in school before choosing the ministry. Do you have any thoughts at all?�
The priest inspected the figure with interest before handing back over to Rita who slid it immediately into her purse. He drew his hand across his chin as they walked, stopping to glance up at a mural depicting the Old Testament from the tree and the garden to the exile from Eden, the plagues of Egypt, and the exodus of the Jews. What reason would anyone have, in their small community especially, to kill children? That was the kind of thing that happened in those large cities. Not in Oyster Ridge Bay. �If the victims were all women I would say you have someone who believes in the stories of original sin.� He told her, after many minutes lost in thought. But the victims are males and females.
�The story of original sin? You mean where Eve takes the apple that will destroy their innocence and gives it to Adam to take a bite of as well?�
�Yes, the story goes that the two had the innocence of children as they lived in the garden. However, by eating from the tree of knowledge that innocence was shattered and they were exiled from Eden.�
Rita had been looking at the mural and admiring the depictions with ease until her head snapped around to look at the father as he was talking. �What did you say? What was that about children?� she asked, pointing her finger at him as she came closer.
�Adam and Eve. They�ve been described as having the innocence of children before they ate of the forbidden fruit.�
�That�s it isn�t it? Innocence?� Rita became more and more animated with the dread and exhilaration of discovering the evil truth. �All of the children still had their innocence before they died. They never had the chance for it to be lost or stolen did they? And now they are gone. Just in time for All Souls Day, a day of spiritual purification and preparation for a purer faith.�
Father Phillip�s eyes widened with the implication and connections the young woman had drawn. Suddenly the two saw that it was exactly as they had connected the murders of the children. That someone had sacrificed them in order to save their own innocence before it was stolen from them. Rita glanced at her watch. She had been with the Priest for much longer than she had anticipated. She needed to get home, get the kids prepared and head out for her blind date although the mood for that event had long since left her. The question now was who could possibly be behind these actions. Who had a past twisted enough to need to create a reality such as this? She thanked Father Phillip who blessed her and excused her as she flew out the churches doors.
Father Phillip waved her goodbye and turned to enter into the confessionals chamber of the church where a parishioner had been waiting for a while now. His heart felt heavy with the development he and Rita had just made on the crimes. How could this happen in his little town? Where had he gone wrong to lose one of his flock to such evils? Casting the disparaging thoughts aside he entered into his side of the partition and slid open the grating. As he began making the sign of the cross he saw the glint of metal as a blade sliced through the thin netting and into his throat. As he crumpled down to the floor, blood oozing from between his fingers the last thing he heard was, �Forgive me father, for I have sinned.� And then all was blackness.

Chapter 6

The date had been a big success. Although she had been more than slightly uncomfortable in the beginning, Rita had found herself warming up to Jack more than she expected and by the end of the evening they were laughing and talking as though they were sitting alone. Kelly and Matthew had also hit it off with each other, flirting and touching arms and hands by the end of the evening. They had known each other for years but this was the first opportunity the four friends had found to see if their relationships might go somewhere further. After the last bottle of wine had been drained Matthew and Kelly said goodnight and left Rita and Jack at the table, arms linked, waving as they walked past the restaurants large windows. Rita couldn�t help but feel a little of the good hearted nature of the evening suffusing her body. It felt good to forget for a moment that all of the world's ugliness was occurring right outside. Jack was charming and handsome, she had to admit the attraction, but when Kelly and Matthew left, she suddenly felt the urge to get back to work. She turned to her date who had been watching her face slide slowly into concentration.
�Where did you go stranger?� Jack asked her, pushing one of her loose hairs back into line with its partners.
�Oh I�m sorry. This has been such a lovely evening but with the newspaper headlines yesterday and the kids that were found I�ve been so distracted.
Jack�s face immediately creased into a deep frown. �I know. I�m sure as a mom you feel it a little bit more, but I know everyone is so affected by what is happening. Parents have been calling all week to ask what measures the school is taking to make sure no children go missing during school hours�
Rita felt tears threatening her eyes and gazed down at her empty wineglass to refocus. Feeling Jack�s presence she wanted more than anything to share her conclusions from her talk with Father Phillips. �Can I tell you something? I just need to share it with someone else.�
Jack drained the last of his glass and met her gaze without flinching. �Of course. What do you need to tell me?�
Rita told him the events of the day before, of her research in the library, of talking to Chief Merrels and Father Phillips and of the conclusion she had reached with the help of the Aztec engraving. Jack listened without interruption and when she finished she realized his hand had been twined with hers the entire time. She glanced down at it and back at Jack but didn�t remove her fingers from where they were entwined. Right as he went to respond Deputy Patrick burst into the restaurant and spoke to the host. He was animated and his voice quickly rose before he burst back out the door. The restaurant manager looked incredibly pale and motioned for the patrons to all be silent. The sizzling of the pans in the back room was all that could be heard.
�Ladies and Gentlemen. You are about to hear this news anyways so I would rather tell you now. Father Phillips was found murdered in the confessional this afternoon. The coroner�s office has just confirmed he was stabbed. There�s a fingerprint but we don�t know anything else.�
The restaurant burst into pandemonium as everyone at once grabbed cell phones, asked for bills, and discussed what had just been shared. A priest murdered! Children found in caverns. This had gone much farther than accidents and child abductions. Jack turned to look at Rita whose face had paled to a deathly shade. �Rita. Rita!� He shouted to her, grabbing her shoulder to yank her out of the shocked stupor she had slid into. �Jack. If someone was there�� she started but didn�t need to finish. Jack threw a handful of money on the table to cover their bill, grabbed her with one hand, and their jackets with another and they were out the door heading to her house as fast as the accelerator would allow. �Judy and Brian.� Rita thought. �Judy and Brian.�
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Chapter 7

As Jack drove his small 4 door to Rita�s house swerving cars and people without breaking Rita frantically called every phone number she could think of. The house phone had gone straight to voicemail, as had Judy�s phone. Hesitatingly she called Kelly, not wishing to further destroy the women�s nerves but it had gone immediately to voicemail anyways telling Rita it was switched off. She had nothing else to do but clutch the small device to her chest, willing it to ring and thinking the whole time of her children�s faces.
When they arrived at the house the first thing she noticed was the TV was off and the lights were still on. Knowing her son and his affinity for television she felt the dread rise up, threatening to choke off her air supply completely. Jack parked a few houses down and grabbed her head, forcing her to turn and look at him.
�Look at me Rita.� He said. �No matter what happens in there you keep that smart brain of yours functioning through it all. You got me?� Rita nodded at him, trying to swallow the fear she had ripping through her body.
�I�ll go by the front door. Are there any more openings into the house?�
Rita nodded. �There is the backdoor with a screen and the basement entrance. But it�s had a lock on it for months.�
�Fine, you go through the backdoor and I�ll go through the front. Find something to arm yourself with in case someone else is there.� Right as he said that he looked up and pointed for her to look as well. A shadow had passed in front of her windows and had looked out onto the street. An adult shadow. Rita couldn�t stop the shaking that caught hold of her this time as she continued to stare until the source of the shadow had moved away. �Do you recognize them?� Jack asked.
�No. Please Jack, we have to get in there. We have to find Brian and Judy.� Right as she finished saying her name Rita saw her daughter pull up to the house in the car of one of the neighborhood boys. Rita felt a quick flush of surprise that her daughter had not shared any news of boyfriends with her but her reasoning quickly came into play as she saw he get out of the car and head up to the house. Rita watched horrified as Judy fumbled in her purse for keys and as the door opened her jaw almost hit the floor. There in the door way was Kelly motioning for Judy to come inside.
Rita felt complete gratitude overwhelm her. �Jack, it�s Kelly. She must have heard what happened to Father Phillips and came to check on us.� Her quivering muscles immediately stilled and she leaped out of the car, running across the street. As she ran she heard Jack call for her to wait but her sense of relief was too great. Kelly had turned into the house with Judy but as Rita called out to her, she turned with a complete look of surprise written across her features. Rita leapt into the house into her friends arms. Kelly hesitated with shock then wrapped her arms tightly around Rita as she shut the door.
�What are you doing here?� Rita asked her as the unraveled and headed into the kitchen. Kelly kept her arm about her friend�s waist as though guiding her through the hallway.
�I heard about Father Phillips and came here right away. I just got here 2 seconds ago. Did you hear the news?�
Rita turned to stare at the kettle on the stove and couldn�t remember when she had put it there. As she began to turn she felt something hard contact against the back of her head and as she slid down into darkness the last thing she saw was Kelly�s face twisted into a bitter sneer. Where had Judy gone to, was her last thought.
Rita opened her eyes to see her basement. A sliver of light illuminated the boxes she had meant to unpack but had never gotten to and her husband�s old saxophone that had somehow survived the trip with one of her children. Her head ached and something wet was leaking down the back of her shirt. She felt stiff and tested each of her limbs to find that she had been tied to a pipe of some sort running through the foundation of her home. She heard the sound of shifting and strained her eyes to see her daughter also bound on the floor, a bag over her head tied about the neck. �Judy don�t move. It�s ok sweetie, I'm here with you too.�
�Mom?� Judy asked the darkness about her? She was visibly shaking but not moving or testing her bonds. �Mom, what�s going on? Who did this?�
�I don�t know sweetheart but we will figure it out. Where�s your brother?�
�I don�t know. I was on a date. I�m sorry but I was going to tell you when I got home.�
�Judy focus, we can talk about that later. Where�s your brother? Did you see him when you walked in the door?�
�No. I just remember seeing Kelly, which I thought was weird since you weren�t home yet and then that�s it. Is it her? Is she behind this? Does this have to do with those kids?�
Surprising to herself Rita felt absolute calm as she calculated the situation. She heard the muffled sound of footsteps upstairs. Her friend. How could this be possible? They had known each other for years. They had even played in this basement together as girls. Suddenly Rita remembered. She had hid a stash of trinkets in her when she was 10 in case she ever wanted to run away.
�Judy, listen. I want you to crawl forward towards my voice. I can remove the bag and you can untie me. Understand?�
Judy nodded her head and slowly inched forward until she felt her mother�s bare toes against her shoulder. Rising slowly she felt hands pull at the rope about her neck until suddenly the blackness of the bag was replaced by the eerily lit basement. The smell of dampness and dirt filled her nose as she looked into her mothers face with a look of absolute terror. Rita�s own expression was calm and Judy found it odd that her mother could be so relaxed in such a situation as this. Untying each others bonds the two finally found themselves free of their bonds. The moment the last rope fell Rita wrapped her arms about her daughter's shoulders and whispered to her, �It�s all right. It�s going to be all right. I need you to be strong now and help me. Don�t lose it ok?� Judy nodded into her mother�s chest.
Rita pulled away and immediately walked into the darkest corner. Judy could have sworn her mother had been swallowed but she heard the scratching coming from where she had been headed.
�What are you doing?� she asked the darkness.
�When I was 10 years old I was sure I was going to run away. So I hid a sack of goodies down here in case I needed a quick escape. Pulling away three loose bricks she thrust her hands into the wall and pulled out a small child�s backpack that looked as though it hadn�t seen light since it had been placed there over 20 years ago.
Judy watched as her mother quietly spilled the contents of her satchel onto the basement floor: a pack of gum, a small flashlight, aluminum foil, matches, Band-Aids, animal crackers, a pack of cookies, and a pocket knife.
Rita crouched down and grabbed the knife, flashlight, and matches then motioned for her daughter to listen. The footsteps had retreated to one of the kids� bedrooms. Judy�s, Rita knew, from her childhood experience of hiding and listening when people would visit her parents. I�m going to go upstairs and find your brother. I don�t care what happens but you do not come up there until you here my voice. If I tell you to, you run. No questions. Got it?�
Judy nodded, crouching back down to hug her knees in the darkness.
�You don�t need to be scared Judy. Just wait for me.� Rita added and quickly moved off to the stairs. She needed to move fast and think just as quickly. Kelly could be in any of the rooms now, and she still didn�t know where Brian was hiding or hidden. Any slip could be a fatal mistake for all of them. She thought for a few seconds more then slowly opened the basement door and stepped foot back inside her house.

Chapter 8

Her first thought when she opened the door was that it smelled like burning. Something in the house was burning. Her next thought was that it was cold, as though all the windows had been left open. She walked through the hallway, bypassing the floorboards that she knew would give her away. Stopping by the living room she listened with every fiber of her body for something, anything that would give away where Kelly was and if her son was alive.
She heard a small sound coming from the back bedroom where her parents had slept and where she now kept her desk and assortment of projects she always meant to find time to do. Holding her breath she crept closer, hugging close to the wall as though some picture frame would protect her should anyone come from that room.
As she drew closer she heard the sounds of muffled whimpering mixed with the shuffling of furniture. The smell of fear flowed through the passage, massaging each smiling picture and photo of family memories, hitting Rita with the realization that her son was alive, but that she had no time to stage an elaborate plan for his freedom. A sound she could not recognize filtered through the mix, leaving Rita suddenly without confidence as she crouched before the door. Stilling herself she could hear her friend�s voice above the noises of the room, explaining to her son what would soon happen to him.
�Why don�t you understand Brian? This is for you, to save you from what is about to happen. Children are so pure when they are young. There is nothing to cloud your mind, heart or soul with evil. Your innocence is your greatest virtue. It�s something that you can�t hold on to but only notice it�s lost when you look back and find it gone. Now you will have it forever. You will live forever with your innocence. Don�t you see? Don�t you see why I have to do this for you? You must be pure when you leave here. I�m guaranteeing you will be saved. Your soul will be saved. Aren�t you so grateful?�
Kelly�s voice was filled with compassion and joy as she delivered her blessing on the boy. Rita peeked around the door frame to see her son standing tied to a chair as a small fire flicked across the floor. She was going to burn him alive, Rita thought. How am I going to do this? Rita tucked her head back behind the framing but not before Brian caught a glimpse of her hair.
�Mommy!� He sobbed out, his tears resuming control of his face.
�Oh Rita. You�re just in time.� Kelly called. �Why don�t you come in here so you can understand?�
Rita hesitated but then thought to herself that this may be her chance to save herself and Brian and possibly even the murderess herself. She mustered up her strength and walked through the doorway. Kelly stood behind Brian�s chair with both hands on his shoulders, the littlest move would push him into the flames now licking at the rug beneath the chair�s feet. Brian�s face was contorted by tears and fear, his eyes begging his mother to rescue him from the death he was not ready to face.
�Its ok honey. Mommy just needs to talk to her friend.� Rita locked gazes with Kelly as she straightened and stepped toward her.
�No. You don�t need to come any closer, unless you are planning on joining him in there.� Kelly said, tightening her grip on the chair and repositioning her body.
Rita put up her hands in a symbol of submission. �Ok, ok. Just tell me what�s going on.�
Kelly looked up to the ceiling as if searching for support then took a deep breath and began.
�Mom told me before I left for college to be careful. That those cities could change you, could hurt you but I left anyways. I was so excited. But living there, living with those girls. It twists you and leaves your soul naked. I went to parties, I kissed boys and one night something happened. I don�t know what it was or remember anything. But when I woke up the next morning I realized I had lost my self. I had sacrificed my soul. I had lost my innocence in that place. So I came home. I had to prove myself purified, I had to re-find my faith and see where I had lost it. I knew I was damned. I had nothing left but to pray for all forgiveness. And then I realized. If I could help others attain their true salvation maybe I too would regain acceptance.�
�But all those children. Why? Why not let them have the ability to chose.�
�Because man is destined to fail. We have been failing since we first emerged from this earth. It is only a matter of time. No. The best moment has to be when we are still children. Only then are we pure and sweet and our innocence is at its highest. Before we lose it we still have a chance to attain greatness.�
The window behind Kelly reflected both the chaos within the house and serene quiet of the neighborhood street. Kelly�s eyes glowed with the flames reflection reminding Rita of a cat caught in a flashlight beam. Almost unnatural she was both stunningly beautiful and terrifying to behold. Rita couldn�t take her eyes off her but for a second she had seen a shape behind Kelly in the glass. She wasn�t sure but she could have sworn she had seen a large man. Jack! It must be Jack, she thought and refocused on Kelly in case her attention, too, would be diverted. Out of her peripheral vision she saw him lift one of her large metal trashcans and as the metal hit and shattered the glass Kelly went down to protect herself while Rita flew to Brian, tackling the chair away from the flames. Kelly screamed as she lifted herself to stand, holding one hand over her face as blood leaked down her arms. Glass was imbedded deep in her head and covered her hair glittering like diamonds in the dim lighting. Kelly turned in time to see Jack rush at her, a shard of glass clutched in his hand as a knife. As he imbedded it in her flesh she looked up to the ceiling and said only one word before she met her death. �Why?�
Jack pulled away from the corpse to find Rita. �Hurry, get Judy. She�s in the attic.� He rushed down the hallway searching each door for the passageway down and went to get the girl who had been hiding with her tears as her only comfort throughout the confrontation. Jack lifted Judy over his shoulder as he ran out to the street, meeting Rita and Brian just in time to see the house of Rita�s childhood collapse into a pile of burnt beams.

Chapter 9

�Well that about wraps up what we can do here folks.� Chief Merrels put his pen down on the pack of reports that had quickly turned into the case summary. �I have your statements, your official medical reports and everything else I need so I think we call this a night.� He snuffed out the cigarette he had been holding for the past 10 minutes without smoking and pushed back his chair from the desk. The four faces staring at him were all shell shocked and he sure as hell wasn�t going to be the one to be dealing with them at 3 in the morning. �How about you all go on home and get some rest huh?�
�Wait, I have just one question.� Rita interrupted as the rest struggled to their feet under the wool blankets that had been supplied.
�What ever happened to the fingerprint found on the knife that killed Father Phillips?�
�Well its still being looked into. It�s only been a day after all.� Chief Merrels responded gruffly, irritated that this woman would not only solve the case but then question the handling of evidence.
Rita bit her lip and looked down to the floor. �Something wasn�t right. All that stuff Kelly had said about salvation. How could she have murdered a priest?�
�Heck I don�t know. She figured she was damned anyways right?� Merrels responded.
�So what, she wanted to get caught then? That�s why she made me look at those archives and help her figure out who was behind everything?�
�Hell Rita, I don�t know. Listen, I�ve got a long day of handling press and making phone calls tomorrow so I would appreciate some sleep. You all have a place to go to?�
�Yeah,� Jack responded. �We are heading to my house on Crystal Street. You can find us there tomorrow.�
�Come on mom,� Judy said, pulling her mothers arm. �Let�s go.�
�Yeah, let�s go.� Brian said, holding on to Jack�s hand as they walked toward the door.
Rita felt a momentary lapse of quiet go through her as she looked at her two children�s faces and thought how they had all survived; everyone except Kelly who had been lost so long ago. Chief Merrels patted her on the back as he steered them out of her office to the parking lot, locking the door to the office behind them. As they left Rita had the urge to run back and demand to go over everything one more time. Something was still missing, she thought to herself, or maybe it was just the tiredness or the adrenaline from everything that happened. But tomorrow was going to be another day so for now she got in the car and found sleep waiting for her.

Once the station wagon had pulled out of the parking lot Chief Merrels turned back to his desk to read the email that had come in only an hour earlier. It was the results of the fingerprint analysis matched to Kelly Reiss�. As he read the email he felt the blood drain from his face and he reached for another cigarette. Taking a big inhale he read the first line again to make sure sleep wasn�t getting the better of him. He shook his head with weariness, turned off the lights, and left for home. Tomorrow was another day for another load of work to be done. For now he would go home, climb in bed next to his wife and think of the first line in that email from the analysis office.
�Not a match.�
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