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“May you be in heaven a full half hour before the devil knows you’re dead.”

—Irish proverb



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter One


Adam Carson struggled to move, the knee on his temple holding his head firmly to the ground. He had been fast asleep just twenty minutes ago when he was awoken, hooded, and dragged from his bed by a sea of arms and clawing hands. The teenager’s screams for his parents were halted by several blistering blows to his head and stomach and, with his arms held firmly to his back, he was swiftly led through his house. His groggy mind traced the route; down the stairs, through the kitchen, then out the back door where the frigid night met him like an unwelcomed guest.

The dewy grass felt cold and slimy beneath his bare feet and stepping over a stone wall told him he was at the edge of his backyard. Once in the woods, he struggled to keep pace as the brush and broken branches stabbed and scraped his feet.

“What’s happening?!” he cried, terror in his voice. The hood stuck to his mouth and chin, so he used his tongue to push it away. “Why are you doing this to me?!” He asked this over and over again yet got no response.

Sometime later, Adam was pulled to a halt then slammed hard to the ground where he now lay. His hood muted the sounds around him, leaving only his labored breathing to fill the void. After being kicked in the legs and stomach several times, he was yanked to his feet and his back pressed firmly against a large tree. His arms were outstretched behind him and wrapped around its trunk then wide, rough metal shackles clamped over each wrist. His desperate eyes strained to see through the black hood but only found glimpses of shadowy shapes and muted spots of light. And as his breathing slowed, he began to hear distinct sounds nearby, the cracking of sticks, the rustling of pine needles. He watched through his hood as the blobs of light squeezed closer to him on all sides and, as he strained more, he began to hear the murmur of voices.

“Help me!” he cried. “Hellllp!” he yelled but still got no reply.

He then realized the murmurs were growing louder and that they weren’t just sounds, but words; a phrase being said in unison by many people, over and over. He strained to make out what it was, listening more intently until, finally, he realized it was a chant.

“For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Adam began screaming uncontrollably to anyone, to everyone. He pleaded to be forgiven, pleaded to be absolved. He cried to be let go and begged for his parents but, as before, his pleas went unanswered. And soon Adam’s voice became hoarse, and his mouth went dry as tears covered his cheeks. And it was at that moment that his hood was removed, and he lifted his head to see what was before him.

A group of people in long, monk-like robes with golden ropes tied at their waists, their hoods pulled low, stood around Adam in a large semicircle. Some held fiery torches, others not, but each of them held a large Bible open in their hand as they continued to recite that same passage as a growing chorus.

“For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Adam looked from person to person, catching flashes of familiar faces, but got blank stares in return. He begged again to be forgiven, to be let go; given another chance to please Christ Jesus their Lord.

And when he still got no reply, he begged for his mother. “She would explain,” he said, “She would make this right.”

The chanting stopped, and Adam saw a person to his right step forward and push their hood back from their eyes and his heart skipped with hope.

“Mom!” he cried. “Mom, help me! You have to tell them to stop!”

Adam’s mother took another step toward him and paused. She slowly looked around at the others and raised her fist high for all to see.

And then she cast the first stone.
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Chapter Two


The old woman rested her hand on the tilted granite gravestone and carefully leaned over to read its front. In Memory of Amelia. Wife of Paul Stanley. Died March 9, 1822. Aged 38 yrs.

“Find it?” her husband called, resting on one knee in front of a gravestone a row over in the small cemetery.

“Not yet,” she yelled back, her voice carried higher by frustration.

She swore to herself. If he kept asking her if she found the one she was looking for every time she stood in front of a gravestone, she’d dig a hole there for him herself. But Phyllis knew this would happen as soon as Rupert—her recently-retired husband—offered to drive her that morning.

“You said Charles Huntley, right?” he yelled to her, now two rows over.

She knew there was no way he’d read every gravestone that fast and that she’d have to go back through his rows again if she didn’t find it herself.

“Not Charles Huntley,” she hollered back, exasperated. “Carl Bentley! Carl! … Bentley!”

She sighed. Rupert was still adjusting to retirement, but she really needed him to get a hobby of his own. He had worked two jobs for most of his life so never really had time for much else. And any spare time he did have, he’d spent puttering around his workshop in the basement and fixing things around their old house. So now that his days were free, there were only so many odd jobs their small two-bedroom home had to offer so he seemed determined to make doting on her his new pastime.

“How you doin’?” he called.

She ignored him, pretending to be focused on one of the headstones.

Phyllis had retired from teaching about ten years ago—budget cuts and all that—so found her days free at the relatively young age of fifty. And she had read somewhere that one of the secrets to retirement was to stay active, stay engaged, and to establish a new routine so she had something to get up for in the morning. So Phyllis wasted no time diving into hobby after hobby; things she always wanted to try but never seemed to find the time.

She began walking at the mall but soon found herself in a walking group of other retirees that bitched nonstop the entire time about everything. So next, she took up knitting but quickly got frustrated with how much focus she needed to do it right. And it just had her sitting around her house anyway. She was an extrovert; she needed human contact in her day. So she then began volunteering mornings at the soup kitchen downtown and found she really liked it, but when COVID came, it closed so she was back at square one.

Then Phyllis’s father died unexpectedly. And while they weren’t terribly close, the one thing they had in common was that they each were the only child. She realized that with his passing also went all the knowledge of her heritage and where they’d come from. So Phyllis soon found herself a new hobby—researching her family tree.

“I’ve done my rows,” Rupert yelled, standing near the back of the old cemetery. “Need help with yours?” he added.

“No, no!” she quickly replied. “I’m almost done too.”

It took Phyllis almost three years, but she had assembled her entire family tree going back four generations. But the one hole she had was a great, great, great-grandfather on her mother’s side. At first, all she had was a name, so she dug more but found nothing. It had taken her three months of research until she finally found an old, handwritten death certificate online for a Carl Bentley in Oxford County, Maine. But, other than the date of his death, his name and that he was buried in the town of Kingston, there was no other information on it. She had never heard of Kingston, Maine before and when she found it had a population of just ninety-six people realized why.

Having done her share of research for her new hobby, Phyllis knew it was customary back in those days to put birth dates and other known family members’ names on a deceased’s gravestone. So once she found it was just a two-hour drive to Kingston from their home in New Hampshire, she figured she’d make the trip and see if this Carl Bentley was the one she was looking for and, hopefully, get the last piece to her ancestry puzzle.

She checked the last headstone in her row and, seeing it was a child’s grave, stood and stretched her back. She looked at the iron archway entrance with its cross and religious phrases then to the stone walls running from either side of it to the woods. This was the only cemetery on record for Kingston, Maine so it had to be here somewhere. She scanned the side Rupert had taken and sighed. If you want something done right … She was standing at the back corner, so figured she’d head to the end of the center aisle and work her way through the rows that Rupert had done back to front. The entire cemetery was the size of a tennis court, so it wouldn’t take her long to find what she’d come for.

Phyllis turned to walk along the tree line toward the center and noticed a small pile of fresh soil on the edge of the cemetery and abutting brush. And as she got closer, she realized it was dirt sprayed from an animal that had dug for something just inside the woods. She looked closer into the brush to see what was there and gasped.

Just feet from the cemetery, hidden in the scrub at the edge of a deep forest, was a freshly dug hole. Phyllis could see part of a plain pine box several feet beneath the surface, its boards having been clawed and chewed away. She leaned closer then gagged at the pulpy, ravaged face staring back.
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Chapter Three


“Penny?” Vanessa asked.

She tilted her head sideways and leaned over her plate and, looking at Gus, stuffed the rest of a pulled pork taco into her mouth. Her light green eyes shimmered in the sun like the Caribbean Sea. Gus shook his head slowly and put his taco back down on the paper plate.

He had hardly touched his lunch. “Just doesn’t make sense, you know?”

“The kid?” she asked between chews.

Gus nodded then glanced around the small park. The days had gotten warmer lately, and he could feel the heat rising from the stones beneath their picnic table. He and Vanessa were at a food truck she’d been wanting to try all week and today it was parked at the Creekside Common in Chelsea, just a few miles from the FBI’s headquarters. He watched a young woman help a toddler walk in the small patch of grass beside a pair of benches.

“The kid,” he confirmed.

Gus and Vanessa had arrested a seventeen-year-old high school senior at his school that morning for the murders of his mother, father, and stepfather. They had gotten the case a month ago when the police in Nashua, New Hampshire were alerted that the boy’s mother had failed to show up for work one morning. Performing a wellness check, the police found the woman and her new husband dead from gunshot wounds in their first-floor bedroom. And, upon further inspection, they found the teenage boy hiding in a second-floor eave space exhibiting symptoms of shock. But then, not able to reach the boy’s biological father, they sent officers to his house in Pepperell, Massachusetts only to find he too was dead from a gunshot wound. So, with three murders crossing state lines, the FBI was called in, and Gus and Vanessa caught the case.

“No cure for crazy,” she said before taking a large pull on her Diet Coke. “But what’s eatin’ ya? That he almost got away with it?”

After weeks of investigation, they had no evidence except that ballistics matched the bullets in all three murders. They suspected the son from the outset, but with no witnesses or murder weapon, couldn’t prove it. His fingerprints were all over the steering wheel in his mother’s car, his home, and his biological father’s house, but he had his learner’s permit so was beginning to drive, and the parents had shared custody, so the boy was regularly at both homes. And the roads between the two homes were back roads so there were no security cameras to get footage from. The case was at a dead end until the owner of a small ice cream stand located along the route came forward. She identified the boy as getting a banana split with extra cherries that day, and her cash register’s receipts put him there during the very narrow time frame that each of the murders had been committed. The boy had said he was home that entire night and upon hearing gunshots raced to the eave space where he remained until found by the police. So, with that eyewitness statement, Gus had sweat the boy out in the box until, finally, he caved and confessed.

Gus’s forehead scrunched. “No, that he did it. The kid’s seventeen.” His voice fell with sadness.

“Maybe he just had a moment.” She tossed her napkin onto her empty plate.

Her hand went to her shoulder, and she began to fiddle with the end of the long thin braid resting there. The sides of her head remained shaved, but V had let the hair on the top of her head grow out so now it was lush and wavy. This month’s color was stop-sign red. She was about to add to what she said when Gus spoke to someone over her shoulder.

“What’re you doing here?”

Jeff Cattagio slid onto the bench beside V and casually placed a thin manila folder onto the table in front of him.

He tipped his head toward Gus’s untouched tacos. “Didn’t like it?” he asked.

Gus slid his plate to Jeff. “Not hungry.”

Jeff took a large bite of the taco and sauce ran down his chin that he casually wiped away with a thumb.

“How’d you find us?” Gus asked.

Jeff finished chewing and swallowed. “TJ said V’d been jonesin’ to eat here all week.” He took another large bite and dropped the rest onto the plate.

Once he was done, he wiped his mouth and looked back to Gus.

“Just got word the Williams kid’s all processed and on his way to Westborough,” he said, referring to the teenager who murdered his parents and stepfather. “Nice work getting the confession. He’d a walked if you hadn’t.”

Gus simply shrugged then watched as Jeff ran his fingers through his thinning blonde hair and knew his boss was up to something. But before he could say anything V beat him to it.

“Okay, now that we’ve fed ya, stop holding out on us.” She gestured to the folder on the table with a tip of her head. “Spill the tea.”

Jeff smiled sheepishly. “We got a call from the Portland, Maine office. They’ve been contacted by the sheriff in Oxford County about an odd situation. An unmarked grave was found in a small town in upper Maine, Kingston.”

He opened the folder and rummaged through some glossy photos until he found the one he was looking for. It was a picture of a body lying inside a pine box still in the ground. Gus’s eyes were drawn to the facial area that had been bludgeoned so badly it was difficult to discern any of its features.

“Deceased has been identified as an Adam Carson, a seventeen-year-old high school senior.” continued Jeff. “They had to use dental records for the ID. He’d been missing nine days; thought to be a runaway.”

Gus spun the photo to get it out of the glare from the sun and saw what looked like a large dark grey metal cross running the length of the torso.

“What’s that on the body, a cross?”

“That … is the reason we got the call. It’s a weird ancient-looking cross made of lead.”

“A lead cross?” V asked, her voice rising.

“Portland office doesn’t have the manpower to handle it,” Jeff continued. “Budget cuts, no bandwidth.”

“Greaaaat.” V groaned. “A religious nut in fuckin’ Maine.”

“There’s more,” Jeff said. “The Oxford County Sheriff also flagged a cold case from about eighteen months ago in a different town up there. Another unmarked grave with the same lead cross on the body. This one was a local man, married with kids.”

“Ah, fuck,” Gus said.

He leaned back and exchanged a look with V.

After a few moments of silence, Vanessa turned to Jeff. “Maine?” she asked in disbelief.

“Well, technically, Northern Maine,” Jeff answered. “But yeah.”

Her eyes narrowed. “And how small a town are we talkin’?”

Gus knew exactly where V’s mind was going. She was a city girl; the more people, the better. He knew her psyche, her mood, hell even her biorhythm, fed off congestion and crowds and the chaos it all produced. Small towns to V were like insane asylums. Too quiet, too solitary and, in her opinion, just too fucked up.

“Population ninety-six.”

“Ninety-six people in the whole fuckin’ town?” she asked, her voice rising with concern. “And you want us to go up there and find some religious nut burying people with crosses in unmarked graves.”

“That’s right,” Jeff confirmed.

“Are we flying up?” Vanessa asked.

Jeff scowled and shook his head. “No. They recommended a four-wheel drive given how remote the area, so you’ll be going in Gus’s truck.”

Vanessa leaned into Jeff, her eyes bulging. “Your responses are alarming!”
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Chapter Four


“I heard they found the boy,” the woman said as she sat down at the small table in front of the window. Her delicate china teacup was bone white with a thin gold rim and pastel flowers on its face.

“That’s right,” the man in the chair opposite confirmed. He took a sip from his mug and followed the woman’s gaze. The red bird was at the feeder again and he knew she liked that one.

“We should’ve waited,” she breathed into her cup, and he saw a swirl of steam rise from the opposite side. “This has drawn attention.”

“The boy was a sinner,” the man replied dismissively. “He refused to repent.”

She took a small sip but remained quiet, letting the throbbing of the refrigerator fill the void. The cardinal pecked away at seed on the feeder then flew off when a squirrel jumped to it from the wood pile.

“There is already unrest among us,” she said, turning back to him. Her eyes widened with confidence. “There will be others now.”

“Then they will be dealt with.”

They held each other’s gaze for a moment before she placed her cup on the table. “I feel the devil is near.”

The man considered this for a moment. “I feel it too,” he said. “We must be strong.”

“He will show himself soon enough.”

“I’m not so certain,” the man said slowly. “One of the artifices of Satan is to induce men to believe that he does not exist,” he said, quoting an early 1800s book by John Wilkinson he’d read as a young boy.

She contemplated this then softly nodded. “Truer words have not been spoken.” She paused. “But the unwanted attention?”

“Won’t be a problem,” he replied confidently.

“Go on.” She picked up her teacup and, perching her elbows on the table, held it just below her chin.

“We were careful, as always.”

“If you were careful, he wouldn’t’ve been found to begin with,” she countered.

The man studied her for a moment; her soft blue eyes cradled in high cheekbones, her naturally toned skin still magically radiant at her age, the way her brown hair framed her face as if she were a portrait for all to behold. But this morning he noted worry lines creeping along her forehead and others stretching from her eyes as if holding them in place.

“It will be fine,” he said at last. “It is God’s will.”

“The boy’s parents?” she pressed.

“Committed folk. That has not changed.”

“The others?”

He raised an eyebrow, and the side of his mouth twisted upward but he remained silent. She knew both the boy’s parents and the others as well as he did. No one was going to talk; he knew it and she knew it. But he knew she just had to get this out of her system.

He put his mug on the table then pushed his seat back and stood. She was watching a bird outside the window again, so he waited for her to turn to him. When she didn’t after a few moments, he stepped to the closet beside the door. He brushed his hands along the front of his pants to smooth out a few wrinkles then slipped on his matching jacket, buttoned its top button and made sure his collar was straight. He was halfway down the hallway toward the altar when her voice came to him from behind.

“What if the new sheriff gets curious?”

The man stopped and turned. The woman was now standing in the doorway from the kitchen. Her skirt hung to her ankles, her blouse buttoned up tightly around her neck.

“He won’t,” the man said with conviction.

“But what if he does?” she pressed.

He eyed her with renewed curiosity and wondered where this doubt was coming from. Was she really concerned about the authorities looking into that boy’s death? Or was it something more, something larger? She had the ability to somehow feel things, know things that others didn’t, long before they happened. When he first learned of this, he had chalked it up to woman’s intuition but had also been diligent to not let anyone else know of her ability. It could easily be confused as sorcery or witchcraft by those among them because—truth be told—he’d felt that way initially as well. His mind recited the passage from Deuteronomy 18:9–12 that it had done countless times before.

“When you enter the land of the Lord your God is giving you, do not learn to imitate the detestable ways of the nations there. Let no one be found among you who sacrifices their son or daughter in the fire, who practices divination or sorcery, interprets omens, engages in witchcraft, or casts spells, or who is a medium or spiritist or consults the dead.”

“Juju, where’s this coming from?” he asked, but was now certain he knew the answer.

“He’s a city boy,” she said, avoiding his question. “What if he gets the itch to look into it?” Her hand was now at her chest, her fingers rubbing the cross hanging from her neck.

“Then we’ll scratch it for ’im.”

They both grew quiet, and he could see her ruminating on what he’d said. She looked down at the cross now in her hand. And he waited. He had known this woman for a long time. He knew there was more. But when her silence bled on he became concerned. She always had more.

He walked back to her and took a large leather-bound Bible from the drawer of the settee beside the coat rack. He removed his jacket and hung it on a hook, taking a long brown monk-like robe from the rack as he did so.

He then walked into the room to their left. “Let us pray,” he said as he passed.

The woman turned to follow him as he called to her from the prayer room.

“Don’t forget your robe.”
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Chapter Five


The Oxford County Sheriff’s Department was located in Berridge, Maine, just over two hours north of Portland. When Vanessa first pulled it up on a map and saw that it was a four-hour drive from the FBI offices in Chelsea, she instantly reassessed her career choice. And when she tossed her overstuffed suitcase into the back of Gus’s late-sixties Land Rover and climbed into its cabin with its thin doors, metal dashboard, and studded, oversized tire bolted to its hood, she then reassessed her life choices.

During the drive, Vanessa read Gus the brief statements of the retired couple that found the grave and the file on the young boy’s death aloud as the two of them kicked around the case. As Jeff had told them, Adam Carson was a seventeen-year-old senior in high school. He was an only child, and he and his parents lived in the small town of Kingston where his unmarked grave was found. Adam had died from blunt force trauma to the head. He had extensive bruising and contusions covering the front and sides of his body and nearly every facial bone was fractured. He also had a broken clavicle, seven broken ribs, both kneecaps were fractured and the tibia and fibula bones of his right shin were also broken. There were severe lacerations to his shoulders and chest, but the grave was disturbed by wildlife, and those wounds were consistent with that activity.

“What’d this kid fall from a plane or something?” Gus asked.

“There was also bruising and cuts around his wrists where his hands were bound but they didn’t find any fibers.”

“Handcuffs?” Gus suggested.

“Maybe…” Vanessa breathed, reading further. “But says here the bruising on his wrists was over three inches wide.”

Gus let this all marinate in his brain as he tried to envision scenarios in which these injuries could be sustained. Broken bones throughout his body, extensive bruising but only to his front and sides.

“It sounds like someone held him down and had a blanket party on him with bats or pipes or something.”

Vanessa slowly turned and looked at Gus. “Did you just say blanket party?”

He turned to her. “Yeah. Why?” Vanessa stared at him without saying a word, so he looked back to the road.

“Because,” she said after several moments, and he could hear the smile in her tone. “I haven’t heard that phrase old man in like…” She leaned toward the windshield so Gus could see her out of his peripheral vision as he drove.

Her eyes were wide, her thin bright red eyebrows bent upward.

And with an open-mouthed smile, she finished her sentence with a slight nod. “A coon’s age.”

Gus moaned and looked to the reinforced metal ceiling of the cabin as Vanessa let out a loud, infectious laugh.

“And listen, buddy,” she added after a few moments. “You’re gonna have to up your game if you’ll be hangin’ with a final girl.”

Gus turned to her. “Final girl? What’re you talkin’ about?”

“Oh my gawd!” she said, tilting her head toward the ceiling. “You don’t know what … uhhh.” She groaned in mock exasperation then turned to him, pulling a leg up beneath her.

“A final girl is the last surviving female character in a horror movie. You know, the one that’s left to tell the story?”

Gus smirked and his body instantly relaxed. He absolutely loved the places Vanessa’s brain went.

“Pawtucket Falls,” he said, referring to a case they had a few months ago in which Vanessa was abducted by their killer only to be the last remaining victim alive.

Vanessa shifted back around so she was facing forward again. “That’s right,” she said. “Pawtucket Falls. Where I became a final girl.”
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Chapter Six


Vanessa looked at the map again, noting that the town of Kingston where the body was found was yet another forty minutes north of the sheriff’s offices.

“Jeff did us a dirty on this one.” she griped.

“Gotta go where the cases are,” Gus said, his eyes trained on the road ahead.

“Don’t tell me you’re into this,” she said, turning to him.

Gus could tell she was in a mood, and he wanted no part of an argument with her. Especially since they had hours of driving ahead of them still.

“Just doin’ what the boss says.”

“Dance, monkey, dance,” she said, looking back out her side window.

They stopped twice for gas and food along the way, so when they got to Berridge it was just after three p.m. It had been raining, and the street and parking lot glistened with black pools of water. The clouds had broken and rays of sun dangled to the ground like ropes to the heavens. The sheriff’s department was a small stand-alone building next to a gas station. Across the street was a pizza and sub shop and down the road a little ways was a small market.

“Not gonna see waves of tourists burnin’ plastic at any of these places,” Vanessa said, as she popped open her door.

Gus hopped out of the truck and, as he closed his door, he saw Vanessa standing beside the front passenger-side fender laughing to herself.

He stepped to the front of the truck. “What’s so funny?”

She joined him and, as they walked up the front steps of the station, she slapped his arm and laughed again. “That blanket party thing is sending me.”

They were greeted in the small lobby by Sheriff Carl Roberts, a thin man with broad shoulders, short straight hair, and an infectious smile. He wore the sheriff department’s standard uniform—light tan pants with black stripes down their sides, a matching shirt with his badge affixed to the breast pocket and black utility boots.

“Agents?” he asked, his New England accent thick and unmistakable.

Gus and Vanessa introduced themselves then Carl led them past a few desks and into a small meeting room as another officer joined them.

“This is Deputy Gorham,” Carl said.

The deputy was an older man with a stocky build and an earthy, rough complexion that spoke of a lifestyle that kept him outdoors.

He nodded to Gus and smiled. “Tim,” he corrected.

Carl offered them the restroom and something to drink then the four of them sat at the round table. The fluorescent bulbs overhead dispensed a harsh, white light. Vanessa slid the folder with the case file in it onto the table in front of her.

“Thanks for coming up on such short notice,” Carl said.

“We’ve gone through the file so know the basics,” Gus began. “But anything you can add would be great.”

“Not much to add, I’m afraid,” Carl said. “The ME said it looks like it’d been there about eight or nine days. And, as you can see from the photos taken of the scene, animals got into it, so it was a bit of a mess.”

“Any evidence found at the scene?” Vanessa asked. “Footprints or any interesting trash; cigarette butts or…”

“Nothing,” Carl said.

“We noticed there wasn’t a toxicology report in the file,” Gus said. “Was one done?”

“Absolutely, I thought it was in there. I’ll chase that down and get it to you.”

“You talk to the boy’s parents?” Vanessa continued.

“We did,” Carl replied. “But they weren’t very helpful. A lot of one-word answers.”

“I’d like to take a look at the scene,” Gus said.

“Sure thing,” Carl replied. “You know where you’re goin’?” He gestured to his deputy. “Tim lives up that way if you need directions.”

Tim nodded. “I live between here and there, about twenty minutes from Kingston so know the general area.”

“I think we’re good, but thanks,” Gus said. “What’s your take on the cross being buried with the body?” he asked the two of them.

Carl shook his head. “We have no idea. But, really, that’s what told us we were in over our heads on this one.”

Vanessa closed her case folder and slid her phone and pen on top of it. Gus could tell she was antsy to get to the scene and back to civilization, wherever they might find it. Gus picked up his phone but before he stood looked back at the sheriff.

“Any advice before we jump in?” he asked. “You know, for someone not from around here.”

“I’ll let Tim take that one. I’ve only been here a year or so; Tim’s a local.” Carl smiled.

“Boston?” Gus guessed at the sheriff’s accent.

“Springfield.” Carl replied.

“You’re a long way from Springfield, Sheriff,” Gus said matching his smile.

Carl smiled wider. “You got that right.”

“Speaking of locals,” Vanessa interrupted. “How’d it work? Did the local police call you in?”

“Local police?” the sheriff asked, confused.

“We are the police,” the deputy said. When neither Gus nor Vanessa responded, Tim continued. “I don’t think you folks understand what you’re dealing with here. Up by Kingston where this boy was found, it’s a very remote part of the state. Most of the towns up there don’t have a police force. We’re their police and given the size of the county there’s no way we can actively patrol those areas. Look.” The deputy stood and went to one of the walls where a large map of the county hung.

It was generally shaped like a small letter b. He pointed to a spot near the center of the widest part.

“This is Berridge, where we are now.” He moved his hand up about two inches to a spot at the base the long thin swatch that went all the way to the top. “This is Kingston where the body was found. It’s about forty minutes north of here.” He slowly ran his hand higher over the rest of the county. “This is the great white north; runs all the way up to the Canadian border.”

“Where was the other body found?” Vanessa asked. “The one from a year and a half ago?”

The deputy cocked his head and looked at Carl.

“Sorry, folks,” the sheriff said. “Tim’s just back from vacation. I haven’t had a chance to catch him up.” The sheriff looked at Tim. “When they found the boy, Alan remembered hearing talk of another case like this one about a year and a half ago up in Dayton.” He gestured to a folder on the table in front of Gus. “We pulled the file and it looks like a match.”

“Okay,” Tim said. “Dayton’s in Franklin County.” He squinted at the map for a few moments then pointed to a spot an inch or so up from Kingston just over the county line. “Here’s Dayton.” He looked back to Gus and Vanessa. “But, like I said.” He waved his hand slowly over that part of the map. “This is a very remote part of the state. Many of the towns up there are really small, really spread out. We’re talkin’ a gas station, a feed store, maybe a diner. Many have under a hundred or so people, some living off the grid.”

“Okay, so it’s the country,” Vanessa remarked, and Gus suspected that was as much for her benefit as the others.

Tim eyed her for a brief moment. “Ma’am, I’m not making myself clear.” He turned back to the map and put his finger on a spot. “This is Kingston.” He then swept his hand upward again, this time slower. “This here, this is mostly wilderness, and Kingston is right on its edge as are the other small towns around.” He turned back to them. “Now, don’t get me wrong. It’s beautiful country up there; some would say it’s right out of a Norman Rockwell painting. But many people up there live off the land. They keep to themselves and expect others to do the same. Some barely have electricity, never mind a phone. And even if they did have one, they wouldn’t call us. If things need taking care of, they usually take care of it themselves.”

Gus looked at the map and at all the white space in the area they were headed to. He knew small towns; he had grown up in one and lived in several since. But nothing like this. He glanced at Vanessa and saw the dread in her eyes.

“So, Tim,” Gus began. “We’re gonna need to speak to the dead boy’s parents and probably others in that community. Any tips on how we go about that?”

Tim exhaled and his eyes widened. “Very carefully.”
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Chapter Seven


The drive to Kingston took Gus and Vanessa nearly an hour with Gus’s truck proving too large at times along the narrow country roads to allow oncoming vehicles to safely pass. Vanessa had lost all bars of reception on her phone as they approached the remote town so, once there, they followed the deputy’s handwritten directions the rest of the way. The cemetery was located on a narrow dirt path cut through dense forest they would’ve surely driven past if left on their own.

Gus pulled his truck off the path and could see multiple tire tracks left from the process of retrieving the body and processing the scene. The cemetery was nestled into the forest as if a patch were cut down just for its purposes. He and Vanessa got out and stood by the front of the truck, looking over the immediate area.

The entrance of the cemetery had a large black iron gate with matching archway over it and, in the archway, was a large cross. Gus noticed multiple religious passages etched in stones along the sides of the gate. A small stone wall lined the front of the cemetery from both sides of the gate, each ending at the edge of the woods. Inside the gate, the cemetery was small and had just twenty or so rows of evenly spaced tombstones before the wall of trees at its back. To their right was the way they came and to their left was that same road stretching away from them until it was eventually swallowed by the forest far off in the distance. Gus noted a cluster of openings on both sides that looked like driveways a ways down.

“Huh,” Vanessa said, and when Gus turned to her, she was holding up her phone. “Three bars,” she added with a look of awe.

He instinctively looked up to the treetops. “Must be a tower around here somewhere.” The sky had turned dark, and the sun was well below the trees, so he turned his attention back to the rows of tombstones. “Let’s do this while we still have some light.”

They stepped into the cemetery and the delicious smell of freshly cut grass filled their senses. Someone had hastily mowed between the graves; small tufts remained around the bottoms of tombstones and bushy grass crept into the path down its center. Vanessa referred to a photo from the case file in her hands and pointed toward the back row.

“Looks like it was found back there.”

They slowly walked down the center aisle, each taking in the setting’s history as they went. Gus saw dates on tilting, weather-beaten tombstones from the early and mid-1800s as he passed. Some were broken and covered in fuzzy green moss, others merely chipped and pitted from a century of harsh New England seasons. And as they got to the back row, they immediately saw the disturbed rectangle of earth just inside the tree line where the unmarked grave had been. The crime scene tape was gone; the scene having been processed and the body removed days ago.

Gus stood at the end of the makeshift grave, its new soil standing out like a blemish on the otherwise lush forest floor. There was a large pine tree a few feet to the left with scrub surrounding its trunk and a cluster of young pine tree saplings on the right side of the grave. He looked straight ahead and noticed how quickly the thick woods seemed to swallow what little light remained. He gestured that way.

“I think it’s safe to assume that whoever brought the body here didn’t come from the woods.” He turned back toward the truck. “So, they bring the kid here.” He gestured to the strip of open space along the far side. “There’s clearly room for the grave over there in that clear patch but, instead, they bury him in the woods even though the digging would be more difficult. Then they leave him in an unmarked grave.”

“A message, for sure,” Vanessa said as she looked around.

“Totally. But what is it and who’s it for?” He slowly turned back toward the grave. “Who’s … it … for?” he repeated to himself in a near whisper.

He knelt down and scooped up some fresh soil in his hand. Letting it sift between his fingers; he tried to picture the scene as the boy was brought here. Was he alive or dead already? Did they make him dig his own grave like in the movies or was it already set for a quick burial?

“Penny,” V said, interrupting his thoughts as she stepped beside him.

Gus dropped the last of the dirt and stood. “I think it’s safe to assume they didn’t want to be seen. And there’s a cluster of houses farther down the road. So they came at night; less chance of being seen or having someone spot their cars at the old cemetery.”

Vanessa nodded. “Makes sense. And we know his wrists were bound. They do him here or was he already dead?”

“I’m thinking they did him somewhere else. All those broken bones that kid had? Whoever did that to him did it in a frenzy and the kid probably wailed through it all.” He nodded over his shoulder. “Again, houses just down the street.”

“And officers asked the neighbors already and no one heard anything.”

Gus nodded slowly. “So, he’s already dead. Easy to carry in, drop, cover him up, and go. If the hole’s dug ahead of time, they’re in and out in fifteen, twenty minutes max. And they probably have a truck given the pine box he was in.”

Vanessa raised an eyebrow. “And I’m not getting the vibe of a bussin’ nightlife out here so chances are no one would be driving by to see any lights they might’ve used.”

“Agreed,” he said.

He then stepped over some low scrub and walked down the left side of the grave and a few feet passed it, deeper into the woods. It was dusk but just a few feet into the thick forest and it felt like the dead of night. He squinted and tried to see past the trees in front of him but only saw shapes and shadows beyond.

He turned and headed back toward Vanessa when a light spot on the thick pine tree caught his attention. He went to it and, squinting, lit it up with the light from his phone. Someone had pulled the bark off the tree in a large circle the size of a soccer ball to expose the meaty wood of its trunk. And carved into it, deep and large, was Galatians 5:19.

“What is it?” Vanessa asked.

“Someone’s carved something into the tree,” he replied, his eyes fixed on it.

Vanessa looked down at the dark scrub with its thorns and fuzzy leaves and mounds of dirt. “You’re gonna freakin’ make me come in there, aren’t you?”

“You bet. Don’t walk on the grave, though. Talk about bad luck.”

She scanned the terrain in front of her and picked her spot then hopped over the bushes and landed on the ground beside the grave. She carefully walked along its edge until she got to Gus and looked at the carving.

“It’s a Bible reference,” she said.

“No shit,” he replied, “What’s it mean?”

“How should I know?”

Gus side-eyed her. “You went to Notre Dame, for chrissakes.”

She turned and squared up to him. “You went to Loyola in New Orleans. I don’t hear you speaking Louisiana French.”

Gus raised an eyebrow and tipped his head, as if to say good point. He leaned closer and squinted to get a better look. His eyes followed the lines of the carving, noting the smooth curvature of the G, the clean lines of the As, the deep, strong cut of the numbers.

Seeing she still had three bars on her phone, Vanessa searched the reference. She took a few moments to scan the hits, then she looked up and met his eyes, and Gus knew immediately it wasn’t good. He gestured toward her phone with his chin.

“What is it?”

She read the passage out loud. “The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity, and debauchery.”

Gus’s eyes lingered on V’s phone for a moment. He then looked back at the carving on the tree, and his mind began to spin. He thought of the deep forest leading to nowhere and of the creepy cemetery with its century-old graves. He considered the remote country road they took to get there and how it was the only way in and out of town on the map. His mind then clicked to what the deputy had said.

Many people up there live off the land; they keep to themselves and expect others to do the same … If things need taking care of, they usually take care of it themselves.

Gus turned to V and caught her eye. “I think what we’ve got here is a little hometown justice.”

Vanessa nodded slowly. “Small town; they keep to themselves.” She breathed, parroting the deputy’s words. Then she added a few of her own. “Live and let live, as they say.”

“Can’t.”

“No one’s gonna talk to us up here,” she said.

He gestured to the carving on the tree. “Someone will. I don’t remember this in the crime scene photos. They left it for us. But that’s not the problem.”

“What is?”

He raised his eyes to meet hers. “This case is no longer just about a boy found in a box.”

Her eyes narrowed as she waited for Gus to finish.

“I think it just became a case about religious retribution.”
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Chapter Eight


It was nightfall by the time they were finished at the cemetery, and Gus knew they had more to do in Kingston in the morning. Neither he nor Vanessa cherished the idea of driving an hour south to find a hotel—or, more likely, a motel—only to drive an hour back up to Kingston in the morning. Especially in Gus’s truck given the winding, narrow road they’d be on. So V got online using her phone and found the closest option was an inn twenty minutes away in the neighboring town of Hanover. And, during the drive, she hunted for places to get food and found a greasy-spoon diner in the same parking lot as the inn that closed in just under thirty minutes. So, at Vanessa’s pleading, Gus found himself navigating the dark country roads like an F1 driver at the Monaco Grand Prix.

The Bemis Mountain Inn was neither an inn nor anywhere near Bemis Mountain. It was a long, one-story structure that bent into an L set right on the main road they’d come in on. Behind it was more forest, and Gus immediately thought it gave off a Bate’s Motel sort of vibe. Next to it was the diner V found online, Bett’s; a well-lit place with neon purples and pinks lining its windows and a sign on its roof announcing good food at fair prices. It looked like every diner in every small town Gus had ever seen. The parking lot they shared had several SUVs in it so Gus parked in the closest open spot near the inn. It was coming up on seven p.m.—the time the diner closed—so Gus went to the office while Vanessa raced to get inside the door of the diner before they could lock her out.

Shockingly, Gus found the inn had just one vacancy for the night. Hiking season was well underway, and as he learned from the owner, Paul, this was the last lodging with running water and heat before one got to Bemis Mountain. Gus paid for the room then unloaded their bags and his portable upright bass from the truck. He fumbled with the key in the growing darkness but finally got the door open.

The air in the room felt used, and he smelled the remnants of cigarettes skulking beneath air freshener. His phone burped an alert, telling him he had a new text message, so he pulled it out of his jacket pocket and tapped on its screen.

Staring back at Gus was a picture of Sidney Prescott, Neve Campbell’s character in the Scream movies and below it was a message from Vanessa.

You want fries or onion rings?

Gus laughed out loud and knew this was only the beginning of her final girl kick. He texted her he’d have fries and included the number of the room he’d gotten then took the chance to call his fiancée, Mel.

Gus and Mel had been dating for about a year and a half, having met as part of a case he and Vanessa worked in a small town in northern Massachusetts. He wasn’t a big believer in love at first sight, but he’d be lying if he said he didn’t feel the zap of a lightning bolt when he first met Mel. Gus had never really thought he’d get married; it just didn’t fit his lifestyle as an aspiring jazz musician. But flash-forward eighteen months and Gus couldn’t imagine life without her.

When he decided to propose a few months ago, he immediately thought of his grandmother. Gus’s parents were hippies and would often leave Gus and his brother Jake with her when they went off on their Peace Corp humanitarian trips. So, much of Gus’s formative years were spent working her farm and, as a result, the two of them became especially close. So, when she died, Gus wasn’t surprised that she left him her 1960’s Land Rover truck; he learned to drive in it one summer when he was just twelve. But he was surprised to learn that she’d also left him her wedding ring with the brief note, YOU’LL KNOW WHEN. And he did; that day with Mel.

“Hey, hon, where are you?” she asked when she answered and the sound of her voice bloomed warmly in Gus’s chest.

“God’s country,” he quipped, looking at a stain in the corner on the liver-colored rug. He told her about their case, the religious passage they found carved into the tree, and finally with an air of intrigue he told her of the motel they found and that he and V would be sharing a room.

“I’m sure Vanessa will be able to control herself.” Mel laughed. “You two have slept at each other’s places so many times, this is just geography.”

“One room only,” he said in a grave voice. “In the middle of the wilderness, harboring inside from the predators and dangers just outside the door. An environment where the will to survive can drive all sorts of unexpected carnal behavior.”

“You got Wi-Fi?” she asked.

“Shit. We better,” he replied and they both laughed.

There was a rapid knocking on the door, so Gus put Mel on speaker and let Vanessa in.

“Hey, V,” Mel said. “I hear you’re in the middle of the wilderness up there.”

“Raw doggin’ it, for sure,” she said, squatting on the end of the bed and opening one of the Styrofoam containers.

Gus saw a cheeseburger and fries inside. He and Mel talked for another minute or so then ended their call. Gus took the other container of food and sat at the small desk.

“How’re the wedding plans coming?” V asked between bites.

“Mr. T.’s going through some tests,” Gus said, referring to Mel’s adoptive father. “We’re not sure what’s going on, but it doesn’t look good. So the wedding’s taken a back seat until we know more.”

“Is it serious?” she asked as she chewed.

Gus knew losing those one cared about was a normal part of the rhythm of life, but he also knew how much Mr. T. meant to Mel and that saddened him to his core.

“It is,” he replied. “He’s had some tingling in his arms and legs for a while and now one of his hands has a slight tremor to it.”

Vanessa nodded her understanding and took another large bite of the burger. Gus sopped up grease from the top of his with a paper napkin then began to eat. He looked around the small room with its fake wood paneling, rickety beds with thin, worn blankets and the old television squatting on top of a long, narrow bookcase along the wall.

“Reminds me of being on tour,” he said.

Vanessa looked at him as she chewed a bite of her burger.

She followed his eyes around the room and swallowed. “Yeah, this isn’t exactly on my vision board either.”
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Chapter Nine


Gus gave the rest of his cheeseburger and fries to Vanessa then took a slug of his bottled water and thought a moment. “We’ll need to ask the dead kid’s parents tomorrow if they go to church or if he was religious at all.” He wiped his hands with a handful of napkins then tossed it into the barrel.

Finishing Gus’s burger, Vanessa wiped her hands with a few napkins then put the Styrofoam containers on the floor beside the tiny trash basket in the corner. She sat back on the foot of the bed, took out her laptop and went online. She spent the next forty-five minutes hitting religious sites hard, looking for interpretations of the passage, references to burials with lead crosses and scouring the dead boy’s social media pages. Gus spent the time going back through the case file and trying to identify all the churches within their immediate area. And when he was done, he pushed his chair back from the desk and looked at the ceiling.

“What could a seventeen-year-old boy do to deserve being murdered and having that passage written by his grave like a headstone?”

“Not sure but follow my logic here,” V replied. “One of the sites I hit had a reference to burials with a lead cross,” she said, tapping away on her keyboard. “Apparently it was common in the second half of the eleventh century as a form of absolution.” She looked to her screen and read aloud, “A lead cross was laid upon the breast of the deceased.”

“Great.” Gus sighed.

“This site’s all about the Old Testament. And it also says that in medieval times, the primary sins that got the death penalty were accusations of rape, adulterous sex, witchcraft, prostitution, and murder.” She paused. “And get this. A common method of execution was a public stoning of the person.”

“Damn,” Gus said.

“And it is on brand. The state of the body, the lead cross, the passage carved into the tree.” She tick-tocked her head side to side. “If someone’s adhering to that scripture—the Old Testament or at least parts of it—then…”

“Then we’ve got a religious fanatic on our hands,” Gus finished.

“And witchcraft aside,” Vanessa continued. “He really could’ve done any of ’em, rape or at least been accused of it, adulterous sex, murder, and maybe even some form of prostitution.” Her eyes roamed around the gloomy, dungy room. “We have no idea what really goes on up here.”

Gus gestured toward her computer. “How much of that religious stuff do you remember from school? Enough to figure out what might be going on?”

“Dude, I went to Notre Dame, but I didn’t study religion. I’m hitting my limit already.”

Gus nodded his understanding. “Okay, let’s see where this leads, but we might want to get an expert in to help us on the religion stuff.”

“Agreed. Check this out,” she said, turning her laptop sideways so he too could see the screen. “I dug into this kid’s socials.” She pulled up a photo and enlarged it so he could see it easily. On the screen was a picture of a teenaged boy and girl posing arm in arm for the photo. They were in front of a large oak tree on a sunny autumn day, the leaves on the branches behind them a fiery red and glowing orange.

V pointed to the boy. “This is our vic, Adam Carson. And this girl with him here is in a ton of his photos he’s posted online.”

“Girlfriend?”

“I’m guessin’.”

“Got a name?”

“Mary Philips,” V said and with a few clicks continued. “I’m trying to find where she lives now.”

“Perfect. We need to talk to her first thing.” Gus’s phone buzzed and seeing it was a call from Berridge he answered it on speaker.

“Gus, it’s Carl Roberts.”

“Hey, Sheriff, what’s up?”

“I got that tox screen on the victim, Adam Carson? It was clean, nothing in his system.”

“Okay, thanks for chasing it down.”

“You still up by Kingston?”

“Yeah, we’re at a motel in Hanover.” Gus told him about the carving they found at the gravesite, of the passage it refers to, and of the medieval burial ritual using a lead cross and other religious information Vanessa found online. “We’re thinking maybe we’d go see the boy’s parents in the morning; see if the kid was super religious or if there’s a specific church he went to.”

“Maybe I’ll join you. I’ll be up in that area first thing. Got a report tonight of a missing girl from Winfield, a few towns northeast of where you are.”

“That’d be good since you’ve met ’em already. But the missing girl; you don’t need to come up tonight, get a search going?”

“Nah. Her grandparents—her parents aren’t in the picture anymore—said she’s got a history of running away.”

Something about what the sheriff said made Gus pause, and he recalled from Adam Carson’s file he was thought to have run away also.

“Tell me more about this girl.”

Gus heard the clicking of computer keys through the phone. “Says here the grandfather said she’d been upset for days that her boyfriend was ghosting her and she didn’t know why. Apparently, he wasn’t returning any of her calls or texts. She’s been gone four days now. Why?”

Vanessa raised her head from the computer and gave Gus a suspicious look.

“Carl, what’s the girl’s name?” Gus asked, now leaning forward in his seat.

“Ah … got it right here … Rosemary Philips. She goes by Mary. Why?”

Vanessa and Gus exchanged a look as Gus answered the sheriff. “How early can you get up here?”
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Chapter Ten


Gus and the sheriff agreed to meet at the missing girl’s home at eight a.m., so he and Vanessa were up and out of their room by seven. It was only a twenty-minute drive according to Google Maps but Gus didn’t want to be late. He wasn’t worried about traffic so much as getting lost on some remote road in the forest with no cell reception to find their way back. And, besides, he had learned from their drive up to Maine from Chelsea that Google Maps clearly didn’t base its travel times on a 1960s Land Rover with studded tires.

After what they found yesterday, they’d likely be in the area for at least the next few days. So, while Vanessa hit the diner for breakfast to go, he stopped by the office before they left the inn and rented their room for another three nights. He tried to get a second room, but the inn was sold out for the next two weeks. It seemed to Gus that the secret was out about their running water and heated rooms.

He and Vanessa had stayed up late discussing the case and crawling all over the internet looking for any more information they could find about lead cross burials, punishments of death cited in the Bible, and various interpretations of the passage carved into the tree—Galatians 5:19. But as the night wore on, they eventually realized there really wasn’t anything else to learn that they hadn’t already found. While the burial ritual involving a lead cross had been popular for centuries, its purpose remained one of absolution for the deceased. And the more they searched for what constituted a crime punishable by death in the Bible, it still came down to the list of infractions Vanessa had originally found—accusations of rape, adulterous sex, witchcraft, prostitution, and murder.

They were able to find a little more on the meaning of Galatians 5:19, however. There were dozens of slightly different translations depending on which version of the Bible they referenced. Some versions had additional wording or phrasing, such as sinful nature or explicitly naming fornication or uncleanness or lewdness, but that was all. The general message of the passage was the same for all of them—immoral behavior in the eyes of God.

Vanessa scoffed her bacon, sausage, and egg breakfast sandwich and side of home fries during the drive to Winfield to meet the sheriff and Mary Philips’s grandparents. Gus knew from experience that trying to eat while driving the old Land Rover always ended in disaster, so opted for just a large coffee from the diner. They found their way without any problems, so they parked on the side of the road behind the sheriff’s sedan just a few minutes before eight a.m.

They climbed out of the truck and joined Carl by the front of his cruiser. The Philips’s house was small with trees running along one side and a one-stall garage attached to the other. Its white paint was flaking in spots and the clapboards along the bottom were broken and rotted. In front of the garage was an older model maroon Chevy pickup truck listing severely to one side. One of its taillights was busted and Gus noticed a faded McCain-Palin ’08 sticker on its rear bumper beside a weathered black sticker with NRA in yellow lettering. The tailgate of the truck had been removed, and Gus could see a few garbage bags and some miscellaneous tools in its bed.

The three of them walked up a sagging wheelchair ramp that had been constructed over a dirt path and Gus noticed something written above the front door. He looked closer and realized it was a string of numbers and letters written in white chalk.

20 + C + M + B + 26

He pointed it out to Vanessa, so she took a photo of it with her phone and when she was done Carl knocked on the door.

“Who izit?” a woman’s husky voice yelled from inside.

“Sheriff, ma’am. We’re here about the missing person report y’all filed.”

“I got nothin’ else to say,” she yelled again, this time closer to the door. “We told the doc all we know.”

Gus looked at Carl and cocked his head to the side. Carl held up a notepad with a few loose papers stuffed inside.

“Long story short, the grandfather missed a doctor’s appointment, so the doc made a house call and, somehow hearing that the young girl was gone, got all the info from them and filed the report himself.” Carl turned back toward the door.

“We just have a few questions for you ma’am. It’ll just take a minute.”

Carl heard the deadbolt to the door being engaged but nothing else. After calling to the grandmother several more times through the door but now getting no response, the three of them turned and headed back toward the cars. And as they made their way down the ramp another sheriff’s department cruiser pulled in behind Gus’s truck and the deputy, Tim, stepped from the car to meet them.

He looked to Carl. “Alan said you were headed here when I called him this morning, so I thought I’d come up and see if you needed any help.”

Carl shrugged. “Nothing to help with. Once we told her why we were here, she deadbolted the door and stopped answering us.”

Tim chuckled. “Lemme have a go.”

He stepped past the others and made his way to the front door. Gus heard him knock and call to the old woman by name—Sarah—then tell her his name. A moment later, the door opened a crack and Gus heard Tim speaking with her in hushed tones. Then, after listening to something she had to say, the deputy nodded and turned back to the others.

“She’ll speak with us for a minute,” he called.

The three of them joined Tim, and Gus caught the deputy’s eye as they entered the house. “What’d you say to her?” he asked quietly.

Tim smiled. “I knew she’d remember me; I helped find the girl when she ran away a few years ago. I just told her we didn’t care anything about what guns they had or what taxes they owed. We only wanted to ask them a few questions to find the girl.”

Gus smiled and nodded as he followed the sheriff and Vanessa into the house then Tim softly closed the door behind them.
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Chapter Eleven


The sitting room they stepped into was cluttered, dusty, and smelled of decay. The grandmother was standing beside the sofa, leaning against it with her hand. A cigarette dangled from her bottom lip and smoke swirled around her head. On the sofa sat her husband; a grey-haired man with tubes running from beneath his nostrils to a tall green tank placed at the side of the sofa.

“Thank you for speaking with us, Mr. and Mrs. Philips,” Carl began. He held up the loose pages of the missing person report. “We just had a few follow-up questions.” When neither of them answered he continued, “Does Mary have a car or access to a car?”

“Just my truck outside,” the old man said before coughing. “As long as she puts gas in it she can use it whenever she wants.”

“So no other car she could’ve left in?” The old man just shook his head. “Did Mary go to church?”

There was a pause before the man began to cough again so his wife, Sarah, answered.

“You’d have to ask her that.”

“So she wouldn’t’ve gone with you?” asked Gus.

The old woman flicked her ashes into a tin can on the table beside her then looked Gus in the eye. “Mary was nine when our daughter passed and she came to live with us. And by then, she was already used to fending for herself, so we saw no reason in changin’ things. If Mary wanted to go to church, she’d go. She wouldn’t wait for us to take her.”

“We understand Mary was upset before she disappeared,” Gus continued. “Something about her boyfriend not returning her calls, ignoring her?”

The old man cleared his throat and nodded. “She was real upset; thought he might be seeing someone else.”

Vanessa leaned forward and showed both of them the photo of Mary standing arm in arm with Adam Carson in front of the tree.

“Is this her boyfriend?”

The old woman leaned forward and squinted at the phone through a line of smoke coming off her cigarette before shaking her head.

“She never brought him around,” the old man said, not bothering to look at the picture on the phone.

The room fell quiet, the only sound the man’s labored breathing. Gus looked to Vanessa and could tell she had no further questions, so he looked back to the grandmother.

“Mind if we take a look at Mary’s room, ma’am?”

“Suit yourself,” she replied, gesturing to the doorway of the hall beside the refrigerator. “Second door on the right at the end.”

Gus and Vanessa went down the short hallway toward Mary’s room while Carl and Tim stayed with the grandparents. They passed a small bathroom on their left with blue matted shag carpeting then a bedroom on their right that had a twin bed in it and several large green oxygen tanks by its headboard like the one the grandfather was using in the sitting room.

They entered Mary’s bedroom, and the first thing Gus noticed was how sparse it was. There was a neatly made bed pushed into the corner to the right and a closet with sliding slatted doors on the wall beside it. Next to the door was a tall dresser painted a bright white; its matching desk sat in the far corner at the foot of the bed.

“Was your room this neat as a teenager?” he asked Vanessa.

She made a subtle grunt that told him no. Gus slid open one of the closet doors and found the hangers full of clothes, most of them neatly pressed. He turned and took in the room.

“This room is nothing like the rest of the house.”

Vanessa gave Gus a knowing look. “A sanctuary from the madness,” she said with an air of experience.

Gus went to the dresser as Vanessa looked through the desk drawers. He opened a wooden jewelry box that had a few pairs of stud earrings and a cross on a thin gold chain inside. He went through each drawer but only found neatly folded clothes. Gus heard the melody of a song come from behind him; one he recognized but couldn’t quite place at the moment.

“Slayed it,” said Vanessa.

Gus joined her at the desk where she was holding a bright pink music box. Its lid was opened and a tiny ballerina dancer stood in its center. Vanessa held the faux silk lining that she’d pulled away from the inside of its lid and Gus saw a photograph underneath. She eased the picture out and held it up for them both to see.

It was the same photo Vanessa had found of Mary and the dead boy, Adam Carson, online. But instead of showing just the two of them and some of the tree behind them, this one hadn’t been cropped. Behind them was a large ornate church, its stained-glass windows shining in the bright sun. To the side of the young boy was a large metal sign with a glass cover beside the church’s tall steps. Inside the glass was a board with replaceable letters announcing a potluck dinner on Saturday night and eight a.m. mass on Sundays. Above the glass door was the name of the church. The Slaves of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. And in the background, Gus saw Mary’s grandmother standing beside her grandfather who was in a wheelchair speaking with a priest.

Vanessa side-eyed Gus. “Ask no questions; be told no lies.”
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Chapter Twelve


Gus and Vanessa stood with the sheriff and his deputy by the cruisers outside the Philips’s home. Carl and the deputy, Tim, were looking at the photograph Vanessa had found in the young girl’s room.

“So you’re thinking the girl’s disappearance is connected to the boy’s death?” Tim asked.

“Pretty big coincidence if it’s not,” V replied.

Carl handed the photo back to Gus. “Yeah, something’s definitely off here. While you two were in the bedroom I asked the grandmother if she had any idea why Mary was gone. You know, maybe the young girl confided in her about something woman to woman?”

“What’d she say?” asked Gus.

Carl’s eyes narrowed. “She said, and I quote, ‘It’s God’s will’.” Gus was tapping the photograph against the palm of his hand and before he could respond the sheriff added, “That’s exactly what the Carson boy’s mother said when I asked her if she had any idea who would’ve wanted to harm her son.”

Gus gestured to the small writing over the front door to the house. “Any idea what that is?”

Carl shook his head. “Nope.”

The deputy echoed the sentiment.

Gus looked back at the old pickup truck and the rundown house it sat in front of. He thought of the boy being buried with the lead cross and of its religious significance and of the Bible passage carved into the tree by his grave. Gus looked back to the photo in his hand, and he thought of the young couple, of the boy missing then found and of the girl now missing for days having disappeared without a trace.

It’s God’s will.

He looked back to the sheriff. “The cemetery the Carson kid was buried near was in his hometown, right?”

“Kingston, that’s right,” Carl confirmed.

“I assume there’s at least one cemetery here in this town?”

“Oh, I’m sure,” Carl said. “Maybe more.” He took a beat then added, “I see where you’re goin’.”

Gus nodded then held up the photo in his hand. “We’re gonna go check out the church they’re at in this. But if you’ve got time, you might wanna walk around the cemeteries here in town before heading back.”

The sheriff’s jaw tightened and he gave Gus a stiff nod. “Will do.”

Gus thanked the two of them then he and Vanessa climbed into his truck and headed off. She found the church online and pulled up directions. It was located in the neighboring town of Raleigh. During the drive, Vanessa poked around the church’s website and learned that, in addition to daily prayer services, the church also ran a summer retreat for children between June and the end of August.

“Listen to this,” she said, reading from her phone. “Says here the summer retreat held on church property provides an opportunity for children and young adults alike to learn the teachings of the Lord, Jesus Christ our Savior by living them. Activities include attending church services each day, prayer sessions and Bible study classes, and performing community services in the name of Jesus Christ our Savior.”

“Sounds wholesome,” Gus commented.

The Slaves of the Sacred Heart of Jesus was located on the outskirts of town with nothing but fields and woods in every direction. The building was large but simple, like many of the barns Gus had seen during the drive there. It had stained-glass windows on each side of its front door, yet the others were standard double-hung. Its front steps were in the center of a wooden porch that spanned the front of the building and on its roof was a white steeple holding a plain silver cross.

Gus noticed several long, identical outbuildings clustered together behind the church by the wood line and was reminded of the prisoner barracks on his grandmother’s favorite television show, Hogan’s Heroes. Closer to the church were a few small sheds and a barn with several young people feeding chickens, goats, and pigs while others cleaned out the pens and stalls. In the distance was a vast, sweeping field with dozens of people working in it. Gus noted they had baskets strapped to them and were generally kneeling amongst the lush plantings, while others closer to the church were watering a series of fenced-off gardens. Each of the workers wore the same bright lime green shirt that Gus surmised was standard-issue for the summer retreat attendees.

He parked in a spot near the front steps that faced the fields and hopped out of the truck. Beside him on the grass was the church’s sign, the same sign that was in the photo of the dead boy and missing girl. Inside its glass encasement was what he guessed was a Bible quote.

For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes.

Gus felt as if he was being watched and, when he glanced toward the field, caught the kids nearest the church quickly look away. Vanessa joined him on his side of the truck and, looking around, exhaled the same thing Gus was thinking.

“This is feelin’ a lot less Norman Rockwell and a lot more Stephen King.”
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Chapter Thirteen


Gus and Vanessa entered the church and stood in a long rectangular room that served as its vestibule. He tried to remember the last time he was in a church, but nothing came to mind. He’d been baptized; he remembered his grandmother telling him how she had made her son do it. But Gus doubted he’d been in a church since; his parents weren’t exactly the church-going kind. But since he wasn’t burning up, he figured he was probably good.

In front of them through a double-door entrance was the nave. It had a narrow aisle separating its pews leading to a plain altar at the far end with two doors on the wall behind it. To their immediate right were two doors, one closed and the other open to a small office with a woman inside on all fours scrubbing its floor. She had long, brown hair pulled back into a ponytail and wore tan shorts with a plain white T-shirt. She dipped her scrub brush in a metal bucket with sudsy water as she looked at Gus through bright red square eyeglasses. He was about to ask her where the priest was when his attention was drawn to his left.

A woman abruptly entered through a doorway in the corner. She was short with a stocky frame and had long wheat-colored hair. Following behind her was a gaggle of children of all ages, each wearing bright green shirts like those outside tending to the field and gardens.

“Can I help you, son?” Gus turned and saw the priest standing with another man inside the church by the windows. The priest eyed Gus then Vanessa before continuing. “I’m sorry but we only perform marriages here for parishioners.”

Gus smiled—Vanessa did not—as he took out his badge. The priest left the man he was with and joined them.

“Agent Wheeler,” Gus said as the priest approached. “This is my partner, Agent Lambert.”

“I’m Father Benedict. What’s this about?” The priest was a relatively short man—no taller than Vanessa—yet his piercing eyes, stern jawline, and strict demeanor made him an imposing figure.

“We’re investigating the death of one of your parishioners and the disappearance of another.”

Gus held up the photograph they got from the missing girl’s bedroom but before he could continue Father Benedict looked to the woman with the group of youngsters.

“Elizabeth, why don’t you take them outside and continue your chores.”

“But, Father, the kids need a break from the sun for a few minutes.”

“They can have their break at mealtime like the others,” he replied.

Then he turned his attention back to Gus, letting the woman know the conversation was over.

The woman’s look at the priest was as flat as a snake’s. She turned back to the children, took a stack of papers from the table beside them and passed them around to the kids as they left. The priest looked to the woman in the office who had turned back to her scrubbing.

To Gus, he said, “Let’s speak in here.”

Father Benedict led them into the church and rejoined the man by the windows. “This is Matthew Fleming, our youth ministry director,” he said. “He and his wife run our summer retreat program.”

Gus glanced out the window at the kids working the fields and tending to the animals.

Following Gus’s eyes, the Father stepped to the window and gestured to them. “The program teaches children and young teenagers the importance of an honest day’s work and that one reaps what one sows. They work the fields and gardens and take care of the animals, while also attending sermons, prayer sessions, and other church activities of course.”

Gus peered closer out the window. “There’re certainly a lot of attendees.”

“It’s very popular in the community,” the Father added. “This area is quite impoverished, so we don’t charge any sort of tuition or fees for the children to attend. Parishioners can contribute to the church, obviously, as they see fit. But, instead, we provide housing for the attendees.” He leaned over and pointed to the barracks Gus had noticed earlier. “They bunk in those buildings back there for the summer. They tend to the fields and horses and eat what each produces—vegetables, milk, eggs. We donate surplus goods from the farm to the local community as we can.”

Gus took in the entire operation—its scale and order—and looked out over vast fields abutting forest far off in the distance. “Is all that part of the church’s property?” Gus asked.

“Yes, we have over a hundred acres here. We’re completely self-sustaining.” Father Benedict gestured to the large stoup by the entrance holding the holy water. “We even get our holy water from a natural spring right here on the church grounds as well.” The Father then stepped back from the window. “But, enough about that. What can I do for you, agent?”

Gus held up the photo once more. “This young man, Adam Carson, was found dead two days ago and the young girl with him here, Mary Philips, has been missing for several days.” He looked to Matthew then back to the priest. “I assume you recognize them?”

“Of course,” Father Benedict said. “We have a small but very loyal congregation.”

“Can you think of anyone that might want to cause either of them any harm?”

Each man shook their head.

“Can you tell us the last time you saw either of them?”

After a few moments, Matthew answered. “It has to be … a month or so anyway.”

“A month,” Gus parroted. “Is that typical? For a loyal congregation, I mean?”

“I don’t think the church was for her,” Matthew said.

“Why d’ya say that?”

Matthew’s jaw tightened. “Well, to be honest, the Philips girl is a weak individual. She lacks the morality required to be a true Christian,” he said.

He then looked at Vanessa with her tight black pants, her camo-green shirt with the shadowy Detroit skyline on it beneath her black leather jacket then to her cropped, bright red hair with its single braid resting on her shoulder. Seeing his eyes roaming her body, Vanessa waited for them to reach her face before smiling and tipping her chin his way. Matthew looked back to Gus.

“And whores are not welcome in the house of God.”

Gus narrowed his eyes at Matthew, confused if he was still speaking about Mary Philips. “What’d you just say?”

Matthew didn’t flinch. Instead, he looked back at Vanessa and the tattoo creeping up her neck from beneath her collar.

“You shall not make any cuts on your body for the dead or tattoo yourselves.” He looked back to Gus. “Leviticus 19:28.”

“Agent Wheeler,” the Father interrupted. “We are a Jesuit congregation and, as such, we adhere to a doctrine aligned with the fundamentals of Catholicism as provided through the Old Testament. The scripture is clear, as it is true and absolute. We sometimes find some of our younger parishioners struggle to adjust to its principals given the immorality prevalent in today’s world.”

The Father’s words had the luster of rehearsed usage; he’d stated them before, perhaps too many times now. Gus drew his stare away from Matthew and looked back to the priest. He thought of the boy being buried not within, but just outside, the cemetery with its religious scriptures and of the lead cross and its significance with the body then of the scripture carved into the tree beside his grave.

Gus referred to the notes on his phone. “Father, are you familiar with Galatians 5:19?” he asked, referring to the Bible reference carved into the tree beside Adam Carson’s grave.

“Of course, it’s in the Book of Galatians. It’s actually a letter written by the Apostle Paul to the churches of Galatia. That particular passage is about living according to the Spirit and not living according to the flesh. It’s a warning about the consequences of sinful behavior. Why?”

“Galatians 5:19 was carved into a tree beside the grave where Adam Carson’s body was found.”

“Could he have done it, possibly out of guilt or seeking absolution?” the Father asked. “As a message to others to avoid sinful behavior?”

“We don’t believe he put it there, no.”

The priest slowly shook his head. “I don’t know what to say, agent, other than my condolences to his family.”

Gus had seen enough for now to know there was more there. What that was, he wasn’t sure, but he needed to learn more before alerting them to his suspicions.

He thanked the priest with a single nod. “Is there anything else you can tell us about either of them? Who their friends were? How often they came to church? Maybe someone they didn’t get along with?”

“Inside the church, we are all committed to God,” the Father replied. “Outside, each parishioner is on their own to follow God’s will.”

There it was again, thought Gus. God’s will.

Gus gave the Father his card and asked him to call if he recalled anything else. Gus then thanked the two of them for their time, keeping his eyes on Matthew for a beat longer than he otherwise would. Then he and Vanessa left the church and headed for the truck.

“My shadow self, wanted to take that dick out,” V said.

“I’m with ya,” Gus said.

“But, really, can ya blame him? I’ve got mad rizz,” she joked and they both smiled.

When they got to the truck there was a pamphlet tucked under the driver’s side windshield wiper, so Gus grabbed it as he got in. He tossed it to Vanessa and as he did so, noticed all the other cars in the parking lot had pamphlets on their windshields also. She flipped it open as he started the engine.

“We need to look into Father Benedict and this church some more,” he said. “But, first, let’s swing by the dead boy’s house; see if we can speak to his parents. See if anything was bothering him before he went missing and if he ever went to this church or its summer retreat.”

“Holy crap,” Vanessa said, and when Gus turned to her, he realized she hadn’t heard what he’d said but, instead, had been reading the pamphlet.

“What is it?”

The pamphlet was a trifold, so Vanessa opened it completely and held it out for Gus to see. On the top of each side were a series of religious images. Gus saw Jesus standing before a crowd on their knees, heads bowed, gathered before him. He saw a figure with wings standing on a hill before a group of cowering, fearful people. And on the last side was a photo of a tall, hooved creature walking on its two hind legs amongst a field of burning skeletons. Beneath the images on each page was a short paragraph and Gus’s eye picked out several phrases as he scanned for what Vanessa was getting at.

… eternal damnation …

… devil lives amongst us …

… temptations all around us …

Then Gus’s eyes settled on a glistening line toward the bottom of the middle page. He leaned closer and realized it was a Bible passage in the pamphlet that had been colored with a yellow highlighter.

Squinting, he read it aloud. “‘And no marvel; for Satan himself is transformed into an angel of light.’ 2 Corinthians 11:14.” Gus looked at V and knew with her raised eyebrow she was thinking the same thing he was.

She held the pamphlet up and flicked it with a finger. “This makes two passages left for us.” she said, “Looks like we’ve got a friend.”

And as Gus grinded the stick shift into reverse, he looked out his windshield at the children working in the fields and to the ones by the gardens staring back at them. He thought of the priest and his attack dog, Matthew, the youth ministry director inside the church and of the summer retreat that sounded to Gus like some type of indoctrination program. This case was steeped heavily in the church’s religion and that was where they would need to start if they had any chance of unraveling what was going on. He eased his foot off the clutch and as he pointed the truck’s nose toward the exit he looked at V.

“I think it’s time we find ourselves a religion expert.”
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Chapter Fourteen


Gus followed the instructions from the British woman’s voice on his phone leading him to the dead boy’s house as his mind churned through what they knew so far versus what they suspected. They knew that Adam Carson and Mary Philips were at least friends. They suspected the two of them were a couple and that could somehow be a factor in his death and her disappearance. They knew from the photo that both of them had been to Father Benedict’s church at least once. And they knew Adam was buried with a lead cross and the only reference they’d found to that online was it was involved in medieval religious burials.

As for Mary Philips, she was anxious and upset in the days leading up to her disappearance and she’d told her grandfather it was due to her boyfriend not responding to her texts or calls. They suspected her boyfriend was Adam and that he was already dead when she’d been trying to contact him. They knew she’d been missing for four days and had disappeared without a trace, yet they suspected, like Adam, that she was already dead.

There was still a lot they did not know about Adam’s murder or Mary’s disappearance, but they suspected the answers were somehow wrapped up in that church. The Father struck Gus as a man very much set in his ways and, in many ways far worse—a man who was guided by a strict religious faith, a faith based on Catholic fundamentalism and the Old Testament. And his youth ministry director, Matthew, certainly didn’t ease Gus’s concerns in that regard.

“Okay, think I found one,” Vanessa said, breaking Gus from his thoughts.

She had been researching religious experts they could contact since Gus pulled out of the church’s parking lot.

“Dr. Ward Simmons, a professor at Bates College; heads up the religion department. Expert in world religion, specializes in Catholicism.”

“Sounds like our man.”

“I’ll reach out to him after lunch.”

Gus smiled to himself and shook his head. Vanessa’s entire existence was oriented around food.

He was about to make a joke when she continued, “Because, ya know, it’s almost lunchtime.”

“You don’t say,” he said, openly smiling now.

Gus found Adam Carson’s home and pulled over onto the side of the road in front of it. The low rumble of the truck’s engine soothed him, and he could feel its uneven idle in his feet and throughout his lower back. He stared at the house for a moment before killing the engine.

They stepped from the truck and Gus caught the whiff of a fire somewhere around. He heard a dog barking that sounded like it was in the backyard. Hearing it, too, Vanessa remained in the truck until Gus confirmed it was chained up. As they approached the house he noticed a light swirl of grey smoke wafting from a silver pipe running up its side. The yard was mostly blotchy tufts of grass amongst the dirt and ran on both sides of the house to the trees. A warped and cracked paved driveway led to an attached garage and had a red Ford pickup truck and an older-looking Subaru in it.

The front door was beneath a small roof and as they walked up the cement steps Gus noticed the same set of numbers and letters written above it in faded chalk as they’d seen above the front door to Mary Philips’s house. 20 + C + M + B + 26. He pointed it out to Vanessa as he knocked on the door, so she took a photo of it with her phone.

They heard movement in the house briefly before it stopped. Gus waited a few moments but, when no one answered, he knocked again. This time they heard nothing. After knocking several more times and still getting no response, Gus stepped from the porch and walked along the front of the house. The white paint was faded and flaking in spots and the windows still had their storm windows lowered. He tried to peer into the house to see who was home but found the shades drawn on each. They looked in the backyard but the large, growling German Shepherd prevented them from going any farther. Standing at the back corner of the house, Gus turned to Vanessa behind him and saw her walking backward away from him staring wide-eyed at the dog.

“He’s on a chain,” he said.

“Chains break,” she said, narrowing her eyes at him as if that concept was obvious. “Besides…” She gestured to the rundown house to her side. “What it’s chained to is already broken.”

Gus knew of Vanessa’s fear of dogs so put his hand on her shoulder as the two of them briskly walked back around the front of the house.

And as they headed toward the truck he said, “This was a bust.”

She nodded but didn’t break stride until they were at the truck. Once inside, Gus fired up the engine and looked back at the house through the windshield. He was about to say something when his phone rang and, seeing it was from the sheriff, answered it on speaker.

“Carl, what’s going on?”

“Hey, Gus. Tim and I are at one of the cemeteries in Winfield way on the other side of town from the Philips’s house.”

Gus had expected this call from the sheriff. He knew in his gut that Mary Philips was already dead. She had been gone for four days going on five now and after their conversation with Father Benedict and the intense parishioner, Matthew, he knew she and the dead boy Adam Carson were more than friends. And, because of that, he was fairly certain she’d met the same fate he had.

“Lemme guess. You found an unmarked grave you think’s the girl’s.”

“That’s right,” the sheriff said. “But we got a problem.”

“What’s that?” Gus asked.

“I’m not sure which grave she’s in.”
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Chapter Fifteen


Gus and Vanessa pulled up to the entrance of the Winfield Cemetery at about one p.m. They parked behind a sheriff’s cruiser but saw nobody around, nor did they see any evidence of a crime scene. This cemetery was much larger than the one the body of the boy, Adam Carson, was found nearby. It was an open area the size of a football field with wide paths running through its center and along its sides. And it sloped steadily upward, so much so that by the time one’s eye made it to the far end it seemed as if they were looking at rows of stadium seating. Gus was about to call Carl when a call from him came into Gus’s phone.

“Hey, where are you?” Gus asked.

“We’re at the back of the cemetery just inside the tree line. Here, I’ll step out.”

Gus opened his door and stood on the sidestep of his truck and saw Carl far off in the distance waving an arm in the air.

“Keep going down the road and you’ll see an old logging road that’ll bring you back here.” the sheriff said.

Gus got back in the truck and continued down the road another fifty feet until he saw the opening of a small dirt path that ran along one side of the cemetery. Following the path, they drove deep into the woods until they came to another sheriff’s cruiser parked to one side by the back corner of the cemetery. He could see Carl and his deputy, Tim, standing in the woods beside a large square defined by yellow crime scene tape strung around trees. Gus and Vanessa hopped out of the truck and made their way through the scrub to them.

“Good thing that logging road’s there. That’d be some hike to get up here.”

“Absolutely,” Carl agreed. “We only saw it because we came in that way.”

Gus peered over the crime scene tape. “So, what’d ya find?”

Carl pointed to a small mound of soil inside the crime scene tape. Its color was noticeably lighter than that of the dirt around it and there were no bushes or scrub on it.

“That’s the first one we saw. Fairly certain it’s a grave; right size and shape.” He gestured to the left, deeper into the woods. “The other one is farther in.” He walked along the crime scene tape then stopped and pointed to a cleared area of similar size to the first one. It had leaves and brush on it and appeared to Gus to be identical to the area around it.

“Can’t tell from here,” Carl said, answering Gus’s unasked question. “But when you’re close to it, it’s raised, and you can make out the rectangular definition in the underbrush.”

“Alright,” Gus nodded. “Let’s get the crime scene guys here to process it.”

“Already done,” Carl said. “I’ve got a team coming from Augusta; should be here in an hour or so.”

“Pathologist?”

“She’s coming with them,” Carl replied.

“Excellent. I usually like one of our guys to do the scene, but it’d take them until next Tuesday to get up here.”

“I’ve also got a team of cadaver dogs coming up to comb the area in case we missed anything.”

Gus nodded approvingly then, with time to kill, the four of them canvassed a wider area around the taped off spot but found nothing else. They regrouped at the cars and while they waited for the CSU team and others to arrive, Gus filled them in on their morning activities. He told Carl and Tim about their visit to the church, and its strange atmosphere. He described the children and teenagers working the fields and tending to the gardens and animals and of their odd conversation with Father Benedict and the parishioner, Matthew. And, finally, Gus told them of Matthew’s comments about Mary Philips.

“He really said that?” Carl asked.

“He really said that.” Gus confirmed.

“What’d the priest say?”

“He basically defended the guy’s comments; said their church adheres to a fundamentalist Catholicism and, while some younger people have had trouble adjusting to its principals, they have a very loyal parish.”

“But it seems not everyone is as loyal as Father Benedict would like to believe,” Vanessa said. She pulled the pamphlet left on their windshield from her pocket. “This was left on our truck in the church parking lot.” She unfolded it and showed them the highlighted passage.

And no wonder, for even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light. 2 Corinthians 11:14.

“What the hell does that even mean?” Tim asked.

“Not exactly sure,” Vanessa answered. “But it seems to suggest that Father Benedict—or at least someone in that church—is not as good as they want others to believe.” She let each of them read the passage for themselves then put the pamphlet back in her pocket.

Gus gestured to her phone with a tip of his head. “Show ’em what was carved into the tree at Adam Carson’s gravesite.”

Vanessa showed them the photo of the tree trunk.

“Galatians 5:19.” Carl read aloud. “What’s it mean?”

Vanessa tapped at her phone then read the passage aloud. “The acts of the flesh are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity, and debauchery.”

Carl narrowed his eyes as he took in what she’d said and when neither he nor Tim replied, Gus continued.

“Then we went to the kid’s home,” he said. “To speak with his parents.”

“They talk to you?” Carl asked.

Gus shook his head. “No one answered the door.” He looked to Vanessa, “But we found the same odd marking over their front door that we found above Mary Philips’s door.” Vanessa showed them the photo she’d taken. “We’re going to speak with an expert in religion to help us figure some of this stuff out,” Gus finished.

Vanessa took a call from another agent helping out from Boston, TJ. She stepped away—closer to the crime scene tape—and Gus could hear her describing what they’d found so far. Thinking of TJ back at the offices in Chelsea, Gus looked around at the thick forest surrounding them and thought of how very different of a life it must be up here than the one he’d grown accustomed to. He caught the chief’s eye.

“What brought you way up here from Springfield?”

“It was time; had my twenty in and the wife wanted to move back closer to family. We’d had a cabin up here for decades and were up here all the time anyway, so it wasn’t a tough re-lo. This spot came up so…” Carl answered.

“The former sheriff, Pete Torelli, retired,” Tim added. “Pete’s wife, Madge, battled breast cancer for several years but passed a couple years ago. They only had a daughter and she and Pete’d grown apart so he went out to Arizona to live with her and the grandkids.”

Carl’s phone rang, so he answered it and gave the same directions to his caller that he’d given to Gus then ended the call.

“CSU team and the pathologist are here. The team with the cadaver dogs can’t be far behind.”

The CSU team got right to work and processed the taped-off area for over an hour, during which Gus had a chance to speak with the pathologist, Pamela Wegman. Pam was a short woman with an athletic build and shoulder-length jet black hair. Gus filled her in on the case then the conversation moved to other topics. He learned that she’d done her undergrad work at Tulane—which was separated from Loyola’s campus by an alleyway—and that they were there during the same time. They compared New Orleans experiences and laughed at each other’s mishaps of being an eighteen-year-old unleashed in the Big Easy.

Eventually, the CSU team turned their attention to the graves, so Gus and the others put on nylon booties and joined them at the gravesite. They started with the newer grave. They defined the dig space with small stakes at each corner then ran string around each stake to make a defined box. They then began to carefully dig with handheld shovels, sifting each scoop of dirt through a screen and depositing it into large bags for further testing at the lab. With two of them at it, it went surprisingly quickly, and they were all looking at the cleaned-off top of a wooden casket in just over an hour.

Gus and Vanessa stood on one side with the pathologist, the sheriff and deputy on the other, as one of the CSU techs carefully pried open the lid with a crowbar.

And nothing about what Gus saw next was what he expected.
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Chapter Sixteen


The body inside the coffin was so badly burned it took Gus a beat to notice the grey, lead cross nestled into its ribcage and running down through the pelvic area. Soot and portions of bone had crumbled and lined the body’s sides, giving it the illusion of having a shadow surrounding it. The arms were folded back against the torso, the forearms resting on the chest cavity, and its legs were bent with the knees pointing out to the sides. The head was separated from the spine, its mouth gaped open as if howling to the heavens.

“Hell is empty and all the devils are here,” Vanessa whispered so softly that only she and Gus could hear.

It was one of her favorite Shakespeare quotes and, unfortunately, she’d said it a lot since joining the FBI.

The CSU tech carefully raised the cover fully off the coffin and placed it on a tarp then shuffled to the side to let the pathologist take a closer look.

Dr. Wegman climbed into the hole and carefully positioned her feet on each side of the coffin’s walls. Then, once convinced she was on solid footing, she crouched down until she was straddling the remains. She shined a powerful penlight onto the skull and examined it closely before moving onto the ribcage then the pelvic area.

Once she’d examined the entire skeleton, she stood and looked at Gus. “Not sure this is your missing girl, but my guess is, it is female.”

Gus leaned over the hole, as did Vanessa. “You can’t be sure its female?” he asked.

Carl and Tim stepped beside him to also take a look, and Gus saw the sheriff make the sign of the holy trinity across his chest and head with a closed fist.

“Not without further testing in the lab,” Dr. Wegman answered. “High temperatures can leave bones very misshapen, so I’ll need to confirm. But I think it is.”

“What else can you tell us at this point?” he asked.

“Well,” she said slowly before swinging a leg around, so she was standing on one side of the coffin. She crouched down and pointed her penlight on the legs.

“See how the legs are bent in a curvilinear pattern, sort of splayed out to the sides? And the arms; see how they’re folded upward? That’s from warping of the bones due to considerable heat. Soft tissue changes with burning and causes post-mortem muscle contracture. And dehydration and protein denaturation lead to muscle shortening. Since the bulkier flexors contract more than the extensors, we find burn victims often present with extreme flexion like we have here.” She gestured to the body with a gloved hand. “We call this the pugilistic pose.”

“What are those small lines all over the leg bones?” asked Gus. “Stress fractures?”

Pam ran her light over the area Gus was pointing to. “Those are heat related fractures.” She took one last look around the corpse then stood. “That’s about all I can tell you now, but the autopsy should give us more.”

While they were evaluating the burned corpse, the CSU team had begun to process the other grave and one of the techs called to them.

“Doc, we’ve got remains here.”

Gus helped Pam out of the hole, and they went to the other grave. The techs had cleared away about two feet of soil, and the first thing Gus saw was the top of a skull and the tip of a nose.

“No coffin?” Gus asked.

“Appears that way,” one of the techs replied.

The recovery process at that point became very slow and tedious. The two CSU techs shifted from scooping, sifting, and bagging to working with long brushes and small, spoon-sized instruments so as not to mark or disturb the remains. And as they carefully brushed dirt out from between two ribs, Gus was reminded of the National Geographic shows he loved to watch as a kid of archaeologists unearthing dinosaurs in far-off, exotic locations. This second grave required twice as long just to expose the top portion of the skeleton but, to Gus’s surprise, that was enough for the pathologist to perform her initial assessment.

Being a shallower grave, Pam was able to crouch beside it and get a very close look at each of the bones. And she hadn’t made it past the skull when she found something.

“I think we have COD.”

Gus leaned closer and saw a small hole in the side of the skull she was shining her penlight on. It was just behind where the ear had been.

“Blunt force trauma,” she finished.

Gus looked more closely at it. “Gunshot wound?”

“I don’t believe so,” Pam said. “See the cracking around the hole? Here … here and here?” she asked. “And see how the area near the wound is slightly concave. No, this was the result of a blow to the head.” She closely examined the other side of the skull. “And there’s no exit wound. A GSW in this spot would almost certainly have an exit wound.”

She continued on, down the body as she had done with the other, then when finished she stood.

She gestured to the pelvic area. “This one’s an adult male.”

“Any idea of age?”

Pam slowly shook her head. “Not at this point. I’ll need to get it back to the lab, take some measurements, examine the bones and joints more closely.”

“How long do you think this one’s been in the ground?” asked Gus.

“I’d say probably a year or two, given the decomposition.”

“No cross?” Vanessa asked.

“Doesn’t appear to be, no,” Pam answered. “Maybe beneath the body?”

They moved away from the grave so the CSU team could continue processing it. The sheriff held the crime scene tape up for each of them to duck under as they left the scene. And as they did so, Vanessa’s phone rang so she kept walking until she got to Gus’s truck to take the call. Pam stripped off a latex glove then folded it inside the other like she’d done it thousands of times.

She turned to Gus. “If I can get the bodies to the lab this afternoon, I can get you results first thing in the morning.”

Gus thanked her and the two of them exchanged numbers before she left them to head back to Augusta. Carl asked his deputy to stay at the scene until it was finished being processed and to wait for the cadaver dogs to sweep the area. Then he and Gus headed to their cars and, as they approached Gus’s truck, Vanessa ended her call.

She held her phone up. “That was the professor at Bates, the religion expert? He can meet with us whenever we want.”

Gus looked at the time on his phone. It was just before four p.m.

“It’s forty-five minutes from here to Lewiston,” Vanessa added. “I told him we’d be there around five thirty or so.”

Carl told them he’d let Gus know if the cadaver dogs found anything then got in his cruiser and left the scene. Gus and Vanessa climbed into his truck and Gus started its engine.

“An hour and a half to go forty-five minutes?” he asked into his windshield as he began to turn the truck around. Then he glanced at her. “I didn’t think I drove that slow.”

She gave him a crazed look and slapped the metal dash. “This beast on these roads? I think it might be your new brand.”
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Chapter Seventeen


Gus and Vanessa got to Bates College with time to spare so easily navigated their way to Hedge Hall and the professor’s office on the second floor. Ward Simmons was a slight man with thick salt and pepper hair, wire-framed eyeglasses, and a neatly trimmed beard. He wore pressed khakis and a dark blue pullover sweater with a zipper starting in the center of his chest. He absolutely crushed the look of a college professor. Greeting Gus and Vanessa as they entered his office, he looked at Vanessa with an extended hand.

“Agent Lambert, I presume.” His voice was smooth, confident, and when they shook he gently placed his other palm on the top of their clasped hands. He introduced himself to Gus with a firm handshake then gestured to a table in the corner of his spacious office. “Please, come in. Sit.”

There were windows along two walls overlooking the campus and, seeing Gus taking in the view, he said, “Students have just left for the summer so it’s finally nice and quiet.” He smiled.

Once settled, the professor looked to the both of them. “So, Agent Lambert, you said on the telephone there was a religious element to a case you’re working on. How can I be of assistance?”

“That’s right,” Vanessa said. “We’re investigating several deaths,” she began, careful to not divulge too much information. “And each body was buried with a large lead cross laid across it. Does that mean anything to you?”

Professor Simmons thought a moment then stood and went to a bookcase lining the wall beside the door. He pulled a large, oversized hardcover book from the top shelf and rejoined them at the table. He opened its cover then ran a finger down the page beside a list of exhibits, stopping near the middle of the page. He flipped toward the back of the book then, finding the page he was looking for, laid it flat in the center of the table.

“Something like that?”

On the right page was a glossy picture of a religious ceremony that looked to Gus like a photo of an old painting. A group of people wearing long, dark-colored robes stood in a circle around the body of a man in an open coffin. Lying flat across the man’s torso was a large, dark-colored cross.

“Yes,” Gus said, leaning in to get a closer look.

“This painting depicts the Absolution which came to prominence in the second half of the eleventh century,” Professor Simmons explained. “Absolution is imparted only by an ordained Christian priest and experienced or received by Christian penitents. And that process involves placing a form of absolution upon the breast of the deceased.” He pointed to the cross. “In some instances, that form of absolution was a leaden cross.” He looked up to Vanessa. “Were there any words or phrases etched into it?”

Vanessa and Gus exchanged a look and she shook her head. “I’m not sure, but we’ll check.”

“If there is, it could have some significance as to why the person sought absolution. Or, possibly, why that person needed absolution in the eyes of whoever performed the burial.”

Vanessa made a note of it in her pad then took out her phone and a few taps later slid it into the center of the table. On its screen was the photo she took of the numbers and letters written above the front door of Adam Carson’s home. 20 + C + M + B + 26.

“Does this make any sense to you?” she asked.

“Oh, certainly,” the professor replied matter-of-factly. “That’s the blessing of a home on the Feast of the Epiphany. Was it written in chalk above the front door?”

“Yes, on the home of each victim,” Gus answered.

The professor flipped to the front part of the book then leafed through a few pages until he came to a picture of that same marking over a door.

“You see, you use chalk blessed during the Epiphany liturgy and write that above the home’s entrance. The letters—C, M, and B—have two meanings. They’re the initials of the traditional names of the three Magi. Caspar, Melchior, and Balthazar. They’re also the abbreviation for the Latin words Christus mansionem benedicat, which translates to may Christ bless this house. The plus signs represent the cross and the numbers are the year.”

“Who are the three Magi?” Gus asked, suddenly wishing he’d had more exposure to religion at some point in his life.

“Those are the three wise men. They followed the star of God’s Son who became human two thousand twenty-six years ago.” The professor paused. “The ritual goes that while this is being written above the door, there are specific words to recite and a specific prayer to offer.”

“Can you see any significance this practice might have with a homicide?” Gus asked.

Bewildered, the professor slowly shook his head. “No, not at all. This is a process of blessing a home for good fortune, not the opposite. It’s simply a symbol of the Christian faith. Much like the cross represents the death and resurrection of Jesus or the chalice that’s used to hold wine during the Christian sacrament of Holy Communion is a symbol of Jesus’s sacrifice and the presence of the Holy Spirit in the Eucharist.”

Gus thought about what the professor had said for a moment, his mind flailing to comprehend it. He knew so very little about religion in general and now they had a case where the nuances in customs, the history of beliefs, the core basis for faith could determine its outcome. And as he struggled to even come up with an intelligent question, Vanessa leaned onto the table.

“Professor, we’re trying to make sense of all this; trying to figure out why these people were murdered. Now, it seems to us that whoever buried them with these crosses had to have understood the religious significance of that.”

“Oh, most certainly,” the professor confirmed. “And known it’s history, as well; that practice is part of ancient Christianity.”

“Okay … okay,” Vanessa replied, puzzling it out. “So given that … that leads me to believe they were murdered not for being religious but for somehow rejecting their religion.”

“I would concur. Or if you’re part of that same faith you would believe they’ve sinned, maybe even committed a mortal sin.” The professor’s voice lingered in the air, as if he too were contemplating the point he’d just made. “Agent, is there anything else you can tell me? Any other pieces to the puzzle?”

Vanessa looked to Gus and he knew, as usual, they were each thinking the same thing. He answered her unasked question with a tip of his head, so she took her phone from the center of the table and with a few taps pulled up a photo.

“We found this etched into a tree by one of the graves.”

The professor tilted his head back slightly and looked through the bottom of his eyeglasses at the picture.

“Galatians 5:19.”

“Can you explain that passage to us?” she asked.

The professor stood and retrieved a Bible from one of the bookshelves then quickly found the page he was seeking. “Galatians 5:19,” he began. “‘Now the works of the flesh are manifest, which are these; adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lasciviousness.’”

“That’s different than what I found online,” Vanessa remarked.

Professor Simmons closed the book around his hand, saving his place. The leather-bound cover had an intricate, ornate design around its edges and gold leaf lettering that read The Holy Bible across its top and King James Version along its bottom.

“There are many versions of the Bible, agent. This is the King James version. It’s considered the enduring and influential classic that set the bar for English translations, and it’s most commonly used for traditional worship settings and historical or literary-minded readers. Given the leaden cross and its historical significance, I’d suggest this is the version we should reference.” Vanessa agreed so he continued.

“This passage speaks to sinful behaviors; sexual immorality, impurity, lustfulness, and it warns against pursuing these sinful behaviors in place of following the guidance of the Holy Spirit.”

Gus looked to Vanessa, his head softly nodding. “Sinful behavior.”

“They were definitely more than friends,” Vanessa said, referring to Adam Carson and Mary Philips.

“They were a couple,” Gus finished. He looked to Professor Simmons. “Premarital sex is a sin according to the Bible, right?”

“Well, that’s a matter of interpretation. In current practice, it is generally believed that premarital sex is not a sin. Those that believe that point out that there’s no passage in the Bible that specifically states premarital sex is a sin against God.”

“Interesting,” Gus said. “I’ve always thought it was clearly a sin.”

“That’s where the interpretation comes in. Traditionalists and fundamentalists will point to sexual purity as the basis for premarital sex being a sin. Throughout the scriptures,” he continued, “God calls on his followers to respect their bodies because they are a temple of the Holy Spirit. And sexual purity, they will say, includes abstaining from sex.”

After a brief pause, he continued, “The passages that support this are plentiful.” He flipped to a different page in the Bible. “1 Thessalonians 4:3. ‘For this is the will of God even your sanctification, that ye should abstain from fornication.’” He flipped to another page. “1 Corinthians 6:18. ‘Flee fornication. Every sin that a man doeth is without the body; but he that committeth fornication sinneth against his own body.’” He lightly closed the Bible. “There are dozens of similar passages.”

Vanessa then showed Professor Simmons the passage that was highlighted in the pamphlet left on their windshield at the church.

“‘And no marvel; for Satan himself is transformed into an angel of light.’ 2 Corinthians 11:14.” The professor read aloud. “Well, for starters, note the reference to the King James version of the Bible. So that appears to be the proper version we should use. As for the verse itself, it suggests that Satan can disguise himself as something good or holy—an angel of light—to deceive people. And it warns that false teachers can appear righteous and lead the faithful away from the truth of the gospel.”

The professor’s words rambled around inside Gus’s head, spurring all sorts of thoughts and images. His mind sifted through their conversation like a miner panning for gold, until discreet words rose from the draining water.

Absolution … sinful behavior … sexual purity …

… fundamentalists …

Satan … angel of light …

And as his dyslexic mind levied its prism onto the Bible’s verses, a form slowly materialized from the reflected fragments of its words and phrases.

And in his mind’s eye, Gus saw the priest, Father Benedict.
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Chapter Eighteen


It was dinnertime and the sun’s roasting rays had been replaced by plump black clouds. The woman knew she needed to work fast. Not from threat of an impending rainstorm, but to avoid the peering eyes she now felt were everywhere. Some would call her paranoid, but she wouldn’t care. She thought paranoia got a bad rap, like moonshine or motor scooters; dangerous when pushed to the extreme, yet good for one’s well-being when used with care. And in her experience, paranoia was a good thing, a necessity, an element that forced one to focus on the details. Because in the details, always lay the truth.

She took care to confirm she hadn’t been followed, looping the old van around and around in circles on the back roads until she was convinced she was alone. That had not been the case on her first trip into town; maybe she was actually earning some trust. But she parked around back, nonetheless. The signage on the van’s side was far too recognizable to take a chance just leaving it in the lot, especially with the volume of traffic attracted by the adjacent diner. Still, she’d need to hurry. If she wasn’t back soon that trust she’d earned would evaporate quicker than a vision of the Holy Spirit.

There were cars and trucks in front of all the rooms except for three, so, thankfully, her choices were limited. She slowly walked past the first of them and, hearing the toilet flush, kept going. She continued on until she got near the far end of the motel and the next potentially empty room. Hearing nothing, she walked two doors down to the last one—the room on the end—and turned the corner. Now out of sight from anyone in the parking lot, she stood below the tiny bathroom window and listened but after several minutes heard nothing. She had two empty rooms so would just have to choose and hope she chose right.

She took a deep breath to steel herself then walked back around the corner and straight to the first door. She slipped a laminated prayer card from her pocket and, with a hand on the rickety doorknob, jimmied it into the crack beside the doorknob. She then leaned a shoulder into the door and wiggled the knob as she worked the card up and down. After a few moments the door popped open, and she slipped into the room as if it were hers.

The curtains were drawn on the windows beside the door, so the room was completely dark. She swiped her hand behind her over the wall until she felt a switch and flicked it on. There were two double beds against the wall to her right; one with the covers hanging over a side onto the floor, the other made so poorly it looked to have been done by a blind person with no thumbs. Across from the foot of the beds to her left sat a television on a long-veneered table against the wall. To her immediate right below the window was a round table with two chairs. Beyond the beds were two doors; one was open to a tiny bathroom, the other closed with an enormous upright bass leaning against it.

Shit.

She stood still a moment, convinced she had the wrong room until her eyes fell on a duffle bag resting on the floor beside the bed nearest her. Affixed on its side were several stickers, one of which with the bright yellow letters FBI. She gave the upright bass a second, quizzical glance, then got to work.

She knew that as careful as she had been, there were no guarantees she hadn’t been followed. And, even if she hadn’t, there was still the very real risk that word of what she was about to do followed her back. She had come to realize they had eyes and ears everywhere and had no reason to believe this motel was the lone exception.

But, for that dilemma, she had a plan; one that really sparkled. This was not her first rodeo, but it had become her most dangerous. So she would leave something cryptic enough to be both telling and damning. That way, if it ever were traced back to her she could choose her story as she saw fit.

She pulled out the silver lipstick case one of her bunkmates had smuggled to camp. She knew it’d never be reported missing. Along with all electronics—phones, computers, radios, etcetera—any instrument of vanity was also forbidden at the retreat. And makeup was top of the list.

She stepped over to the mirror on the wall and in sweeping cursive handwriting wrote the words she had repeated over and over to herself during the drive. Tucking the lipstick back in her pocket, she then sat on one of the beds and left what she had really come here for.

Content she had crushed it, the woman slipped back out the door, careful to lock it as she left.
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Chapter Nineteen


After meeting with Professor Simmons, Gus felt like the case was starting to come into focus; like he’d been staring at thousands of pixels for days and only now, a form had begun to take shape. He and Vanessa both felt the odd vibe at the church, and it had only been heightened when they spoke with Father Benedict and his youth ministry director, Matthew. And, based on their meeting with Professor Simmons and his interpretations of the Bible verses that had been left for them, they were now convinced Adam Carson and Mary Philips had been in a relationship which somehow led to his—and likely her—death. But what had they done to deserve such brutal murders? Had they simply sinned in the eyes of the church, or was it something more?

Then there were the Bible verses themselves; the one carved into the tree beside Adam’s unmarked grave and the one highlighted in the pamphlet left on their windshield. They now believed they knew the meaning of each and what they were meant to take from them. But who was leaving them and why? Were they friend or foe? Was it someone inside the church, someone that had turned against their faith? Or someone on the outside, someone that had witnessed the church’s actions and was retaliating? Or maybe it was neither. Maybe they were being led astray down a false path.

Gus and V puzzled over these and other questions while they headed back to their motel. And during the drive, she had called TJ back in Boston to have him run a complete background check on Father Benedict. Gus wanted to know who they were dealing with before speaking with the priest again. She also had TJ do a complete work up on the church itself, The Slaves of the Sacred Heart of Jesus: when it was formed, its tax status, benefactors, and any and all local, state, and federal filings it had made since formation. If someone was hiding behind religious freedoms, Gus wanted to know who that was and what freedoms they were entitled to.

He eased his truck into the parking spot in front of their room and cut the engine. Vanessa had thought ahead and got several bowls from a Chipotle next to the college for their dinner.

“I tried to get a second room this morning, but the place is sold out for weeks.”

Vanessa’s eyes roamed down the row of scuffed doors and chipped paint. “That’s cap.” she said skeptically.

Gus’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

“That’s cap,” she stressed, turning his way. “That’s not true. You’re lying.”

Gus pulled the handle on his door and swung it open wide. “Yeah, I’m lying.” He laughed.

Vanessa hopped from the truck and joined him by their door. “I can hit the diner if you wanna eat alone.”

“We can eat together,” he said. “Why?” he added with a raised eyebrow, unlocking the door.

He pushed it open then, flicking on the light, gestured for Vanessa to go before him.

“I just know how you need to recharge,” she said, stepping past him. “You did a lot of peopling today, you little introvert, you.”

She took one step into the room and held up so quickly that Gus walked into the back of her.

“What’re you—” He stopped mid-sentence as his eyes were immediately drawn to the mirror on the wall by the television. He read the message written on it in bright red lettering aloud.

“In the Lord’s words, can be found one’s path.”

It took them twenty-two seconds to confirm the room was empty and they now stood in front of the mirror, side-by-side. Gus read it aloud again, this time slower, enunciating each word with spite and bitterness.

“Well, that’s frustratingly vague.”

Vanessa did a quick search for the phrase on her phone. She tapped on the top hit—thirty powerful Bible verses about God’s path for you—but didn’t find this quote there. She then tried the next several links but got the same result.

“Doesn’t seem to be a specific verse like the others we’ve gotten,” she said as she took a photo of the mirror.

Gus read it in his mind again, over and over, placing different inflexions on each of the words as he did so. And after a few times, he heard the word Lord in his mind spoken in his brother Jake’s voice as he bellowed it out loudly in a deep, sinister tone. Gus was brought back to a memory from when he was a teenager. He and Jake were on one of their road trips while his parents were in Namibia building homes with the Peace Corps. The tent he and Jake were camping in had gotten washed out by torrential rain, so they stayed at a motel for a night, waiting for the storm to pass. And while goofing around in the room—wired from too much caffeine and candy—Jake found a Bible in the drawer of a nightstand and began reading passages from it as he stood on a chair with a lampshade on his head, Gus laughing hysterically at his performance. Gus turned from the mirror and looked at Vanessa.

“Maybe it’s not a verse.” he said. His eyes flicked from one bedside table to the other. “Maybe it’s an instruction.”

Gus went to the table beside the bed nearest the bathroom door but found nothing in its drawers but dust. He then went to the other bed’s side table and in its top drawer found what he was looking for.

He pulled out a Bible with a brown hard cover and held it up for Vanessa to see. “King James version to boot.”

Looking at its side, he noticed several pages with their top corners bent over. He sat on the bed he’d carefully made that morning and opened to the first one as Vanessa sat beside him. The page had a person’s name highlighted but that was all. He flipped on to the next page and found a different name highlighted. He kept going, from one bunny-eared page to the next, finding other names highlighted until he came to a page with an entire verse swiped in yellow.

“John 8:32,” he began. “‘Then ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.’”

Gus flipped through the remaining flagged pages, each of which only contained more names for them to note.

“What the hell do we do with this?” he asked.

Vanessa’s eyebrows flexed upward. “Apparently, there’s something in the names that will show us the truth.”

“Duh. But what are we supposed to do with, what, a dozen, fifteen names?” he asked, flipping back through the pages.

“I dunno,” she answered. She took out her pad. “Let’s write ’em all down in one place and see if anything jumps out at us.”

Gus started at the beginning and read each name to her as she wrote them down. “Cain … Anna … Philip … David … Samuel … Mary … Levi … Joseph … Susannah … Kenan. And Thomas.”

When they were finished, they counted eleven names. They each stared at the list for several moments before Gus broke the silence.

“Nothing jumps out at me.”

“Same. I’ll have the techs run them through the system, see if anything comes up. And I’ll have ’em push ’em through AI as well with a few specific criteria; Maine, the church…”

Gus tuned out to what Vanessa was saying as soon as she mentioned AI. He still wasn’t completely sure he understood the cloud, so he certainly wasn’t about to tackle artificial intelligence. He nodded as confidently as he could then got up and went to the door.

“Goin’ somewhere?” Vanessa asked.

Gus stepped out onto the sidewalk lining the parking lot. He tilted his head up and looked into the rafters of the overhanging roof. He then leaned backward and swept his eyesight along the bottom of the roof toward the end of the building until he found what he was looking for. Nestled in the top corner of the building was a dingy white security camera angled toward their door and the few beside it. Vanessa joined him and followed his eyes.

“Nice,” she said. She gestured toward the tiny red light shining beside the lens. “Looks like it’s working too.”

Gus squinted at the beat up, grungy old camera as he quietly answered her. “Let’s just hope it’s actually hooked up to something.”
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Chapter Twenty


Gus and Vanessa walked to the far end of their building and entered the motel’s office. It was a small, cluttered space with a counter along the right side and a large window to the left overlooking the parking lot. Gus recognized the frail-looking man sitting behind the counter as the owner, Paul, who’d checked them in. He had wispy grey hair combed over from one side and white, translucent skin. Behind Paul, Gus could see a cot with a blanket and pillow on it in the back room.

“Help ya?” Paul asked, looking up from the computer.

His eyes hung half-closed like someone trudging through a life they never asked for.

“We’re in room seventeen, down at the far end,” Gus explained. “Somebody broke into our room earlier.” He gestured with a chin to the computer monitor. “We’d like to take a look at your surveillance footage from today.”

The man leaned back in his chair so he could see Gus and Vanessa better and by the look on his face Gus knew this wasn’t the first time he’d had this request.

“I can’t just go showing that to anyone. Privacy laws, and all that.”

Gus flipped open his wallet and flashed the old man his badge. “This help?”

The man remained expressionless. “Doesn’t hurt, but I’ll need a warrant.”

Gus pushed out his lower lip as he slowly nodded. “No problem. I’m sure my friends at the health department can bring one up with ’em when they come for the inspection.”

The man eyed Gus for several moments then pushed his chair back and stood.

“I think we can save ’em a trip,” he said, turning his monitor sideways so they each could see it. “Anything to help out law enforcement.”

“Very patriotic of you.”

Gus saw a solitaire game on the screen before Paul closed it out and a few moments later the screen was split into four squares, each with a different view of the motel.

“What room you say again?” the manager asked.

“Seventeen,” Vanessa spoke up, stepping closer to the counter and monitor and Gus noticed she still had the Bible from their room in her hands.

Paul moved his large, bulky mouse around and after a few clicks the screen enlarged with just one of the feeds. Gus saw the door to room seventeen in the center of the frame.

“You got a time?” Paul asked.

Gus looked to Vanessa and they both shrugged. “We left around seven this morning and just got back now so…” Gus checked the time on his phone. “Say seven fifteen.”

The old man exhaled. “So, all day.”

“Pretty much.”

Paul made an exaggerated effort and with a few clicks of his mouse the footage on the screen began to chop and jump as it fast-forwarded.

“Lemme know if you need anything,” he said then turned and walked into the back room.

Gus saw him grab a bottle of whiskey from a table then walk out of view.

Vanessa slid around the counter and put the Bible down then took control of the mouse. She sped the footage up further. They watched the screen as it flickered and chopped its way along, the occasional person walking through the frame undoubtedly heading toward the office as they had done. It took nearly fifteen minutes for the footage to reach late afternoon when they saw a figure pass by the room, slowing at its door before moving on.

“There,” Gus said but Vanessa was already stopping the feed.

She rewound it for a few moments then played it at regular speed. They watched as the person stepped into the frame. They wore baggy sweatpants, dark-colored sneakers, and a baseball cap beneath the hood of an oversized sweatshirt, its lid pulled low over their face.

Gus leaned closer to the screen. “I wish this were in color.”

Vanessa nodded yet remained silent. They again watched the person slow momentarily by their door before walking past and off screen. Then a minute later the same person reentered the frame and stepped immediately up to their door. Gus and Vanessa watched as they worked at their doorknob for no more than fifteen or twenty seconds before slipping into their room and closing the door behind them.

“That didn’t take long,” Gus said.

She rewound the footage to the point where the suspect reentered the frame then played it through again several times. After the fifth run-through, she paused it just as the person reached out and grabbed hold of the doorknob.

She touched the screen with a finger. “Look at the inside of their forearm, right there. When their sleeve rides up a little … there’s something on it.”

Squinting at the screen, Gus saw what she was referring to. “Is it a tat?” he asked.

“Not sure. It’s black and white … but I think so.” She clicked the button on the mouse several times quickly and the footage zoomed in. “Let’s see how it looks now,” she said.

She played the footage again, pausing it when it got to the point where the person reached out to the doorknob. They could clearly see a dark circle on the person’s forearm just above the end of their sleeve the size of a silver dollar. Vanessa enlarged it further, but the footage became fuzzy, so she played around with the settings until settling on an enlargement that was somewhat clear.

“I don’t think there’s any writing,” she said. “But I can’t be sure.”

“Same, but dollars to donuts that’s a woman,” Gus observed. “Very slight build.”

“Or a young male,” Vanessa replied. “And never, ever, use the phrase dollars to donuts again.” She played with the controls to the video, moving it back and forth frame by frame, and zooming in and out until she got to the best image of it and froze it on the screen.

“It’s just a little too blurry,” Gus said.

“Totes,” she agreed. “We’ll get the lab to process it.” She began to play with the video again. “Let’s see the best shot of their face.”

After a minute of moving the video forward and back, zooming in and out, she again froze the image on the screen. The person had just slowed by their door and had turned to keep walking, looking in the direction of the camera for the best shot of their front. They both stared at the blurry image.

Vanessa’s hand rested on the Bible. “Are you our little highlighter?” she whispered as she leaned closer to the screen.

Gus’s mind went back to them standing in the church before they spoke with the Father and his youth minister, Matthew, and the gaggle of little kids coming in from the sun.

“That could be the woman from the church, the one with the kids,” he said.

Vanessa eyed him with a look of confusion. He reminded her of the young woman leading the kids and of how she questioned Father Benedict, only to get scolded by the priest.

“And when she and the kids finally left to go back outside, she gave each of them something from the table. Those could’ve been the pamphlets, and she could’ve easily highlighted that quote in ours and put it on our windshield.”

“Shit, you’re right.”

Vanessa played with the video for several more minutes but couldn’t get a better look at the face of the person in it. Giving up, she looked under the desk and Gus could see her feeling around the old computer standing on its side beneath the counter.

“I’ve got a data stick in the room. I’ll grab this footage and send it to the lab.”

Two minutes later Vanessa was back and copying the video file to a data stick. Once she was done, Gus leaned over and called to Paul who was still somewhere in the back room.

“We’re all set, thanks.”

The room was at the back of the building, the side out of the sun so it was darker than the office. Gus saw a small cot in the corner and a chair next to it in front of an old, bulky television resting on a dresser. Beside the TV were a few empty liquor bottles, a stack of papers, and a small statue of the virgin Mary.

He called again. “Paul, we’re all set. Thanks.”

Still getting no reply, Gus rotated the monitor back around the way it was and he and Vanessa left the office.

A moment later, Paul leaned into the door frame from the spot just behind the wall where he’d been standing and listening the entire time. And as he watched the two agents enter room seventeen at the end of the row, he pulled his cellphone from his pocket and tapped the first number on his speed dial list.
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Chapter Twenty-One


Juju was waiting for him when he entered the church’s kitchen. The worry lines marking her forehead and chin told him she’d been there a while.

“Juju, why are you here so late?” he asked.

“They found the girl.” Her voice wobbled and rose at the end.

“They did,” he confirmed.

“And the FBI’s involved.”

“They are.” He found no sense in sugarcoating it.

Their network spread vast and wide. She would confirm it all elsewhere soon enough.

She stepped from the window toward him, and he noticed her eyes were glassy and bloodshot and there were dark circles beneath each. He didn’t have the heart to tell her they also found another body near the girl’s. That, he would let her learn elsewhere.

“Are you not concerned?”

His head ticked side to side. “You said it yourself, Juju. The devil is near, and he will show himself.” He thought of the tall, arrogant FBI agent with his sanctimonious tone and blasphemous ways. “And he has.”

She put her teacup on the table and straightened herself with renewed confidence, and he marveled at her resolve. She had been so unnerved about a pair of FBI agents nosing around, yet dealing with Satan was a fight she understood.

“We must act,” she said.

He knew she’d react this way but still he contemplated the notion as if just now considering it.

“The FBI?” he asked with an air of confusion. “No one’s going to speak with them. They’ll soon get frustrated like the others and have no choice but to move on.”

“I understand they’re staying at the Bemis Inn,” she continued.

He nodded knowingly. “Room seventeen.”

Her head tilted, “In the same room? Are they married?”

“Yes, the same room,” he confirmed. “But, no, they are not married.”

“They sin.”

“They sin.” He echoed with a righteous tone.

He got himself a cup of tea, purposely letting some time pass so she felt more comfortable with the situation.

And when he was done, he took a seat at the table. “We do have a potential situation, however.”

Juju joined him at the table and sat. “Go on.” she replied, gently placing her teacup down.

“We may have a heretic amongst us…”

“A heretic?” she interrupted, confused.

“Or an evangelist,” he finished.

She caught his eye and her head tilted, prompting him to continue.

“Let me explain. It seems someone has been leaving messages for the FBI agents. But their intent is unclear.”

“How do you mean?” She took the teacup in her hands and sipped.

“Well, in a tree beside the boy’s grave was carved Galatians 5:19.” He could tell by the expression on her face that, while she knew the verse, the details of it remained elusive to her at that moment.

He quoted it from memory. “Now the works of the flesh are evident, which are these, adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lasciviousness.”

“I know what Galatians 5:19 says,” she retorted with irritation. “It warns of the consequences of sinful behavior.” She leaned on her elbows. “But I don’t understand your confusion. The scripture is clear on this point.”

“I understand that. But what we don’t know is why it was left beside the boy’s gravesite. Was it adjudicating his sentence; a message for those that choose to follow his path? Thus, pronouncing our faith true and just as an evangelist would. Or was it left as a message for those looking to repudiate our ways?”

She studied his face for several moments before completing his thought. “As a heretic would.”

He nodded, once. “As a heretic would.” When she said nothing further, he continued. “There have been other … activities, each equally unclear as to its intent.”

She held her teacup in front of her mouth with both hands. “Go on.”

“Apparently, this week’s pamphlet was left on their windshield when they visited. And one of the chosen verses was highlighted in it.”

“Do we know which one?” He told her no with a tick of his head. “Okay. What other activities have there been?”

“I understand the FBI agents had a visitor to their room at the inn.”

“I see,” she said with a knowing tone.

“Yes, but they were not there at the time. The visitor, however, was caught on surveillance footage. It appears to be a woman.”

“Appears to be?”

“Apparently, they wore very baggy clothing so it’s difficult to be sure.”

“Do we know the purpose of their visit?”

“We believe they left a Bible in the room, again with some sort of highlighting done in its passages.”

“A Bible?” she questioned.

“We believe so, yes.”

“But you don’t know what was highlighted.”

“Not yet, no.”

The room fell quiet as they both thought about it and the implications all of this might pose.

“I now understand the … potential situation,” she said. “We must determine who this is and what their intent is.”

“Agreed,” the man said, his voice steady, confident. “And we will.”

“But, in the meantime, we now have certainty,” she added with a renewed confidence.

She would never cease to amaze him. He had always known that. But in this case, he had told her nothing but speculation, assumptions. Uncertainty. He placed his mug onto the table.

“Certainty of what?” he asked with genuine curiosity.

She too placed her cup onto the table. She then straightened her posture and her eyes held his. And he knew at that moment that her purpose was clear, her resolve true.

“We now know for certain that the devil does indeed walk amongst us,” she said and he watched as her eyes narrowed. “And we now know for certain its face.”

“We do,” the man agreed.

“Which means we must act,” she declared. “The beast needs to know he is not welcome here. We are children of Our Lord, Jesus Christ. We are not his children. We will never be his children.”

“What must we do?” he asked.

Juju looked up and met his eyes. “We must take the fight to him.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two


Gus sat beside the window in their room and looked through the crack between its shades at the dark parking lot. He couldn’t sleep; the circus in his head simply wouldn’t allow it. That was how Vanessa described his curious, constantly churning, dyslexic mind. A circus. An enormous tent with acrobats swinging high in the air tumbling from rope to rope, monkeys circling on unicycles screeching to one another, lions roaring through rings of fire, elephants trumpeting loudly to showmen.

Lions and tigers and bears, oh my.

His thoughts drifted to a Duke Ellington song and his mind began to sing the bassline of his favorite bass player, Jimmy Blanton. But as he mindlessly pressed and released the tension tool he used to strengthen the fingers on his right hand, his plucking hand, his thoughts inevitably went back to the case.

Gus thought of the young boy, Adam Carson, and of the death he’d endured. And of Mary Philips. He knew the female body they’d found was hers; he could feel it. Had she been alive when her body was burned? And, if so, what type of human could afflict that on another? He thought of the remains found near Mary’s grave and wondered what story they would tell.

Gus’s thoughts then turned to Mel, but it felt wrong, as if he’d sullied the good with the bad, the comfort of heaven with the fires of hell. He couldn’t do that to her. He wouldn’t; it was just wrong. He had to find a way to keep the good in his life from the blender in his mind that was death and destruction.

A sound jogged him from his thoughts; something strange, off, a sound not of the night. He stiffened and, holding his breath, realized it was coming from the doorknob. He slowly leaned back in his seat to steal a look out the window and that was when he saw a shadow flash by. Quickly leaning forward again, he slid off his chair.

“V,” he hissed, his eyes locked on the gap in the curtains. When she didn’t respond he tried again, this time louder. “Vanessa!”

“What?” she asked, her voice husky from sleep. She rolled over. “What the f—”

“Shhh,” Gus cautioned, now crouched beside the table. “Someone’s trying to get into the room,” he whispered.

He pulled the Glock from his holster hanging off the chair. In his peripheral vision, Gus saw Vanessa slice through the ray of moonlight shining into the room and a moment later heard the snap on her holster being undone.

“They at the door?” she asked quietly.

He could feel her presence behind him and knew she’d positioned herself exactly where he would—behind the long credenza the television was on with her gun trained on the door.

“They were. But I saw someone go past the window the other way.”

He stepped against the left-side curtain and leaned into it to get a glimpse of the area outside their entrance. There was a silver chain locked around the post to the porch and his eyes followed it in a taut line toward their door. His brain had just completed the image the angle wouldn’t let his eyes see—the other end of the chain locked to their doorknob—when the sound of breaking glass rang out from the bathroom and the back corner of their room lit up in a brilliant glow.

“Fuuuck!” Vanessa yelled, her voice rising.

Gus snapped his head around to see the bathroom’s linoleum floor and shower curtain ablaze with fire. Vanessa, who’d been standing just a foot or so from the bathroom door, was slapping at the burning sleeve of her shirt.

He grabbed his leather jacket from the back of the chair and rushed to her, throwing it over her arm. With the flame out, she looked up to him, and Gus saw the shock in her eyes. They both turned to the flames now engulfing the entire bathroom like a tinder box. Vanessa crouched over and pulled the front of her shirt up over her nose at the pluming smoke as she scampered to the door. She began yanking on its handle before Gus yelled to her.

“It’s tied shut!”

Smoke quickly packed the top of the room and Gus’s vision became blurry. He watched as fire began to devour the walls beside the bathroom door and he heard Vanessa begin to cough. Screams and yelling came from outside followed closely by banging on their door. And as all that happened around him, time for Gus seemed to slow to a crawl.

He watched as the fire began to engulf Vanessa’s bed, her pillows popping and snapping in its clutches. And he marveled at how it spread across the wall above her headboard as if alive. He looked back at her as she slammed her fist on the door, yelling to the unknown voices on its other side. Gus’s eyes then fell to his foldable bass in the corner then, as if someone pressed a button, time sped back up.

He raced back to the window beside the door and yanked the curtains open. Through the thickening smoke he saw people scurrying around on the walkway outside. He grabbed the chair and began slamming it into the window, but it repeatedly bounced back at him. He tried kicking at the window several times in a karate-kick sort of way, but his foot too bounced off. Realizing the window was some sort of plexiglass, he banged on the surface to get the attention of a woman outside and held up his gun.

“Get everyone away from the window!” he yelled.

He watched her wave her arms and yell to everyone and the area outside the window quickly cleared free of people. Gus then shot several holes in a tight cluster like a marksman’s shooting range target. He grabbed the chair once more, then rammed its leg through the plexiglass several times, eventually creating a hole large enough for he and Vanessa to snake through.

Thick, black smoke billowed around his head as it got sucked back toward the flames and Gus could hear the fire roar at the taste of fresh air. He wrapped his leather jacket around his arm then swiped away the shards of glass from the bottom of the frame before draping the jacket over it.

“V! Here!” he called, standing beside the hole.

She scampered toward him, bent over with her shirt pulled up over her nose. The roar of the flames was deafening as the fire now engulfed Gus’s bed just a few feet away. Gus opened his arms and began to bend over as Vanessa got to him, so she opened her arms also. But he continued to bend down and picked up his bass.

“You gotta be fuckin’ kiddin’ me!” V yelled.

Gus looked to the hole in the window then back to V. He was about to drop the bass and grab her when she leaned through the hole and dove out onto the sidewalk. The woman he’d yelled to earlier rushed over and dragged Vanessa away from the window and onto the parking lot beside his truck.

Gus slid the bass out through the hole and shuffled it to the side onto the sidewalk. He saw several guys trying to unlatch each end of the chain holding their door closed before ducking back inside. He quickly grabbed both of their computers and travel bags and the Bible then lowered them out the window. He then grabbed the case for the bass and hurdled over his leather jacket, landing hard on the cement before rolling onto his back, the case wrapped in his arms.

He craned his head back to see an upside-down Vanessa sitting against the front tire of his truck coughing into her shirt as an older woman held her shoulders. The sound of a distant siren rang out, and Gus could see flashing red and blue lights bouncing off the tops of nearby trees. One of the guys working the chain rushed over to him.

“Is there anybody else inside?” he yelled.

Gus just shook his head as he coughed. The other man joined them, and they helped Gus to his feet.

“You alright, buddy?” the second man asked.

Gus nodded quickly then wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “Yeah,” he croaked.

He watched as flames lapped at the top of the broken window and sweet-smelling black smoke squeezed through its round opening like spaghetti from a home pasta maker.

“What the fuck happened?” the first man asked.

Gus leaned forward and pulled his partially singed leather jacket from the bottom edge of the window; his grandfather’s favorite jacket that he found in the back of the Land Rover after his grandmother had died.

He shook it in the air and watched as dust and flakes of burned leather flicked off it. “Somebody just fucked with the wrong person, that’s what.”



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Twenty-Three


Gus and Vanessa sat on the oversized grated back bumper of a firetruck while an EMT tended to the mild burns on her left forearm. They had each been evaluated and, other than a few cuts and bruises on Gus’s hands and her burns, they were both relatively okay. Gus watched the sun inch its way up between the trees for a minute then his attention drifted back to the burned patch of the motel surrounding their room. He thought of the chain on their door and of the Molotov cocktail thrown through their bathroom window. This was not a scare tactic, he knew. Someone had tried to take him and Vanessa out, but they had failed. This time.

He pulled the oxygen mask from his face and tossed it onto the back of the truck beside its tank. Vanessa took several deep breaths from hers then did the same and they each watched the EMT secure the final bandage on her arm. The young woman handed Vanessa a small tube and some clean bandages then looked to the both of them.

“You sure I can’t convince you to go to the hospital; get checked out? You really should have some blood work done to check your vitals.”

They each shook their head, Vanessa adding an eyeroll for good measure.

“We’re fine, but thank you,” Gus said.

The young woman handed each of them some cleaning wipes. “For the soot on your faces.”

She closed the two flaps of her red and white medical box into its center, latched them tight, then headed back to the ambulance parked in front of the office. Gus saw the sheriff, Carl, standing with one of the firemen in front of the torched door of their room. Seeing the EMT leave, Carl said something to the man then left him to join Gus and V.

He tipped his chin toward Gus as he approached. “You two okay?”

“Yeah,” Gus breathed.

Vanessa nodded as she tore open one of the plastic packets and began to clean her forehead and cheeks. Carl gestured to the broken window and charred walls surrounding it.

“Can you bring me through what happened?”

Gus told the sheriff about hearing noises at their door, of seeing the chain in place, then of the Molotov cocktail crashing through their bathroom window.

“Sounds like they meant business.”

“Felt like it too,” Gus replied, running his fingers through his sooty hair.

“That chain is on good and tight; no way you were pulling that door open.”

“Security cameras?” Gus asked, but he knew the answer.

Anyone that went through the trouble of securing their door closed would’ve taken out the cameras first.

“Wires cut. Nothin’ but static.”

Gus considered that for a few moments but said nothing. So Carl continued.

“So, what’re you gonna do now?”

“What d’ya mean?” Gus asked, looking at the sheriff. “Same thing we’ve been doin’.” he said matter-of-factly. “Why?”

“Gus, you may not wanna fuck with these people,” Carl said. “They don’t think like you and me.” When Gus didn’t answer, Carl continued. “Life’s different up here. Like Tim said the other day. People up here take matters into their own hands. And you’ve seen enough of this area to know most people up here aren’t really living so much as existing day to day. And they got nothin’ better to die for than their beliefs and their religion.” He gestured back to the black hole in the front of the building where the window to their room used to be. “And, by the looks of it, you’ve trampled on one or both of those for someone who just doesn’t give a shit who you are or where you’re from.”

Gus remained quiet. Carl was right. People up there had nothing better to live for than their belief system, of which religion seemed to be a large part for many. But as that idea settled in, marinated for a bit in his thoughts, Gus realized that while he understood it, there was no way he could agree with it. He wasn’t some outsider coming in, telling the locals to believe what he believed. Gus would never do that; that wasn’t who he was. But Gus also wasn’t someone who could stand by and watch vigilante justice reign free. That definitely wasn’t who he was. His grandmother’s words rattled around inside his head like rocks in a can.

Whatever you do, do it well.

“I get what you’re sayin’, Carl, I really do.” Gus stood then helped Vanessa do the same. He slowly shook his head. “But I’m not one to run.” There was a finality in his voice, a resignation, as if he had finally given into something that had held onto him so long it had outlasted any will he had to change it. He met the sheriff’s eyes. “Can’t do it. It’s just not in me.”

Carl chuckled. “Me neither. So, tell me,” his eyebrows flexed upward, “speak with anyone lately that might want something like this done to you?”

Gus and Vanessa exchanged a look.

“Father Benedict.” they said in unison.

Carl smiled.

“Yeah. We definitely didn’t get the warm and fuzzies,” Vanessa said, her voice still hoarse from the smoke.

Before Gus could add to what V said, he saw the motel owner, Paul, take a few photos of the damage with his phone then head toward them.

As he got near, he held it up. “For the insurance company,” Paul said. He looked to both Gus, then Vanessa. “How’re you folks doin’? You okay?”

“Doin’ okay under the circumstances.”

“Well, my apologies.” He looked to Carl. “I’m sure you’ll find who did this, Sheriff.”

“Lemme ask you,” Gus interrupted. He raised his chin toward the building. “What kind of windows do you have on there? It took quite a bit to break that one out.”

“It shoulda,” Paul replied. “Those are tempered glass.”

“Tempered glass?” Gus asked, confused.

“That’s right,” Paul confirmed. “We had a buncha break-ins a few years ago, so I put heavy duty doorknobs and locks on the rooms. So then they just started breaking the windows instead, to get into the rooms. And they cost more than the damn locks to replace. So I got my insurance company to pay for tempered glass. You gotta really wanna get in to break one of those.”

“Tempered glass,” Gus repeated. “Makes sense.”

“But listen, agent,” Paul began. “I’m truly sorry for what happened to you. I can set you up in another room free of charge to make it up to you.”

Gus’s head tilted slightly. “I thought you were all sold out.”

They heard a loud noise and Gus looked back to the burned motel as a fireman was yanking the remaining charred front wall off their room with a large pickax. The burnt lumber crumbled into a heap, flinging black soot high into the crisp morning air.

Paul shrugged and his eyebrows flexed upward. “We now have a vacancy. I can put you up in the deluxe room right next to the office if you’d like.”

Vanessa was about to say something when Gus replied, “That’d be great. We’ll take it.”

“Consider it done,” Paul said. His phone rang and, looking at its screen, he held it up. “Insurance company; I gotta take this. Stop by the office, and I’ll give you the key to your new room. It’s being cleaned now.”

Paul was only a few feet away when Vanessa slapped Gus’s shoulder.

“What’d you do that for?”

“What?” asked Gus.

“The room right next to his office? Haven’t you seen any horror movies? That creep probably has a dozen peepholes in those walls.”

Gus and Carl laughed, Vanessa did not.

Gus and Vanessa moved their belongings into the room beside the office, but only after Vanessa had the motel owner, Paul, check twice and confirm that the only other unoccupied rooms were those on either side of their former room and, hence, smoke-filled. The new room was an exact replica of the other room except for the portable coffee maker and pods assembled on a tray next to the television on the credenza.

Vanessa picked up one of the dusty coffee pods and looked it over. “Hmm, deluxe.”

Gus grabbed some fresh clothes and headed toward the shower when V took some clothes out of her bag and held them to her face.

“These kinda smell like smoke. We should get them laundered.”

“I’ll get the concierge right on that,” Gus said as he closed the bathroom door behind him.

And as Gus took a shower, Vanessa went about meticulously examining every inch of wall space of their new room for peepholes. She had to.

Because that was what a final girl did.
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Chapter Twenty-Four


Thirty minutes later, Gus and Vanessa were sitting in a booth at the diner along the front with a good vantage point to their new motel room door and the road, each with their laptops open. He stared out the window, watching the early morning light devour the last of the darkness before it and wondered if he and Vanessa could do the same.

A waitress slid two mugs of coffee onto the table in a drive-by move perfected from years of predawn shifts. She hadn’t bothered coming by first for their order; but like a shaman, used her magic to heal.

Gus thought of calling Mel, of telling her about the fire and that he was alright, but he knew that’d only worry her more. She hadn’t reacted well a few months ago when he told her about almost falling to his death while chasing a madman in the tunnels beneath Pawtucket Falls and he knew this story would land the same way. And, besides, she had her emotional hands full with Mr. T.’s health; he was not going to pile on top of that. He glanced over at Vanessa who was touching one of the bandages on her arm.

“You good?” he asked.

She looked up at him and nodded.

Then she put her arm down and looked back out the window. “That was crazy though, right? Someone actually tried to burn us alive.”

“Crazy’s one word for it.”

Her eyes went to his, but neither spoke. They had been friends for so long that Gus knew when she just needed to talk something out. And so, he waited.

“The smoke just got so thick so fast,” she said eventually, her voice quieter now. “Just … all of a sudden … I couldn’t breathe. If you hadn’t…”

Gus felt his face soften. “But I did. And we’re both okay. You woulda done the same for me.”

“I didn’t freeze.” Her voice was soft, reflective.

“Of course not,” he dismissed. “V, I know that. I’m the last one you need to say that to.” When she didn’t answer, he continued. “That smoke was taking me down too; it would’ve taken anyone out.” He paused. “V, you’re clutch. You know it and I know it.” He gave her a lopsided smile, “After all, you are a final girl.”

“That’s right,” she said and a smile spread across her face. “And don’t you forget it,” she added and they both laughed.

Gus turned his attention to his computer and found he had an email from the pathologist, Dr. Wegman, with a copy of autopsy reports for the two bodies Carl found in the unmarked graves.

“Coffee,” Vanessa said in a slow raspy voice.

She took four sugar packets and, aggressively ripping their tops off as one, dumped them into her mug. Then she dumped in the contents of two small plastic containers from the pile left by the waitress and Gus saw her coffee marble with streaks of cream. And with both hands on her mug, she took her first sip.

“Better?” he asked.

Her eyes widened and her shoulders sagged. “It’s not even six a.m.”

Gus left that thought alone and turned back to his laptop. He’d try again in a few minutes after she’d done some damage to her coffee.

The waitress came and filled their mugs—twice—and they’d ordered and gotten their breakfasts before Vanessa spoke again.

“How’d you hear them at our door?” she asked between bites of her pancakes.

She’d ordered the mountain breakfast—a stack of pancakes, two eggs over easy, sausage, home fries, wheat toast, and she’d added a side of hash.

“I was up; couldn’t stop thinking about how those two kids died.”

Her eyes flicked to Gus’s open laptop. “Anything from the autopsies?”

“A few things.” He slid his plate with the half-eaten omelet aside and moved the laptop in its place. “The male remains—she puts at late forties to late fifties in age. The wound on the back of the skull she found at the scene is the official COD. But, other than that, there were no distinguishing marks on the body. She did get DNA from the bones so she’s having it put through the system to see if we get any hits. Until then though, it’s a John Doe.”

“And the female?”

“That’s where things get more interesting. And gruesome.” Gus tapped on his touchpad to pull up the second file. “There was significant shrinkage and shape alteration of the bones from the heat so determining an age was difficult. But she estimates late teens, early twenties.”

“So, definitely could be our Mary Philips.”

Gus nodded. “That’s my guess.” He raised an eyebrow. “They were able to get a DNA sample from those bones too. So, they’re getting some of Mary’s DNA today to compare it to.”

“Cray-cray.”

“That’s not all they found. They could tell that the fire was at an especially high temperature.” He read from his screen. “There were white calcined fragments with grey and black coloration of the bones.”

“We thinking maybe a funeral home or someplace where they do cremations?”

Gus grimaced. “That’s what I thought at first too. But she noted the heat-related fractures and fragmentation was most significant on the legs and pelvic area and on the hands and wrists. There was some on the lower ribcage but little above that.”

Vanessa’s eyes roamed Gus’s face for answers before she abruptly pushed her plate to the side. Her head tilted and her eyes narrowed.

Gus blinked and gave her a single nod. “Yeah … Doc says she was standing while she burned.”
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Chapter Twenty-Five


“So, she was alive.” said Vanessa.

“Looks that way.”

Vanessa’s face hardened. “What the fuck’s goin’ on up here?”

Before Gus could respond, the waitress came by with a fresh pot of coffee and refilled their mugs. He slid his plate closer to the edge of the table, but she moved on, ignoring the gesture. He took a sip from his mug while Vanessa dressed hers up with more sugar and cream.

Then he picked up his phone. “I should let Jeff know about the attempted hit on us.”

But before Gus could unlock his phone, Vanessa’s lit up with a call from TJ.

“Jesus. What’re we in, get-up-at-sunrise era?” She bitched as she answered the call, putting it on speaker so Gus could hear also.

“TJ,” she said with a tone of wonder. “Up early, are we?”

“Sorry, V. Just thought I’d dump you a message. I can call…”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m at a diner with Gus.”

There was a pause. “He couldn’t sleep again?” TJ asked.

“Well, it began with that…” V started.

She then went on to tell TJ about the attack on them in their room, the Molotov cocktail thrown in the bathroom window, and their door being chained shut.

“Jesus,” TJ said. “Who the fuck’re you dealing with up there?”

“I know, right?” V said.

“How’d you get out?”

For the first time since the fire, V looked at Gus and held his eyes. “My hero broke out the safety-glass window.”

“That’s wild,” TJ said.

V raised an eyebrow, still holding Gus’s eyes. “But don’t worry. His bass is fine … his chivalry knows no bounds.”

“TJ,” Gus interrupted. “Let Cattagio know about the attempted hit, will ya?” TJ said he would so Gus asked, “What’s up, why the call?”

“I just sent you both the info on the church—the Slaves of the Sacred Heart of Jesus—and the background on that priest, Father Benedict. It’s in your inbox.”

“We’ll take a look.” said Vanessa. “Highlights?”

“Well, the church is a registered 501c tax-exempt entity. But there’s no real test for that for a church; anyone, really, can file it and it automatically goes into effect. The other info is straightforward and, honestly, pretty boring. We found the articles of incorporation for the entity on the Maine state site but there’re no details, just that the entity was formed back in ’06. But it’s the local info—or lack thereof—that’s most interesting.”

“What d’ya mean?” asked Gus.

“Well, nothing’s online. The deed, the title, who actually owns the land and building, tax records, all that documentation is done at the local level. But none of it’s online. The town of Raleigh, Maine only has a one-page website with the state seal and the address and phone number of the town hall.”

“We can go there and get all that stuff,” Gus said. “What about the priest, Father Benedict?”

“There’s a lot on him; he’s gotten around, for sure. Born in Rome in 1967, he moved to Argentina in 1987 at the age of twenty. Was a missionary for some of the more remote areas until moving to the states in ’99 where he became the priest at a church in Cambridge.”

“Cambridge, Mass?” Vanessa asked.

“Yep. Then in ’01 he also became an adjunct professor at Boston College.”

“Seriously?” Vanessa asked.

“Seriously. But that’s when things started to go off the rails for the Father. He became very critical of the Catholic Church; began speaking on Boston Common on Sundays and at other venues criticizing the church. Started a newsletter that regularly criticized the church and its leaders. It seems he became somewhat of a pariah in the Catholic community and eventually got fired from Boston College in ’04. But that only seemed to spur him on. It got so bad that the Archbishop of Boston requested his removal from the Catholic Church.”

“Holy crap,” Gus said. “Is that why he’s now in the woods of northern Maine?”

“It’s gotta be part of it. Then in early ’06 a parishioner hung himself in the Father’s church and later that year he was excommunicated from the church. So I’m not even sure how he can be a practicing priest at this point.”

“Incredible,” Gus said.

“That’s when he moved to Maine and formed the Slaves of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. It started as a faith-based community center in Pownal; a small rural town on the outskirts of Portland. Then they moved to their current location in 2013.”

“That certainly paints a picture,” Gus said.

“Totes,” Vanessa agreed.

Gus thought about the Father Benedict he’d met; a stern man with a commanding presence. A man that seemed confident in his views and would defend those views when needed.

“TJ, any details on why he got excommunicated?”

“Only that it was his clashes with the church; said they were being too lenient in some way, not adhering to some Catholic doctrine. Something like that, but I don’t really understand it.”

Gus met Vanessa’s eyes and held them as they each began to nod.

“Everything’s revolving around this church,” he said at last.

“Yes. It. Is,” she replied.

“A church led by a man who believes the Catholic Church is too lenient.” Gus paused, probing a molar with his tongue. “TJ, I need you to get the professor we spoke with at Bates—Ward Simmons—on the payroll and signed up to our NDA. V will shoot you his details.” He eyed her and she gave him a nod.

“Will do,” TJ said.

“First thing,” Gus emphasized. “I want to meet with him later this morning and read ’im in on all of this, everything.”

“Understood.”

“Thanks, TJ,” Vanessa said. “Sending you his deets now.”

She picked her phone up from the table and ended their call. And as she began to tap out a text to TJ, Gus looked back out the window to the brightening sky as his mind cycled on all they knew.

He thought of unmarked graves and lead crosses, and of burned remains and Bible passages everywhere. He reflected on religious messages written over doors in white chalk while specific prayers were recited. And Gus remembered Father Benedict describing their church as one that adhered to a Christian doctrine aligned with the fundamentals of Catholicism as provided through the Old Testament. He then relived their visit to the church and the cult-like vibe he got from the kids working its fields. And as the monkeys slowed and the lions and elephants quieted, Gus’s mind settled on the Bible verse highlighted for them in the pamphlet left on their windshield.

And no marvel, for Satan himself is transformed into an angel of light.

And all Gus could think about then was Father Benedict.
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Chapter Twenty-Six


Professor Simmons welcomed Gus and Vanessa into his office then closed the door as the three of them sat at his conference table. There was a pot of coffee and mugs in its center on a tray made of distressed wood. He poured them each a cup, and once settled, looked to Gus.

“It’s been a very interesting morning.” His eyes widened.

Gus shot V a glance. “You could say that.”

“The FBI’s paperwork is nothing if not thorough,” the professor continued.

“Sorry about the rush,” Gus replied. “It’s become obvious to us now that this case centers on a religious element, so we thought it best that we’re able to share everything with you.”

“Please, agent, no problem at all. I’m happy to help where I can.” He looked at Vanessa then back. “Where would you like to begin?”

“Let’s start at the beginning so there are no gaps from our last conversation,” Gus said.

He and Vanessa then brought the professor through everything. They told him about Adam Carson’s body being found in an unmarked grave, reminded him of the lead cross and described the injuries he sustained. They then did the same for the remains they believed to be Mary Philips and the other unknown remains, then showed him the photos from each crime scene and autopsy. They brought the professor through their visit with Father Benedict and the youth camp they’d observed while at the church. And they reminded him of the messages left for them they spoke about previously—the carving in the tree at Adam Carson’s gravesite and the highlighted Bible verse from the church’s pamphlet—before, finally showing him, the names highlighted in the Bible from their motel room. And when they were done, the professor leaned back in his seat, his eyes wide, and exhaled loudly.

“I can see your concerns.” He waved a hand over the papers on the table. “There are religious themes throughout all of this.” He thought a moment, his eyes narrowing in thought. The professor put a finger in the center of his wire-framed glasses and pushed them back against the bridge of his thin nose. “Let’s start with Father Benedict and the Slaves of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. Anthony Benedict has a very storied past. He’s fairly well known in religious circles; many have studied his beliefs and the basis for them. And in academic circles, there’s been many a case study done on him, as well as the church’s reaction to him.”

“We’ve had his background pulled together so we know some of the basics,” Vanessa said.

“Then you know he’s been excommunicated.”

“We do,” Gus confirmed. “But we don’t know exactly why.”

“Did it have something to do with the parishioner hanging himself in the Father’s church?” Vanessa asked.

“Well, that certainly didn’t help,” Ward replied. “And, just to clarify, the man wasn’t a parishioner. A subtle detail, but one that the Father used to his advantage by stating that if the man had been a parishioner, he would’ve known suicide is a sin and wouldn’t’ve done it.”

“But, from what I understand, he was excommunicated specifically for his criticism of the church,” Ward continued. “You see, Anthony Benedict came to prominence during his time in Cambridge when he became very vocal and critical of the Catholic Church. It rose to such an issue that the Archbishop of Boston himself called for his removal. And after repeated directives for Benedict to go to Rome to defend himself went unanswered, the Holy Office issued a letter of excommunication.”

“What was—or is—his issue with the church?” Vanessa asked.

“Extra ecclesiam nulla salus,” the professor said with a sort of flair, and Gus could picture him in the classroom, dispensing his pearls of wisdom and knowledge to the young and innocent. “And I suspect it is, not was. Men like Benedict only tend to become more convinced in their views, not less. The phrase is Latin and translates to ‘outside the Church there is no salvation’.”

Gus and V exchanged confused looks.

“I’m lost too,” she said to Gus, her forehead scrunched. “I think he skipped a step.”

“Father Benedict was essentially saying the Church was too soft, too liberal on its definition of who can reach salvation,” the professor clarified. “He has a much narrower, much stricter definition of its meaning from the scripture. He insists that all who do not formally enter the Church will go to hell. Period. So what he believes amounts to unbaptized babies going to hell; anyone who does not formerly enter the Church—get their name on a parish register—will go to hell. Even if they never had a chance to hear there even is a Church. It is a very strict, very narrow reading of the words versus the intent of the scriptures.”

“What’s the Church’s view?” Gus asked.

“The Church’s view is essentially those that have not willingly or intentionally rejected the Catholic faith may have salvation. You see, one of the more restrictive texts from the scriptures that Benedict and his followers often cite as a basis for their interpretation is from Saint Cyprian of Carthage in his mid-third century letter to Jubaianus, the bishop of Mauritania. Scholars for the Church point out that this letter references a very specific situation. And when Cyprian states that separation from the Church community separates one from salvation he did not intend to lay down a theory on the eternal fate of all baptized and unbaptized persons.”

“So, the church has, like, an innocent until proven guilty type of stance,” Vanessa offered.

Professor Simmons’s lips pursed. “Essentially, yes.”

“So, how does Father Benedict continue to practice if he’s been excommunicated?” Gus asked.

“From what I understand, he’s simply ignored the letter from the Holy Office and, hence, the excommunication altogether. But my sense is that’s what drove him out of the limelight in the Boston community to a remote area of Maine. And, the reality is, the Holy Office in Rome isn’t going to force the issue while he’s out of the spotlight.”

“Outta sight, outta mind,” Vanessa said.

“Exactly.”

“Let’s talk about how each victim was murdered,” Gus said, switching topics.

“Yes, religious undertones are there as well,” the professor said.

“I did a quick search on methods of death punishments in the Bible,” Vanessa offered.

“Then you know the first victim…”

“Adam Carson,” Vanessa helped.

“Yes, Adam. Then you realize he was the victim of stoning.”

Vanessa nodded slightly. “We suspect so, yes.”

“And the second…” The professor looked at the papers in front of him and paused.

“We believe those are the remains of Mary Philips. We should have the identification in the next day or so. The autopsy determined that she was burned while standing…” Gus said, leading the professor on.

“Burned at the stake,” Professor Simmons concluded. He moved a paper to the side and read the top of the page beneath it. “But the third victim seems to have been struck on the head and, if I read this correctly, there was no cross left with the remains.”

“That’s correct,” Vanessa said. “And there was no coffin either, so we’re not convinced it’s connected to this case. Do you see any religious elements you can think of?”

Professor Simmons was slowly shaking his head. “No, none that I can think of. But leave it with me. I’ll give it a closer review.”

Gus then thought of the old case they were alerted to, the case from eighteen months ago in Franklin County. He moved the other files to the side and opened the thin case folder they’d gotten for it.

“This is an older case we’ve just come to learn about,” Vanessa said. She pulled out the autopsy report as the professor looked at the photos. “Mike Thomas, age fifty-two. There was a lead cross left with the body, so it seems to be connected to our case. There were broken bones throughout the body, and the cause of death was ruled a stabbing. Says here there were several broken ribs with two of them having markings on them suggestive of a metal instrument.”

Professor Simmons studied a few of the photos from the gravesite then looked at Vanessa. “Can I see that?” he asked, referring to the autopsy report.

Vanessa handed it to him and after a few minutes of reading it he looked back up at them with a grave look on his face.

“Agents, I believe this person was crucified.”
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Chapter Twenty-Seven


“What makes you say that?” Gus asked.

The professor spread out a few of the autopsy photos.

He pointed to the closeup of the skeleton’s lower legs and feet. “See these bones here,” he said, gesturing to the top of one of the feet. “The report says these two bones were broken on each foot: the calcaneus and navicular bones. That’s precisely where nails would’ve been placed to hold the feet to the cross.”

“But it also says multiple bones in one foot and one of the bones in the shin—the fibula—was also broken.” Vanessa pointed out.

“It was not uncommon for victims of crucifixion to also have stones cast upon them while they suffered.” He slid the photos to the side until he found a close-up picture of a hand and forearm. “And see here.” He pointed to the bones on the wrist just above the palm. “They found marks on each radius bone consistent with a metal object.”

“Yes, but they believe those were defensive stab wounds,” Vanessa countered.

The professor held his arm up and rolled up his shirt sleeve. He put his fingers on his wrist just below his hand. “The nails for a crucifixion would go in right here, in this fleshy part of the wrist between the ulna and radius bones.”

“I thought they were nailed through the palms,” Gus said.

“That was done initially, but they found that those bones and flesh typically weren’t strong enough to hold up the weight of the body and would tear. They then would nail the victims’ wrists to the cross.”

“But what about the marks on the ribs?” Vanessa asked. “The ME determined those were left from a stab wound.”

“And they likely were,” the professor said. “It was common practice after a person died from a crucifixion for them to be stabbed to prove they were dead.”

“Crucifixion,” Gus said, after a few moments.

“Crucifixion,” the professor echoed. “I’m certain of it.”

“So, Professor,” Vanessa began.

“Please, Ward.”

“Ward. Were there specific methods of death used for certain crimes or was it just up to the punisher?”

He rose and got a thick, oversized book with a leather cover from his shelf. And as he flipped through its pages looking for something specific, Gus repeatedly saw pictures from his nightmares. He saw depictions of people—men and women—burning at the stake. He saw paintings of people hung by the neck in front of large crowds and others nailed to crosses in town squares. And just when he thought it couldn’t get any more gruesome, he saw a painting of a bloody, disfigured body of a woman laying amongst some rocks with a group of people encircling her holding stones in their hands raised high in the air.

“There’s not a specific list anywhere,” Ward said, breaking Gus from his thoughts. He had turned to an appendix in the book. “It’s more from specific readings in the Bible and scriptures, but here’s a summary of the more common crimes and the typical punishment imposed.”

Gus and Vanessa leaned in to see the page more clearly.

“Stoning was for such offenses as witchcraft, blasphemy, worshiping other gods, violation of the Sabbath, adultery, and rebellion against parental authority.”

“So, Adam Carson was guilty of at least one of these crimes,” Vanessa said, her voice rising at the end.

“I would suggest so, yes. At least in someone’s eyes.”

“And burning at the stake?” Gus asked.

Ward turned a page. “Burning at the stake was punishment for rape, adulterous sex, when a woman presents herself in such a way to resemble the actions of a prostitute or was promiscuous in any way, and incest.”

“We believe Mary Philips was in a relationship with Adam Carson,” Vanessa said.

“That may have been viewed as promiscuous behavior,” Ward said.

“So, if these are her remains, then why was she burned at the stake and Adam wasn’t?”

“Because she’s female. Women are viewed—and punished—very differently than men in the Bible.”

Gus gestured to the old case’s files still spread out on the table. “And what about crucifixion?”

Ward referenced another page. “Crucifixion was for very serious crimes of those times. Murder, robbery, piracy amongst the most common. Other offenses noted in the Bible include political or religious agitators and punishment of slaves. But those initial three crimes are far more common offenses for crucifixion.”

“So, our cold case, the Thomas guy, was either a murderer, a robber, or a pirate,” Gus said.

“Yo-ho-ho.” Vanessa sighed.

Gus then had Vanessa show Ward the Bible from their room. They watched as he flipped through its pages, pausing to note the verse in which each name was located.

“We’re having the names analyzed but anything about the passages jump out to you?”

“Nothing at the moment, no,” he said, handing the Bible back to her. “But let me review each verse in greater detail, and I’ll let you know if I see any connections or themes arising.”

“That sounds great, thank you,” Gus said, sitting back in his seat.

Ward turned the page once more. “There are other methods of capital punishment in the Bible, not just those three.”

Gus leaned forward again. “Like what?”

The professor ran his finger slowly down the side of the page. “The other common methods are hanging, beheading, and strangulation.”

“Beheading?” Vanessa asked. “Je…” She caught herself. “Yikes.”

Ward smiled as Gus asked, “What crimes were those punishments for?”

“Hanging was used for adultery, murder, rebellion against authority, and witchcraft. Beheading was used as a punishment for murder, worshiping other gods, and a child’s rebellion. And strangulation was also for adultery, intentionally wounding a parent, kidnapping, false prophecy, and insubordination by a sage.”

“Some of those offenses were under the other punishments.” Vanessa pointed out.

“That’s correct. But, agent, the Bible and scriptures were written over thousands of years and tell of numerous places and situations and civilizations. There is bound to be both overlap and inconsistencies as time passes and cultures evolve.”
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Chapter Twenty-Eight


It was early afternoon and Gus and Vanessa were standing beside his truck in the parking lot at Bates. They had just finished their meeting with the professor and, based on all they had learned, were working out where to take the investigation from there. The early afternoon sun bled through the canopy of oak trees above, sprinkling them with dots of sunshine like a soothing summer shower. Gus looked around at the stout brick buildings; some lined with imposing white columns, others capped with tall, impressive steeples. He wondered how college life was in Maine. He thought of blizzards and power outages and of being isolated and snowed-in and the movie The Shining sprung to mind.

Here’s Johnny.

Then he remembered his first week at Loyola and the torrential rains that flooded campus. They had lost power for over a week, and given the extreme heat, many students went home or sought shelter elsewhere. But since Gus’s parents had already gone back to Namibia and their Peace Corps home-building mission, he and very few others had stayed on campus. And then he remembered the alerts of alligators being seen prowling in the knee-high waters throughout grounds and he figured it all evened out.

Gus was leaning against the truck’s front fender, his arms on its hood. He tipped his chin toward the building closest to them. “What’d ya think of the professor?”

Vanessa was beside him with her back against the driver’s door of the truck, hands in her pockets.

“He certainly understood the assignment.” She leaned her head back against the door’s window then slid slightly to the side, so her face was in the sun and closed her eyes. “I mean, how many eyes saw that autopsy report for the Thomas guy? And not one of ’em went to a crucifixion.”

“Agreed. I feel like we might’ve gotten there eventually, but it would’ve taken us eons to figure it out, if we did at all.” When Vanessa didn’t respond he continued, “Any word on whether they’ve IDed those female remains as Mary Philips’s?”

“Not yet.”

“And Adam Carson; I feel like at some point we should try again to talk to his parents.”

“We can, but we know he and Mary were in a relationship and that photo ties them both to Benedict’s church. So…”

Gus lowered his head, so it hung between his shoulders. “Any updates from TJ?” he said into the fender.

“Nope. They’re running those names highlighted in the Bible left for us through the system as we speak, and the lab’s got the video of that person going into our room now too.”

“Alright, I think we need to get that stuff back before speaking with Father Benedict again,” he said. “We also need to stop by the Raleigh Town Hall, get the deed and property tax info and stuff for the church. See if there’s anything wonky there.” He raised his head and stared at the massive, studded tire bolted to the truck’s hood. “But, before that, let’s dig into that old case, figure out if that Thomas guy had any connection to the church or the Father.”

“Dollars to donuts he does,” she said and Gus could hear her smiling before she even finished.

“Nice.” He smirked.

She rolled her head on the window toward him and opened her eyes.

“Classic, right?”

“Oh my gawd.” He laughed. He pushed off the truck. “Let’s start with the sheriff in that county, see if there’s anything he knows that’s not in the file. Then maybe there’s a wife or some relatives we can speak with to find out more.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Vanessa said, pushing her body off the truck.

She pulled out her phone and searched for the Franklin County Sheriff’s Department in Google Maps and got directions.

“Says its fifty-three minutes away.”

Gus slapped the hood of his truck and made a move toward its driver’s door. And as Vanessa rounded the front of the truck, he opened his door and stepped up onto the rocker panel.

“Chipotle for the ride?” he asked.

She gave him an emphatic nod. “Bet.”
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Chapter Twenty-Nine


Vanessa called ahead to the Franklin County Sheriff’s Department and spoke with the officer on duty. He told her that the sheriff, Hank Newsome, was at a crime scene in the next town over and that he’d be there a while. She got the address and asked the officer to let Sheriff Newsome know they were on their way to speak with him.

An hour later, Gus pulled his truck off a wood-lined road in Axton Maine—population one hundred thirty-five—and parked at the end of a line of cars. He and Vanessa hopped out and followed the sound of a generator to a small ramshackle house set off the road in the woods. Along the way, they passed two sheriff’s department cruisers, a state police car, and three pickup trucks with volunteer fireman plates on their front grilles.

The yard was filled with junk and overgrown with weeds and grass that had clumped and gone to seed. Several push lawnmowers dotted the space, seemingly left where they’d died, and next to one was a bathtub on its side, its rim broken in several spots. Gus saw the handlebars of a bike sticking out of tall grass beside the front door and, beside it, a grungy, white refrigerator on its side missing its freezer door. Each window of the small, one-story house was covered on the inside with tin foil, and the garage door was busted and sat crooked inside its frame. As Gus and Vanessa walked up the dirt driveway, he noticed a pile of old propane tanks in the side yard behind the small, sagging porch steps. And behind that was the portable generator they’d been hearing. It had a long orange extension cord running from its top, up the side of the house, and in through a broken window.

A tall burly man in a standard-issue tan sheriff’s uniform stepped from the house onto the side porch to greet them.

“You must be the FBI my deputy called about.”

“That’s right,” Gus said, as the sheriff carefully made his way down the swaying steps to greet them. “Agent Wheeler and this is my partner, Agent Lambert.”

They shook hands and as they did so Hank’s nose scrunched up. “You folks come from a bonfire?” he asked.

Vanessa looked to Gus, her face flat and expressionless.

“It’s a long story,” Gus said before gesturing to the house. “What d’ya got here?”

“Meth lab,” Hank replied. “Raided it this morning; just waiting on reinforcements from the stateys to confiscate the equipment and supplies.”

“You get a lot of that up here?” Gus asked.

The sheriff nodded. “Yeah. We get complaints constantly from residents all across the county but just don’t have the manpower to take ’em all down. And even if we did, they’d just pop up the next day somewhere else. It’s like Whack-a-Mole.”

Gus looked around the yard and then to the street. “Pretty remote out here though. How’d anyone really notice this one?”

Sheriff Newsome rolled his eyes. “One of the cooks got all tweaked-out this morning and was in the middle of the road shooting off a semiautomatic rifle. A man trying to drive down the road saw him and called it in.” He wiped his hands on the side of his pants. “So, what brings you two all the way up here from…”

“Boston,” Gus filled in. “We’re helping out the Portland office; investigating a few murders over in Oxford County. Unmarked graves with crosses on the bodies.”

“You lookin’ into Pete’s old case?”

“Pete?” Gus asked.

“Pete Torelli. The former sheriff over in Oxford.”

“I don’t think so,” Gus said, confused. “We’re investigating two murders that occurred in the past few weeks. One of the deputies remembered a similar case you had in Dayton about a year and a half ago. A body also buried with a cross.”

“Sure, I remember it,” the sheriff said. “That was a weird one.”

“But why’d you bring up the former sheriff, Pete?” Gus asked. “He’s been retired over a year now, right?”

“That’s right. But he called a few months after our case went cold; said he was lookin’ into somethin’ he thought might be connected. Then I heard his wife passed and a month or two later I’d heard he retired and moved out west somewhere. Arizona maybe?”

“That’s right,” Gus said. “You ever speak to him about it?”

“Nah. I left him a couple of messages on his cell, but he never called back. But the man was grievin’ so I didn’t pester ’im.”

“You talk to anyone in his department about it? Maybe they knew something.”

“I did but no one knew what I was talking about. There was no case file on anything like that. My sense was Pete had gotten the scent of somethin’ but it didn’t pan out.” The sheriff raised his chin toward Gus. “You got more bodies with crosses, though?”

Gus nodded. “Two teenagers, each buried with a large lead cross.” He gestured to Vanessa, and she pulled up the photo of Adam Carson’s body in the grave and showed it to him.

“That sure looks like what we had, yeah.”

“We read through the case file you did on your vic, Mike Thomas,” Gus said.

“Yeah, there wasn’t a lot to go on with that one.”

“We had an outside expert go over the case file and autopsy report and we now think Mr. Thomas was crucified.”

“Jesus, really?”

“We’re fairly certain,” Gus confirmed. “What can you tell us about him?”

“Not much to tell, really. Guy in his early fifties, recently divorced, one kid; a son in college, I think.”

Gus’s mind went to some of the reasons for a punishment of death in the Bible the professor, Ward, had read off to them earlier that morning—witchcraft, blasphemy, worshiping other gods, murder, rape, adultery.

“Do you know what the reason for the divorce was? He have an affair?”

“Not sure. His ex-wife said things changed when their son moved away to college. The husband began staying out all night, drinking a lot. Usual signs of an affair—and she suspected as much—but said she could never prove it. Eventually she just kicked him out.”

“And how long before you found his body was that?” Vanessa asked.

“About two years.”

“Was there anything else, anything closer to when you found him?”

“Matter-a fact, there was. About a year before we found him his name came up in a hit and run case. An older woman was out walking one night after dinner and was struck by a car and killed. There were no witnesses, but several people saw an old, red beat-up Toyota SUV speeding and driving recklessly around town a little earlier that evening—this was over in Dayton. No one got a plate, so we pulled registrations of red Toyota SUVs in the area and began to work our way down the list. And that Thomas guy was on it. But by the time we got to him it was almost a week later, and he’d already put his truck in a scrap yard and they’d crushed it.”

“You think he did it?” Vanessa asked.

“Dunno. But, unfortunately, word of that got around and he began to get threats. Nothing we could trace back to anyone; phone calls in the middle of the night, cars racing their engines outside his apartment at night. That sorta thing.”

“What happened after that?”

“About six months later, he disappeared.”

“So,” Gus began as he did the mental math. “Really he disappeared about three years ago from now.”

Hank nodded. “That’s right. He had moved to a different town; was renting a room in a boardinghouse in Hampton, a few towns away. We spoke with his ex-wife, but she hadn’t heard from him in over a year at that point. Their divorce was quick; neither one contested it. And with the kid outta the house, she said there was no longer any reason for them to talk.”

“Where was his body found?”

“A developer was building a house over in Dayton in a lot next to the cemetery. Wetlands on the lot had them placing the house closer to the cemetery than you’d think and when they dug for the foundation they found the grave.”

“What about the cross thing?” Vanessa asked. “Was he or his ex-wife religious at all?”

“She wasn’t, and they never were when they were together, but she had no idea what he did after they’d split up.”

“You got her address and number?”

“We did. But she passed last year.”

“What about the kid, the son?” asked Gus. “He around at all?”

The sheriff shook his head. “Nah, kid never moved back after college. Last time we spoke with the mother she said he’d moved somewhere out in California.”

Gus’s mind swirled everything he’d heard together, grappling with ways he could connect the Thomas guy to Father Benedict’s church. His thoughts landed on the photo V had found of Mary Philips and Adam Carson inside the music box in the young girl’s bedroom.

“What about his belongings from the boardinghouse?”

The sheriff shrugged. “I’m sure his last known is in the file. You could call ’em.”

Gus shot Vanessa a look and she scribbled it down in her pad.

“Anything else you can think of?” Gus asked.

Hank thought a moment. “Well, after he went missing, I got several calls from some woman sayin’ he’d been taken.”

“By who?” asked Vanessa.

“She wouldn’t say, she just said ‘they took him’.”

“You get her name?” Gus asked.

“No, and I tried to have her come in and speak with us, file a report.”

Gus narrowed his eyes. “She wouldn’t do it?”

The sheriff shook his head. “No, she wouldn’t even meet us somewhere else. She said—and I remember this ’cause it sounded like a line from a cheesy horror movie—‘they’re always watching.’”

“Lemme guess,” Gus said. “She wouldn’t tell you who.”

“No. I just thought she was a few eggs short of a dozen. Eventually she just stopped calling.”

A man’s voice called to the sheriff from inside the house, so he turned to go.

Gus gave him his card. “If ya think of anything else, give me a call?”

“Will do,” Hank said. “Good luck with the case.”

Gus gestured to the house. “You as well.”

“Eh.” Hank groaned. “Just another round of Whack-a-Mole.”
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Chapter Thirty


Back in Gus’s truck, Vanessa checked in with TJ to see if there were any progress updates on all they had going and there were a few. Most notably, the forensics team confirmed a positive identification of the female remains found in the unmarked grave as those of Mary Philips by comparing it to hair taken from her hairbrush in her room. So now Gus had ample evidence to return to the church and perform a more fulsome interview of Father Benedict and his staff. And they’d yet to find any matches for the DNA from the other remains found near Mary’s grave in their databases but were working with Dr. Wegman’s office to hit the Maine databases too.

TJ also told her that the cadaver dogs had searched a full square mile radius around the two graves in search of any other potential remains yet had found none. And the FBI’s lab was still analyzing the surveillance footage of the person that broke into their motel room and hoped to be finished in the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours.

“Thanks, TJ.” She had him on speaker and, with the loud road noise in the cabin of the truck, was struggling to hear him.

“Also, V,” he said in a near-yell so she could hear him. “The lab finished their analyses of the crosses found on each of the victims.

“We get anything?” Gus asked, matching TJ’s volume.

“Well, they confirmed they are, in fact, made of lead.”

“Style points,” Vanessa said and Gus gave her a look.

“And they found a word etched into each of them on the back at the top. Peccator,” he said then spelled it out for them.

“Peccator?” Vanessa questioned.

“That’s right. It’s Latin for sinner.”

“On brand,” she replied, giving Gus an identical look back.

“How about those names from the Bible?” Gus hollered. “Any traction there?”

“Yeah, almost too much. Most of those names are pretty common so they got tons of hits with Maine-related connections. They’re narrowing down the search parameters and doing it again.”

“Have ’em focus on a certain geography around the church; maybe the few counties around or something.”

“Will do.”

They told TJ about their meeting with the sheriff of the next county over, Hank Newsome.

“I’ll run a background on the Thomas guy. Maybe there’s something in his finances or credit card history that links him to the church.”

TJ told them he’d let them know when he knew more and they ended their call. It was early afternoon so with nothing else to go on at the moment they decided to head back in the direction of the motel and stop by the Raleigh Town Hall on the way to get the local filings for Father Benedict’s church that TJ couldn’t access online.

Vanessa used the drive time to make a few more calls. She called the boardinghouse where Mike Thomas had been living at the time of his disappearance to see if they might have any of his belongings left behind. The man that answered the call didn’t know but took her number and said someone would get back to her. Vanessa then called Carl and told him of all they had learned from his counterpart in Franklin County. She told him of Mike Thomas’s suspected hit and run and of how Sheriff Newsome confirmed the lead cross found on Mary Philips’s body matched that found on Mike Thomas’s.

“Damn,” the sheriff said. “What can we do to help here? Anything?”

“He told us something else interesting,” Gus said, leaning toward Vanessa and the phone in her outstretched hand. “He said he got a call from Pete Torelli a couple of months before he retired and that Pete was looking into a case he thought similar to this Mike Thomas case.”

“First I’ve heard of it.”

“Not a surprise. Hank said when he couldn’t reach Pete after he’d retired, he called your station and no one knew anything about it either. Can you get us Pete’s phone number so we can reach out to him? I’d love to know what he was looking into.”

They heard Carl talking to someone with him before he replied.

“Sure thing. Tim says he has it. He’ll text it to you.”

“Great, thanks,” Gus said.

Vanessa then updated the sheriff on what the professor had told them, noting how he’d figured out Mike Thomas was crucified. They agreed to touch base again later when he and his men had finished searching around the cemeteries they’d identified in the various towns as Gus was pulling into the Raleigh Town Hall. The lot had just one other vehicle in it, so he parked in the front row beside the entrance and killed the engine.

“Think we can actually get somebody here to talk to us?” Vanessa asked as she sized up the tiny building.

Gus popped open the door as he turned to her. “Freedom of Information Act,” he said, his voice clipped. “They’ll talk to us,” he added, nodding. “Else we’ll kick some ass.”

The entrance to the town hall opened into a small area with a counter and window on one side and an open doorway leading to a long hallway on the other. An elderly woman with pinched features sat behind the counter reading a book through thick round bifocal eyeglasses. Her grey hair had light blue highlights and her paper-thin skin was covered with dark brown age spots.

On the cover of the book was a handsome muscle-bound cowboy wearing a skin-tight T-shirt with the title Montana Cowboy Promise written in the sky above him over a distant mountain range. Below that was the author’s name, Jane Porter. A song played loudly from the speaker on the wall beside her and Gus recognized Tony Bennett’s voice crooning out. And as they walked up to the desk, Vanessa leaned into Gus and whispered to him.

“Stay frosty.”



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Thirty-One


“Afternoon.” Gus said as he leaned on the counter.

The woman startled then slid her bookmark into the spine of the page and closed the book.

“Can I help ya?” she asked and by the volume of her voice Gus guessed she was hard of hearing.

“I hope so.” He smiled. “We’re looking for the deed of a parcel of land in town and didn’t see a way to get it on your website.”

She waved a hand in front of her face. “We keep those records in the back.” she said. “Safer that way, what with that dark web and all.”

She reached to her right to turn the volume down on the music and, as she did so, Vanessa very slowly raised an eyebrow in exaggerated fashion then looked at Gus and mouthed the words dark web as her eyes bulged in fear.

“You said deeds?” asked the elderly woman in a near-yell, looking back at Gus.

He nodded, “Yes, deeds.” He found himself over-pronouncing each word for her benefit.

“And tax records,” Vanessa added, her voice also raised.

The woman shook her head with annoyance as she stepped between them then she turned left and led them down the hall. She labored along until they came to the second door on their right when she stopped and opened it. Her hand swiped up the wall just inside the door and rows of overhead fluorescent lights lit the room. There were wall-to-wall metal filing cabinets crammed side-by-side filling the room and around its perimeter were large shelves that held long white and black storage boxes.

The woman gestured to the shelves. “What deeds we got are in the boxes on these shelves, along with titles to land and any surveys done. Can’t say we got ’em all; some of this land’s been in families for generations. But those we do got are filed by street then number. Streets are written on the boxes.”

She took a step into the room and pointed to the filing cabinets on the left side. “Those four rows and along the back there are tax statements. Same system. Streets then numbers.”

She turned and stepped between Gus and Vanessa and once in the hallway began lumbering back toward her desk.

“Can we make copies?” Gus called after her.

“Fifty cents a page at the counter,” she said over her shoulder, not breaking stride.

Vanessa looked at Gus, confused.

She held up her phone. “Copies? What’re ya, delulu?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “It just came out.”

Vanessa pulled up the church’s exact address on her phone. Gus took the tax records so went to the rows of filing cabinets as Vanessa began walking the perimeter of the room scanning the shelves for the box of deeds.

Gus found his first and pulled open the middle drawer of a filing cabinet midway down the second row. He fingered his way along the hanging folders then pulled one out and dropped it on top of the cabinet.

“Anything good?” Vanessa asked over a shoulder after a minute as she continued down the shelves.

“Nothing that jumps out,” he replied.

She found the one she was looking for on the bottom shelf so pulled the long bankers box onto the floor and unwound the string on each end holding its flaps down. She found the file for the church property when Gus continued.

“Nah, nothing looks out of the ordinary,” he said. “They’re addressed to an LLC but we knew that from what TJ found. It’s got all facts and figures; mill rates, assessed value, that sort of stuff. But nothing odd. You find anything?”

When Vanessa didn’t answer, he stood straight and looked over the rows of filing cabinets to where she had been but didn’t see her.

“V?”

Her head popped up over the top of a filing cabinet, and she waved some papers in her hand above her head.

“Uh, yeah!” She smoothed the papers out on top of a filing cabinet as Gus joined her.

“What am I looking at?” he asked.

She had the survey map on top of some other pages. The banner across its top contained the street address, the geographical coordinates, and volume and page number of the book of records it had been recorded in. The street the church was on ran along the bottom of the large box denoting the lot boundaries and along the back boundary looked to be another road. That one had LOGGING ROAD written down its center. The side perimeters were simply straight lines connecting the two. Inside the property, there was a small box near the street with CHURCH written in it and several smaller boxes behind it that Gus knew to be the cabins where the summer retreat attendees were staying and the barns beside them. Three small circles were in the back of the property to denote ponds next to a larger circle in the corner with squiggly lines in it and tiny handwriting below it that said GROTTO.

“What the fuck’s a grotto?” he asked.

Vanessa ignored his question as she slid the one-page deed on top of the survey and Gus immediately saw the large red handwriting on its margin.

Ephesians 6:12.

“That doesn’t look like official deed language to me,” Vanessa quipped.

“No, it doesn’t.”

She had already searched it on her phone so began reading the Bible passage aloud for Gus.

“Ephesians 6:12. ‘For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places.’”

They both fell quiet and Gus let the passage bleed into his thoughts. He knew there it would stay, festering for hours, days, until he could take it no longer and he would have to act. But he knew right then what—and who—he would be acting on.

“Spiritual wickedness in high places,” he repeated in a near-whisper.

Vanessa turned to him with that look, her look. They’d been partners for so long and they’d done this so many times—observed the same thing, thought the same thing, needed the same thing—that it no longer registered with Gus that it was actually happening. It just was.

The corner of her mouth turned up ever-so-slightly. “Father Benedict is definitely living rent free in my head.”
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Chapter Thirty-Two


Gus had Vanessa take photos of each document and text them to him, so he had them on his phone to look at during one of his inevitable three a.m. wakeups. His phone chirped and Vanessa gestured to his pocket.

“Make sure both photos came through. Reception here is shit.”

Gus pulled out his phone and laughed out loud at what he saw on its screen. Vanessa had changed her contact info in his phone yet again, this time to be Laurie Strode, Jamie Lee Curtis’s character in the movie Halloween. He turned to her and, with a wide smile, shook his head. She looked back at him with her eyebrows flexing up and down.

“Classic final girl.”

They then put the files back how they found them and thanked the old woman on the way out. Standing in the shade beside the fender of his truck, Gus noticed the slight breeze that was there earlier was gone and even in the shade he could feel the sweat forming on his lower back. He turned to V but before he could say anything his phone rang, so he answered it.

“Wheeler.”

“Agent, it’s Deputy Tim Gorham.”

“Hey, Tim. What’s up?” Gus asked, putting the call on speaker so Vanessa could hear.

“Carl told me you wanted our former sheriff, Pete Torelli’s, contact info?”

“That’s right.”

Gus began to tell Tim about their meeting with Hank, the other county sheriff, but Carl had already filled him in.

“I just called Pete so he’s expecting your call. He sounded good. It was great to hear the old buzzard’s voice.”

Tim gave Gus Pete’s cellphone number and email address and told Gus Pete was on vacation hiking so might be a little slow in getting back with him. Gus thanked Tim and they ended their call.

“Time to go see Father Benedict?” Vanessa asked, wiping her brow with the back of her wrist.

Gus considered that for a moment. “Soon, but not yet.” He thought some more. “Let’s call the professor, have him chime in on this new passage; make sure we’re not missing something.”

Vanessa called Professor Simmons and, after not reaching him in his office, phoned his cell. He answered after two rings, and they could hear people talking in the background.

“Sorry, agent. I’m just stepping out of an elevator.” His voice was rushed and harried. “Let me just get over here to a quieter spot.” The noise fell away. “There. Sorry about that.”

“Professor,” Gus said. “We received another Bible reference and wanted your thoughts on its meaning.”

“Absolutely, go on.”

Vanessa read the Bible reference then the passage out loud.

“Yes, yes of course.” The professor’s voice was becoming labored as if he were walking. “That’s from the Book of Ephesians which is a letter in the New Testament of the Bible. The letter was written by the Apostle Paul to the church in Ephesus, an ancient Greek city on the coast of Ionia; present day Turkey.”

“What can you tell us about this specific passage?”

They heard a door close. “I’m back in my office so bear with me a moment while I find the reference book I’m looking for.” A few seconds later he continued, “Here we are.

“The verse itself is intended to serve as a reminder for the faithful—for believers—that the struggle they face is not against other people but against spiritual forces of evil. For instance, the reference to principalities and powers is believed to refer to spiritual forces that oppose God’s purposes. And the reference to darkness of this world is believed to refer to spiritual challenges present in society.”

“Okay,” Gus said. “We were thinking this was more suggestive of Father Benedict. We picked up on the last part of the phrase, spiritual wickedness in high places.”

“I can see how you’d make that connection in this situation. In religious circles, however, this verse is commonly believed to be referring to darkness and powers in the spiritual realm not in human form.”

They fell quiet and Gus thought about what the professor had said. He thought of the Bible quotes on the sign outside the church and of the pamphlets they handed out, and of the conviction Father Benedict and his colleague, Matthew, had in their purpose, their religion. Their mission. His mind then went to the children and young adults working the fields, cleaning the church, tending to the animals. All so they could earn a place to sleep and their next meal.

And then it occurred to Gus. Not everyone at the church held the same faith, the same conviction to their cause as Father Benedict and his followers did. They knew that. They had the proof—someone inside that church was feeding them information, trying to tell them something without coming right out and saying it. Could that someone be there against their will? Or were they a dissenter, a member of the flock breaking ranks?

Regardless of who they were, Gus knew what they were—a non-believer. And, as such, it was likely they interpreted this Bible passage precisely as Gus and Vanessa had. And it made sense that they’d intend whoever found it to interpret it that same way—literally versus the biblical interpretation of it being forces in the spiritual realm. They’d left it on a deed in a town hall, for chrissakes. Not in a church or a Bible or even at a gravesite or a funeral home. So, of course, whoever found it was meant to interpret it literally.

Gus felt Vanessa staring at him and when he looked at her, she scrunched her shoulders and her eyes narrowed in a questioning look. And he realized that while his brain was working all of that through the professor had continued speaking.

“No, it wasn’t in a Bible,” she said into the phone. “We found it written on the deed for the church. It was handwritten on it.”

“Okay, interesting,” the professor replied. “Oh, and agent, while I have you. I’ve gone through the case from a year and a half ago, Mr. Thomas?”

“Did you see any religious elements we may have missed?”

“No, I’m afraid not. Other than the lead cross, obviously. I’m still reviewing the various passages where the names were highlighted in the Bible from your motel room. Nothing yet; it is a bit tedious, I’m afraid.”

“No worries, professor.”

“Speaking of the cross,” Gus interrupted. “Our lab found the word peccator inscribed in each of them.”

“Sinner,” the professor replied. “Apropos.” Vanessa was about to end the call when he continued, “I’m glad you called. Something occurred to me after our last meeting. I wanted to be sure I hadn’t left you with the wrong impression. When we were speaking about the death penalties in the Bible and the crimes each was administered for? One aspect of those practices we did not touch on was the definition or interpretation of some of the crimes.”

“How do you mean?” she asked.

“Well, some of the crimes we discussed are very straightforward and relatively clear—murder, rape, etcetera. But many of them are much less prescriptive, open to interpretation. But, more importantly, interpretations of those times.”

Gus and Vanessa exchanged a questioning look. “Can you explain?” she asked.

“Certainly. Crimes such as worshiping other gods, suspected witchcraft, or a woman presenting herself as a prostitute—as well as others—are somewhat subjective. What was considered a violation of these crimes in twelve hundred BC when some of the earliest writings were done in the Old Testament or around one hundred AD when some of the final writings were done for the New Testament will be very different than societal views today.”

“That makes sense,” Gus said, his full attention back on the phone.

“So, use the prostitution example. A woman in ancient times bedding more than one man would clearly be seen as a crime whereas a woman having the same behavior today would barely be viewed as promiscuous in many circles. So, my point is, if your suspect is viewing the world today through a lens based on ancient religious scriptures, it’s very likely they see mortal sin and crimes deserving of capital punishment all around them every day. And a person with that mindset would be able to justify unspeakable actions in the name of faith.”

Images flickered in Gus’s mind. The burned remains of Mary Philips lying in the makeshift coffin, Adam Carson’s unrecognizable face mutilated from the stoning he’d endured, the wounds on Mike Thomas’s wrists and ankles from his crucifixion.

“I see your point, professor,” Gus said. “Thank you.”

A call beeped into Vanessa’s phone from an unknown number, so she let the professor go and answered it. Gus only half listened to her side of the conversation, his mind still churning on what the professor had said and the images his mind served up to him. He could only imagine the infinite number of activities, the behavior—subtle gestures even—done every day that, if viewed through an ancient biblical lens, would be grounds for death. And as his mind began to churn up all sorts of examples, his thoughts were interrupted by Vanessa ending her call.

“That was the woman that runs the boardinghouse where Mike Thomas lived. She said she thinks there was a box of his stuff that never got claimed but can’t be sure if they still have it. If they do, it’d be in their basement.”

Gus checked the time on his phone. It was 4:52 p.m.; later than he thought. He considered going to see Father Benedict but decided that was better left for the morning, when they had a chance to think through how to approach him with all they had learned.

“What d’ya say?” he asked Vanessa. “It’s not even five o’clock yet. We’ve got time for a little cellar scavenger hunt, don’t cha think?”

She was already rounding the front of the truck toward the passenger side. “I knew you’d say that.”

Gus opened the driver’s side door and stepped onto the rocker panel. “This’ll be fun,” he said to her over the roof of the truck.

She climbed up onto her rocker panel and looked straight back at him with a raised eyebrow. “Sure. Fun.” She then smiled. “But if we don’t make the diner before it closes, I’ll rip your face off.” Her smile widened maniacally, her eyes filled with devilish excitement. “How’s that for fun?”
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Chapter Thirty-Three


The boardinghouse where Mike Thomas lived at the time of his death was an average-looking, two-story building in downtown Hampton. There were a few other similar houses around it, but this small stretch of Main Street generally contained the commercial businesses necessary for life in rural northern Maine—a hardware store, small market, barber shop, a few diners and sub shops, and a gas station at one end. The woman who ran the boardinghouse, Mary Anne, greeted Gus and Vanessa at the door and led them down to the basement.

“Like I said on the phone,” she began, flicking on the overhead light. “I do recall packing up his belongings, but I just don’t know if anyone ever came by to collect ’em.” Her voice was scratchy, and she had a gruff demeanor that masked a natural beauty, like a baggy shirt worn by a model.

Gus was crouched over slightly, his head between two low rafters. He looked around the dim basement with its weepy stone walls and took in what they were dealing with. In the corner beside the bottom of the stairs was a washer and dryer set, both on blocks keeping them off the damp floor. The entire back wall was stuffed high with boxes, discarded furniture and Gus noticed a refrigerator in one of the corners, its motor wheezing and erratic. And by the wall to their left was a large oil tank beside wooden shelves stuffed with canned goods and other supplies.

“Do you remember Mike at all?” Gus asked, turning to the woman. “Anything you can tell us about him?”

“Hate to sound like a cliché, but he was a quiet man, always kept to himself.”

“Did he have any friends here or maybe someone he might’ve talked to more often than others?”

Mary Anne pursed her lips and shook her head. “Not really. But that’s not uncommon here. By the time I get ’em, most people here have had the shit kicked out of ’em by somethin’ or someone; divorce, lost their job, evicted from their apartment, somethin’.” She looked up at Gus, and he could see the sadness in her eyes. “I mean, we’re the last stop before they’re on the streets. They know it, and I know it.”

Gus gestured to the wall of boxes. “Over there, I’m guessin’.”

“You got it. If he left anything behind, it’d be in there. We try to label ’em so you might get lucky.”

“No furniture?” Vanessa asked. “A nightstand or desk maybe? Thinkin’ somethin’ with drawers he might’ve kept stuff in.”

“Nah.” Mary Anne dismissed the thought then her eyes widened. “We come fully furnished; furniture that’s been donated over the years. And whatever clothes are left behind we donate to the shelters.”

Gus gave Mary Anne one of his cards in case she remembered anything after they were gone then she left them to their search. He took one side of the pile, Vanessa the other. The boxes were surprisingly well-labeled, so they made great progress and were halfway done in just thirty minutes or so. But then Vanessa thought she saw the tail of a rat slip between the foundation and a few boxes and that was when she tapped out.

“Nope,” was all Gus heard and by the time he’d turned she was sitting halfway up the stairs, her eyes scanning the basement floor around her.

Vanessa was one of the toughest and strongest people Gus had ever met; the result, he knew, from growing up in one of the most dangerous parts of Detroit. He’d known she had always been terrified of rats; a fear that stemmed from her childhood living in the projects. But then a madman they were hunting last year got the jump on her and held her captive in a labyrinth of creepy, archaic tunnels; the perfect breeding grounds for rats. And she was trapped in those tunnels for days; injured, confused, and badly dehydrated, all while constantly hearing the scampering and squeaking of rats echoing all around her. It had been Vanessa’s worst imaginable torture chamber, and it had scarred her.

Her kidnapping had also left a scar on Gus as well. He still couldn’t unhear her moans of agony, her erratic breathing; the way she snatched twice at each breath just to remain on a knife’s edge of life. And he would never forget her night terrors in the hospital those days and weeks afterward when he stayed by her side until she’d woken. Her screams that’d wake the entire hospital wing or, worse yet, those that died on her lips, buried but not forgotten. Gus heard all of it, everywhere—awake or asleep—a cruel, vengeful tinnitus with a score to keep.

So the fact that she willingly followed him into that basement to begin with was a surprise to him. She wasn’t the type of person who wanted to be coddled or doted on. So he didn’t comment or even acknowledge her movements; just kept working his way through the pile of boxes. And after a few minutes she spoke to him from behind.

“Find anything?”

Gus was standing between piles of boxes and felt her presence beside him. He gestured to a single row of boxes remaining in front of the foundation.

“Not yet,” he said as he moved another box.

He tilted the next one in the pile toward him to read its label then stopped. In large black magic marker on its front was the name Mike Thomas.

“Bingo,” he said.

He began to pull items out of the box and place them on the stacks beside them. There was an electric alarm clock and a few paperback books with turned-up edges—a few old James Patterson novels and a copy of Blood World by Chris Mooney that was well-worn from being read several times. He removed a wooden stick about two feet long that he knew was a backscratcher and a stained toiletry bag containing a razor, stick of deodorant, and a toothbrush and empty tube of toothpaste. He pulled out a brown hairbrush and set it down then tilted the box toward him to be sure it was empty. That was when he saw two photographs stuck to the bottom, so he reached in and peeled them off. Vanessa leaned closer to get a better look.

“What do we got?”

The first photo was of Mike Thomas sitting on some rocks at a beach. He had his arm around a young boy Gus presumed was his son and next to him was a woman about the same age. Gus flipped the photo over and written on its back was Bar Harbor August 2015.

“The fam,” Vanessa said. “Before it all fell apart, I’m guessin’.”

Gus slid the other photo from beneath it to the top as if shuffling a deck of cards. This picture was of an older Mike and a different woman who looked to be of a similar age. The two of them were leaning against a wood railing and in the background was a vast ocean. Gus turned it over and on its back was written Me and Evie. Old Orchard Beach pier. June 2023.

“June 2023,” Gus said. “That’s around the time he went missing.”

“Evie,” Vanessa said. “I wonder what Evie might remember.”

“I wonder,” Gus said.

“I’ll get it to…” she began when her phone rang.

She pulled it from her back pocket and, looking at the screen, held it out for Gus to see as she finished her thought.

“TJ.” She tapped the speaker button to answer his call.

“Hey, TJ. I’m here with Gus.”

“V, you there?” he asked, his voice cutting in and out. “You’re breaking up.”

“TJ? We’re gonna send you a photo…”

“V? … guys…”

“TJ. Can you hear us?”

“V, …lost you. If you … me … fig … names … Bible…”

Vanessa didn’t bother replying to TJ but, instead, turned and sprinted up the cellar stairs in search of a signal.
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Chapter Thirty-Four


“They’re people’s names,” TJ said excitedly, once Gus and Vanessa were back in the truck and got him on the phone again.

“No shit,” Gus said. “But who are they?”

“No, Gus, you don’t understand. It’s not eleven first names. Most of them combine; it’s six people, all missing.”

Vanessa pulled up the list of names on her phone they made when they found the Bible so she and Gus could look at it as TJ walked them through it.

“So, here’s the list you gave me,” TJ began. “Cain, Anna, Philip, David, Samuel, Mary, Levi, Joseph, Susannah, Kenan, and Thomas.”

“Yep, that’s it,” she confirmed.

“The first one is easy. Mary Philips. Both Mary and Philip are on the list, and we think that last name is close enough. And we know her connection to the church now, too, so that fits.”

“Agreed,” Gus said.

“Then there’s the guy you’re looking into now, Mike Thomas.”

“But Mike…” Vanessa began.

“Isn’t on the list,” TJ finished. “I know. That’s because Mike’s his middle name. His legal first name is David. David Michael Thomas. So, David and Thomas are accounted for.”

“Damn,” Gus said.

“And you know his story.”

But before TJ could continue, Vanessa interrupted him. “But, hey, TJ. On that.”

She told him of their search of the boardinghouse where Mike Thomas was living when he disappeared. And then of the photo they found of him and his friend, Evie, in the box of his belongings.

“I’ll send you the photo when we get off here,” she said. “We need to hunt this Evie down; see what she remembers of Mike. See if there’s any connection to the church there.”

“Okay, got it.” When Vanessa had nothing more, he continued. “So, now let’s get to the Joseph on the list. The story starts with the name Cain. Cain is a last name; first name Susan. We’re thinking that’s the Susannah from the list. So, Susan Cain, last known residence was Somersworth, Maine which borders Raleigh where Father Benedict’s church is; she lived alone in an apartment in town. She went missing almost four years ago; was twenty-seven at the time. When she missed her rent payment they did a wellness check on her and it was clear she hadn’t been in the apartment for some time.”

“No roommate?” Vanessa asked.

“No. Lived alone.”

“Could she have just skipped town?”

“Doubtful. She’s not turned up anywhere in four years. No employment, no credit cards, no credit checks, traffic tickets, nothing.”

“And no contact with her family?”

“Father was out of the picture but, no, she was estranged from her mother and two brothers. She had a long history of drug abuse, and they’d ended contact with her years before. Her rap sheet’s pretty long but get this—she filed rape charges against three guys for an incident that happened at a bar in Raleigh about two months before she disappeared.”

“The same town the church is in.” Gus pointed out.

“That’s right. Witnesses at the bar said she was pretty drunk and was teasing a bunch of guys with lap dances, hanging all over some of them, that sort of thing, and they were goading her on when she started doing a striptease type of dance. Eventually the bouncer broke it all up and asked her to leave. And she said in the report that three of the guys followed her out to her car and gang-raped her.”

“Any witnesses?” Vanessa asked.

“No, no witnesses. Her word against theirs and the case was eventually dropped. But here’s the kicker—one of those guys is the Joseph on the list. A Joseph Kenan, so two names from the list.”

“Nice work,” Vanessa said.

“It gets better. When he was interviewed, he provided them several character witnesses from his church.”

“No shit,” Gus said. “Does it say which church?”

“Not in the report, no.”

“We need to hunt down what church he went to, see if that’s the link.”

“Already on it. But there’s more. A year later, Joseph Kenan goes missing. The file’s thin on him; he worked in construction, wasn’t married, described as a loner. And the bartender at the bar where the alleged rape happened said Joseph wasn’t a regular. And it seems that he was a little older than the other two accused; he was in his early thirties.”

“What about the other two guys accused by the woman of rape? Anything on them?”

“Nothing,” TJ said. “As far as we can tell, they still live in the area.”

“TJ, this is great work,” Gus said.

“Okay, next up on the list is Anna, last name Samuel, both names on the list. So, Anna Samuel of Edgar, Maine, age forty-two, married, two kids. Her husband’s an auto mechanic; she was a bookkeeper at an insurance company. She went missing two and a half years ago. Apparently, in one of the interviews with the husband, he said their marriage was on the rocks. He said she’d had an affair, and it’d been going on for at least a year, and he’d just found out about it a few months before she went missing. He said they were trying to work through it but, because of that, the stateys ran hard at him for it. But he had an airtight alibi.”

“Any link to the church?”

“Not yet but we’re still digging. But where she lived—Edgar, Maine—is just two towns away from Raleigh where the church is.”

“Got it,” Gus said.

“Okay, we believe the last name—Levi—is Levi Connolly of Axton, Maine. Only his first name was on the list but there weren’t many Levi’s in the system in Maine as a whole, never mind in that region, so we’re confident this is the guy. Levi was fifty-one, a single parent—wife died years before from cancer. Two teenage daughters, one sixteen at the time of his disappearance, one fourteen. They lived on a farm on the northern border of the town; very rural, very remote. The daughters were homeschooled but as far as we can tell they mostly worked the farm with their father. Social Services had received multiple reports of child abuse with some suspecting sexual abuse, so they visited the farm on several occasions but never found any evidence of either.”

“They ever talk to the girls alone?” Vanessa asked.

“Doesn’t say,” TJ replied. “But several people in town had the sheriff check in on the girls multiple times as well, but he too never found any evidence of abuse. But it seems the rumors persisted. Levi went missing about two years ago. The authorities found out when the oldest daughter got caught shoplifting some groceries from the town market and when the owner of the market brought her home he discovered the father gone. That’s when the girls told him their father had been gone for several weeks and they didn’t know where he was.”

“Would he have maybe run off?” asked Vanessa.

“I don’t think so. That farm was in his family for generations. The police report said that many people interviewed speculated that the girls finally had enough and took matters into their own hands.”

Vanessa looked at Gus. “Heard that before.”

He nodded as TJ continued, “But here’s the thing. The Connolly’s were on the regular list of stops for Father Benedict’s church to deliver assistance; vegetables and other goods they produced on the church’s farm.”

“So, someone from the church could’ve seen firsthand if there was some type of abuse going on,” Vanessa said.

“That’s right.” TJ confirmed. “And the oldest daughter told the sheriff she saw her father arguing with the—and I quote—bible thumpers a few days before he went missing.”
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Chapter Thirty-Five


Juju had been overcome with visions, unable to make them stop. The world was ablaze, an endless inferno of death and destruction. Satan’s doing, she knew, just as she knew it was up to her to stop him. She finally gave up on sleep and went to the church to pray alone at the midnight hour. But, as she approached the kitchen for a cup of tea, she realized she was not the only one there. Her friend, her ally, was sitting at the table, staring at the moon out the window.

She watched him in silence for several moments. He was a strong man, an imposing man, one with great leadership qualities. But, like most men, he had an even stronger woman behind him. And, like most women, she let him believe he was in charge.

“Couldn’t sleep either?” she asked finally, stepping into the room. She took her teacup from its perch on the shelf below the cabinets.

“Something like that,” he replied, his eyes on the night sky.

She got her tea then sat opposite him at the table. The moon’s glow was bleeding into the night sky; it’s orange light like fires in the clouds. They sat in silence for a long time, each thinking about the unpleasantness of current events, yet neither wanting to give them merit by voicing them aloud. But that was not Juju. She did not run from evil; she faced her demons.

“You didn’t tell me they found the other grave by the girl’s,” she said, her voice low yet firm.

“Didn’t see the need. That’s a dead end. They’ve already wasted time talking to the sheriff up in Franklin County.” There was no need for him to say FBI aloud; they both knew who he was talking about. “And the more time they spend over there the better.”

“Is it?”

He turned from the window to look at her. “The Bible I mentioned left for them in their motel room?” He had her attention now. “It was not left for them after all. It was the Bible from their room. There were eleven names highlighted in it for them to find.”

“Paul,” Juju said, referring to the motel owner.

“Correct. The benefit of them snooping around; their room’s empty most of the day.”

“And the names?”

He recited the eleven names to her from memory and when he was finished she gave him a look; that look.

“It won’t take long for them to put it together,” she said, her voice rich with annoyance. “If they haven’t already. This will come back to us.”

“So what?” he bit. “Even if they get all the names, Juju, there’re no real clues. They can suspect all they want but they need hard evidence to do anything about it. And there is none.”

She considered what he said for a moment then, as if testing his conviction, asked, “What else have they been up to?”

This time he told her everything he knew. He elaborated on the FBI agents’ activities in Franklin County—searching the boardinghouse where Mike Thomas had lived after speaking with the sheriff, Hank. He told her of them going to the town hall and of the scripture reference they found on the deed to the church, their church. And he told her of them reaching out to Pete to learn more about the case he was looking into shortly before he retired.

Her eyes widened. “They’re contacting the former sheriff?”

“That’s right. But there’s nothing there.”

He then told her of them enlisting the help of a religious expert from Bates College and of them meeting and speaking with him several times already.

“Is this … religious expert well-versed in our ways?” she asked.

“I believe so, yes. And he is not a supporter.”

“Then he is a demon.”

And, finally, he told her of the person on the motel’s surveillance video entering the FBI’s room.

“Do we know who this person is?” she asked calmly.

“Not yet but it appears to be a woman.”

“A woman,” she repeated before turning her attention back to the moon.

He remained quiet, not surprised by her reaction to this news. He watched her sip her tea and thought she looked tired, a bit haggard. But he could see the resolve in her eyes, the confidence. And it was then that it hit him—none of this was a surprise to her. Of course it wasn’t. Juju had her way of knowing things well before they happened so why would this be any different? She turned from the window and held his eyes.

“The names highlighted in that Bible,” she began, “Are we absolutely certain they’re the names of our sinners?”

He gave her a single nod, but knew she already had the answer. He knew her question was for his benefit only, her way of pulling him along to her way of thinking.

“Then it is decided,” she declared.

His eyes narrowed. “What is decided, Juju?”

But as soon as he asked the question, his mind caught up with hers and he now too knew their path.

“It is not an evangelist we have amongst us.” she said. “It is surely a heretic. And we both know what must be done with a heretic.”

His jaw tightened and he leaned onto the table. “We do. And we will stop at nothing to find her,” he said, as any great leader would.
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Chapter Thirty-Six


Gus stared at the glowing red numbers of the clock sitting on the bedside table. 12:57. He’d been lying in bed for over two hours, twitching at every sound outside, getting up to watch each car that came in, and went out of the lot. He wanted nothing more than to slip beneath the covers, burrow down deep, and nestle into the darkness. But he couldn’t do that.

He looked over at the dark lump in V’s bed, listening to her heavy breathing for a moment. If they had come for him and V once, they would come again. He knew it.

But this time he’d be ready.

His hand slid off the Glock beneath his pillow and, taking his phone from the bedside table, he began scrolling again. He’d been looking at new basses to purchase for well over an hour and had stopped on a beautiful French made flat-back upright of the Jacquet school from the 1880s. His tired eyes took in its highly flamed back and neck and its flamed ribs, but he didn’t like its plain original three string scroll. He then settled on a mighty American Standard made in 1937, their second year of production. He liked its ebony fingerboard and Wittner tailpiece and that it had a false nut to bring the string length down. It was a little pricey, but a very small fraction of the price of the Jacquet. Like always, he’d think on it.

He soon tired again of scrolling, so rolled out of bed and pulled on sweats and a T-shirt. He sat at the table by the window and looked up at the nearly full moon for several moments before opening his computer and settling in for another long, sleepless night.

His mind was replaying the conversation earlier with TJ when they walked through the missing people matching the names from the Bible. Before they ended the call, Gus had noted that two of the people—the man who lived at the boardinghouse Gus and Vanessa had visited, Mike Thomas, and the farmer and single dad, Levi Connolly—were both in the age range as estimated by the pathologist for the remains found next to Mary Philips’s grave. So TJ was looking into getting DNA samples for both men to compare to the remains; maybe they’d be able to clear one of those missing person cases as part of all this.

Gus clicked on his email and opened the first file the sheriff, Carl, sent them earlier that evening. They had called Carl on their drive back from the boardinghouse and told him about the identifications their Boston office had made of the names from the Bible. And, while the state police had investigated those missing person cases, Carl suspected they had their own files on those in his county so would send anything he could find.

Carl had files on just two of the missing people—Susan Cain, who filed the rape charges, and the missing mother, Anna Samuel. Gus took a few minutes to read through each case file again but, like the first three times, he found nothing new or of interest.

His attention wandered back out the window, and he watched as clouds drifted in front of the moon. He thought of the missing people and of how their disappearances stretched back years, and he wondered how no one had seen a connection there. But as he thought about it more, he realized none of them really had anything in common except that they had disappeared.

He picked up his tension tool and began squeezing it in his right hand, his tired eyes zoning out at the clouds hanging off the bright moon. A few moments went by when he was startled by a chime from his computer. He looked and saw that he had a new email from a Peter T at an AOL account. Gus had left Pete Torelli a message on his cellphone when they got back to the motel earlier, so he opened the email and began to read.

“Agent Wheeler, this is Pete Torelli replying to your voice message. I’m on vacation with my daughter and family in Young, AZ at the Tonto National Forest so cell reception here is spotty at best. I do remember that case—it was in North Upton. Family was Bradford or Bradley, something like that. Remains found in an unmarked grave on the back part of a farm, buried with a cross so I thought it might be a match for one of Hank’s cases. But it turned out the grave was part of an old family cemetery the current occupants didn’t know about. They eventually found a buried headstone and the cross was a regular cross, not a large metal one like Hank had. Sorry I can’t help more. If you need anything else let me know.”

Gus replied and thanked Pete for getting back to him and said he thought he was all set but would reach out if he had any other questions. Gus then closed his email and leaned back in his chair.

His thoughts drifted to their upcoming conversation with Father Benedict. They knew so much more now than they did when they first spoke with the priest. They knew Mary Philips was, in fact, dead and that she too had been buried with a large lead cross like Adam Carson and that the two had been in a relationship. They were highly certain that each were murdered in a way straight from the Bible, as was Mike Thomas whose murder they were now certain was connected, just not sure how or why. And they now had the names of four additional people that were missing they believed were connected to these murders.

But they had other aspects of this case they were still trying to understand. For starters, they didn’t know who was providing them with information and, more importantly, why. They had this person on video entering their motel room, but who was she? And they had the odd writing over both Mary’s and Adam’s front door; the blessing of a home on the Feast of the Epiphany, as the professor had told them. But the Feast of the Epiphany was traditionally done in early January. Why were they done now, in the summertime? Were they some kind of markings, like the yellow-star houses for Jews by the Nazis? Targets marked for those looking? And it was more than just a curiosity why neither Mary’s grandparents nor Adam’s parents didn’t report either of their missing teenagers to the authorities.

Gus took his eyes away from the moon and looked at the dark ceiling and as he stretched his arms out wide he saw his phone light up with an incoming call. It was from an unknown number so, thinking it might be Pete Torelli, he quickly tapped the green button.

“Hello,” he answered in a low voice, hoping not to wake Vanessa.

“Agent Wheeler?” a woman’s voice whispered in his ear.

He sat up straight in his seat. “Yes, this is Agent Wheeler.”

“Have you figured out the names in the Bible yet?”

“Who is this?” he asked.

“Have you?” the woman pressed.

“I believe we have, yes,” Gus answered hesitantly, tossing his tension tool and hitting Vanessa on the back. She sprang up and looked his way.

“What the fuck?” She groaned.

He jabbed his finger to the phone against his ear, so she scrambled out of bed and went to his side.

“And the Bible reference carved into the tree,” he continued. “And we found the reference written on the church’s deed. That was all you?”

A beat.

“Yes,” his caller said, matching his hesitancy.

“Why all the cloak and dagger? Why not just contact us directly?”

“They’re watching, always.”

Gus’s brain skipped back to the conversation with Hank Newsome, the sheriff of Franklin County, and his mysterious woman caller when the cold case victim, Mike Thomas, went missing.

They’re always watching.

“We need to meet,” Gus said.

A pause. “I agree.”

“How about now?”

“I can do that.”

“We can come to you,” Gus said eagerly. “Where are you?”

“Look outside your window.”
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Chapter Thirty-Seven


The woman entered the motel room and immediately stepped to the side of the door so Gus could close it quickly. She slid the hood hanging over her eyes back, exposing square, red eyeglasses and Gus recognized her immediately.

“You’re the woman from the church,” he said. “The one we saw scrubbing the floor in the office.”

The sides of her mouth turned upward and she tipped her head. “That’s right.” She held out her hand to shake Gus’s, and he saw a brown birthmark the size of a silver dollar on her wrist just above her palm. “Samantha. Samantha Hastings,” the woman said in a confident tone.

Gus shook her hand; Vanessa nodded a hello to her as the three of them sat at the small table where Gus had pulled the curtains tightly closed. Samantha hugged her midsection and watched with interest as Vanessa opened her small notepad on the table.

“How did you get my number?” he asked, watching her eyes move from the curtains to the door with its flimsy security chain clasped.

“I found your card in the top drawer of the desk. You gave it to Father Benedict.”

“You said they’re always watching. Who’s they?”

Samantha’s jaw tightened. “The church people; they’re freakin’ everywhere. It could be the guy at the gas station or the kid stocking shelves at the market or the waitress at the diner. They have eyes everywhere.”

“Sort of omnipresent?” Gus sarcastically asked.

“How’s your new room?” she deadpanned.

“You heard about the fire?”

Samantha’s eyebrows flexed up. “Molotov cocktail through the window? You shooting your way out? Yep.”

Gus’s eyes narrowed. “Should you be here then?”

Samantha leaned back in her chair and her head bobbed up and down. “It’s a risk, but a calculated one. I needed to make contact, and I thought you might not believe me if I just called.”

Gus realized she was right. If he got a call out of the blue from someone claiming to be sending them information about the church he’d definitely be suspicious. But just because she came in person didn’t mean he wasn’t wary.

“Why don’t you start at the top,” he said, leaning back in his seat also. “Maybe starting with who you are and why you’ve been sending us information.”

Samantha openly smiled at Gus. “Sure thing. I’m an investigative reporter with The Portland Times.”

“A reporter?” Vanessa asked.

“That’s right. I got turned onto Father Benedict from a source online; said he was running some type of fanatical religious cult up here, so I looked into it. His background is super sketch.”

“The excommunication,” Gus said.

“Well, yeah, there’s that. But there’s so much more. The views he expressed in his newsletters and all the other stuff in his fight with the Catholic Church leading up to that, the missionary work he did in Argentina was fraught with controversy, all of it.”

“So, you’re doing an investigative piece on his religious practices?” asked Gus.

“I was. But when that Adam Carson kid was found I knew there was more going on at that church, much more. You see, about a month or so before he went missing, during a church service Father Benedict called him and his girlfriend—Mary Philips—up to the altar and announced to the entire congregation that it had been brought to his attention they were sinning against the church. They were having premarital sex—a mortal sin per his teachings—and that their souls were damned to burn in hell for eternity.”

“Went all Billy Graham on ’em,” Vanessa remarked.

“He did.” Samantha’s eyes widened and her cadence slowed. “And he began a loud, impassioned sermon about faith and morality and of putting the church first. Then—in front of the entire congregation, mind you—he demanded that each of them repent of their sins and terminate their relations immediately.”

“What’d they do?”

“That’s where it got really interesting. Adam shrugged the Father’s hand free of his arm, told him he was—and I quote—‘a psychotic, pathetic old man’ and to fuck off. And before anyone could say anything else, Adam took Mary by the hand and led her out the back door of the church.”

“Then they find his unmarked grave,” Gus added.

“Then they find his unmarked grave,” Samantha echoed. “It was just too much of a coincidence.”

“Did you know Mary was missing also at that point?”

“No, after the incident they both stopped going to the church. And we’re essentially on lockdown at the”—she did air quotes—“retreat; no phones, no computers, no technology at all. They don’t allow any real contact with the outside world that’s not monitored. The only time we’re allowed to leave the church grounds is when we go into town and hand out pamphlets for church services.”

“We’ve found Mary’s body.”

Sam’s jaw tightened and she inhaled deeply.

“So you’re there for their summer retreat?” Vanessa interrupted. “It looked like a kid’s camp when we were there.”

“There’s no age limit on it, per se, but it seems to be kids up through late teens, early twenties. I’ve just graduated with my masters”—she raised an eyebrow—“taking some time off to explore my spirituality.”

“So, the Bible reference you left at Adam’s gravesite,” Gus prompted.

“I went there late one night when everyone in my bunkhouse was asleep. I thought the state police or maybe the sheriff’s department would see it and look into the church.”

“But why the covert clue that someone has to solve?” Gus asked. “Why not just leave a note or something?”

“Like I said—they’re everywhere and always watching, and I didn’t know who would find it. So I had to protect myself in case someone linked it back to me. With that Bible reference, I’d be able to say that I was warning those that found it on behalf of the church. Same with the Bible names; there’s a story behind each name that I could say supports the church’s views.”

“And the Bible reference on the church’s deed?” Vanessa asked.

Samantha gave her a confident nod. “Same.”

“You said they don’t allow any phones or computers or anything,” Gus said, jutting his chin to the cell phone on the table in front of her.

“A fellow camper; Isabelle. She’s seventeen. I found her with it, and she begged me not to tell on her. I told her they’d find it eventually, so I’d throw it away for her when I went downtown the next day but kept it instead.”

“Back to the names,” Gus said. “How’d you figure out they were all missing?”

“I told them my degree is in computer science and that I could update the church’s website and get their message out on social media. Father Benedict loved that idea. So while doing that I found a series of lists of church attendees; services, past retreats, and past members on their computer and figured out who no longer attends. Then I just did searches for missing people and those are the ones that came up. It’s not a perfect list; I may have missed a few. But it’s not common for someone to stop attending so it’s pretty close.

“And you erase your search history,” Vanessa said.

“I use a private browser window. But, yes, I check for cookies and super cookies each time and also make sure there’s nothing in the browser history just in case. There’s a guy there; you met him, Matthew?”

Gus’s nostrils flared at the mention of his name.

“Well, he’s crazy good with computer stuff, so I’m super careful whenever I use it.”

“But how did you think it was safe for you to be there still?” Gus asked. “I mean, once you knew of Adam’s murder?”

“My editor and I have a system. I go into town every Tuesday and Saturday to hand out pamphlets for the sermons the Father does on Wednesday nights and Sunday mornings. When I’m there I leave a chalk swipe on the side of the mailbox by the pharmacist.” Her eyebrows flicked up and down. “Real trade craft stuff. And she drives up those days and if there’s ever not a chalk mark she’ll send a photo of me to both the sheriff’s department and state police and demand they go to the church immediately with her.”

“And what if you’re fine but just couldn’t get to town to leave the chalk mark?” Gus asked.

“I’d make sure she saw me at the church, and she’d get the authorities out of there without letting the Father onto the fact that it’s me she was looking for.”

“Why not just use the cellphone?” Vanessa asked.

“I had no idea I’d have it when I arrived in late May; I just got it the other day. And, besides, they could find it at any time so I’m not sure I’ll always have it.”

The room fell quiet as Gus and Vanessa digested all they’d heard. It all seemed to hold together in Gus’s mind; the reason for her going undercover to begin with, her suspicions with the discovery of Adam Carson’s body, her online sleuthing to figure out the others that were missing. And he knew they’d be nowhere with this investigation without the information she gave them. But then his thoughts turned to the images of Mary Philips’s charred remains in the unmarked grave; a grave no one would’ve found if they hadn’t explicitly gone looking for it. Gus knew Samantha was in real danger and he couldn’t, in good conscience, let her stay there any longer.

“It’s not safe for you to be there anymore,” he said at last. “We have to pull you out.”

“You can’t do that.” She snapped and Gus could see the anger erupt on her face. “I’ve got way too much invested in this. I can’t just drop it!”

Gus waited a few moments for her to calm down, for the idea to settle in even just a little. Then he leaned onto the table and made sure to hold her eyes with his.

“Samantha, what’s your greatest fear?” he asked, his head beginning to nod slightly, his eyes boring into hers. “I mean, really, what are your nightmares made of?”

Samantha leaned back in her chair, her jaw clenched, and her eyes darted around the table and floor. And after a few, very quiet moments, she looked back to Gus, and he could see the pain of the past in her eyes. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out at first as her tongue explored the corner of her lips. He thought at first she was going to cry, but then she spoke, softly, hesitantly, as if the words weren’t being spoken as much as escaping.

“Burning alive.” She took a long, deep breath. “There was a housefire in our neighborhood growing up. It was at night, and all the neighbors rushed to it, waiting for the fire trucks to arrive. But no one could get in, it had gone up in flames so fast all the exits were on fire. My mother made me stay in my room and had me promise not to look out the window.” She blinked back tears. “But, of course, I did.”

Gus waited patiently as she took a deep breath before continuing.

“I can still hear the screams,” she whispered finally.

Gus knew what he needed to do next and, while it pained him, it had to be done.

He turned to Vanessa and gave her a nod. “Show her the photos of the Philips scene.”
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Chapter Thirty-Eight


Vanessa showed Sam the photos from Mary Philips’s gravesite, ending with her charred, disfigured remains in the grave.

“Pathologist confirmed she was alive during this,” Vanessa said, leaning back in her seat but leaving her phone on the table in front of Samantha.

“This,” Gus said, emphatically pointing to the photo with a finger as he held Sam’s eyes. “This is what they do. This … could happen to you.” He said with raised eyebrows. “This isn’t some game, Samantha. This is real shit. And if you’re not careful, this will all end in flames.”

The room fell quiet and Gus let that sink in for a few moments. Samantha seemed caught between trusting them and walking out, never to return.

“You said it yourself,” he continued. “They’re always watching and they’ve got people everywhere. And if that’s true, it’s only a matter of time before they either find you with that cellphone or figure out it’s you leaving us info. Or both.”

Samantha’s jaw tightened, and she met his eyes again. “I’m not leaving until this is done.”

There was a hardness to Samantha, a determination in her voice Gus felt stretched beyond a journalist’s credo that the truth must come out.

“Sounds like this is more than just another assignment for you.”

She cocked her head slightly to the side and raised an eyebrow but gave him nothing. He knew there was more to the story there somewhere, he just wasn’t able to read it.

“Samantha, what is it?”

“That family, in the house fire?” she began, looking to the table. “My friend was in that fire. But because they didn’t go to church, our priest wouldn’t allow the family to have a service at our church. He didn’t even ask our congregation to pray for them.” She met his eyes again. “Nothing. So let’s just say I’m not a big fan of organized religion.” The room fell quiet for a moment while Samantha collected herself. “But you tell me, what do you think, agent?” she challenged Gus. “You got enough to make an arrest without me?”

“Not yet, no. But we’re close.”

“Yeah, right,” she scoffed, “If you were close, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” Her eyes narrowed. “Agent, I don’t think you know what you’re up against here. You’re never going to get anyone in that church to talk; not the Father, not the others he has running things, not one single parishioner. I’ve been there for months, and I’ve not heard even a whisper about Adam Carson or Mary Philips. Nothing.”

Gus’s thoughts went back to that day outside Mary Philips’s house when the sheriff, Carl, told Gus what her grandparents said was exactly what Adam Carson’s parents said to him.

It’s God’s will.

Samantha was right; they’d never get anyone in that church to talk to them, let alone turn on the Father and his followers.

Vanessa leaned forward. “Okay, so how do we ensure your safety?”

“It’s simple,” Samantha replied. She gestured for Vanessa’s phone then went about tapping away on its screen. “There, now you have the name and number for my editor, Sally Dyer. And I shot her a text letting her know you’re now involved and to contact you if she needs anything.” She looked at Gus. “That’s a helluva lot better than her blindly calling the stateys if she can’t get a hold of me.”

“Okay,” Gus said, once Vanessa verified the information in her phone and the text sent. “So how do we contact you?”

“You don’t. Under any circumstances. I contact you.”

“But how?”

Samantha thought a moment. “I’m hiding this phone under a floorboard in our cabin; away from me and my belongings so if they find it they can’t link it to me.”

“You could text me,” Vanessa said, holding up her phone. “Then delete the text thread.”

“I could but, again, they could find my phone at any minute.” Samantha thought for another few moments. “Let’s do this. I’ll text if and when I can. But you can never text back. There can’t be any trace on that phone that I or someone’s used it to contact you, and I can’t ensure I’ll have access to the phone to delete anything you’ve texted me. But I’ve also got pretty much full control of the church’s website. And they have me put up a quote of the day each morning. So, if I need to get a message to you, I’ll either choose a quote you can decipher easily, or I’ll put some type of message on the sign outside the church, a quote or a saying of some sort. You’ll know.”

Samantha looked at the time on her phone. 3:35 a.m. She stood.

“I should be getting back. It’ll take me half an hour or so to make it back to the church through the woods and the camp counselors are usually there by five so I shouldn’t cut it too close.”

Gus stepped to the door with the reporter and placed his hand on its handle. But he didn’t open it until she looked up at him.

“If at any time you feel like they’re onto you, or you get a bad vibe or a weird feeling at all, you get out of there. Understood?”

The sides of her lips turned up again and without saying a word she gestured to Gus’s hand on the doorknob.

“Got it,” she said. Then she smiled. “Now let me outta here. Forgive me if I’m a bit twitchy about my freedom these days.”

She flicked off the light in the room and Gus slowly eased the door open a crack. Samantha then slipped through it and into the darkness.
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Chapter Thirty-Nine


Neither Gus nor Vanessa could get back to sleep after the reporter, Samantha, left their motel room. She wanted to—and had tried—but the squeaking noise as Gus pressed and released the tension tool he used to strengthen his fingers made it impossible. So, after getting a few diet cokes from the vending machine out by the office, Vanessa used the time to go over the information TJ had sent on each of the missing people identified from the highlighted names in the Bible. TJ had hit all the primary points for each of them when they talked so she didn’t learn anything more. But it still felt good to read and digest it all for herself.

They knew from checking out the church’s website that Father Benedict did a morning prayer service each morning from eight to nine a.m. so decided they would be at the church when that service ended. They had breakfast at the diner and talked through their approach for the interview of the Father then made sure they were at the church precisely at nine a.m. And when the last of the parishioners came out, they went inside.

Gus’s eyes were drawn to the office on their right and he saw the reporter, Samantha, sitting at the desk typing on the computer. She briefly glanced his way and the two of them exchanged a knowing look before she turned back to her work. He still wasn’t completely comfortable with her remaining at the church undercover. It was either incredibly brave or recklessly stupid, but only time would tell which.

He and Vanessa stepped through the large entrance of the nave and found the church empty except for Father Benedict who was speaking with the intense parishioner they’d met last time, Matthew, and a petite woman. He and V made their way down the aisle between the pews and joined them.

“Agents,” Father Benedict greeted, his tone rich with annoyance.

Gus noticed how his voice bellowed off the walls in a surround sound sort of way and wondered if the church’s acoustics had been designed with that in mind.

The Father’s pants were neatly pressed and the matching black jacket hung perfectly from his thin frame. Gus looked to the others yet remained quiet, waiting to be introduced to the woman. He knew he needed to meet as many people involved with the church as possible.

“You remember Matthew Fleming, our minister of youth services.”

Matthew was wearing grey pants and a matching grey jacket that had a blue logo of a safe and the words United Security written beneath it. His head twitched in an acknowledgement to Gus, so Gus tipped his head in return, holding his eyes the entire time. He had unfinished business with the rabid parishioner for his insults of Vanessa the last time they were there but now was not the time or the place.

“Hey, Matt,” Vanessa said cheerily, interrupting their stares as she casually flipped her collar over to expose parts of her intricate black neck tattoo.

“And this is Sarah Peterson,” the Father interrupted, gesturing to the older-looking woman standing next to him. “Juju. She runs our Sunday school and leads some of our prayer services.” He turned to her. “And, well, she’s sort of a spiritual guide around here.”

“We have some further questions,” Gus said to the Father.

He felt the woman’s eyes on him so glanced back at her. Her grey hair hung to her shoulders and her earth-toned skin was naturally radiant from, undoubtedly, a life spent outside in the fresh air and sun. But it was her eyes that stole Gus’s attention. Juju’s eyes were a greenish grey, so light they looked almost translucent and he could feel the intensity emanating from them. Somewhat unnerved, he turned back to the Father.

“What can I help you with, agents?”

“Adam Carson’s death has been ruled a homicide and, since we spoke last, the remains of Mary Philips have been found, and she too was murdered. We understand that about a month ago during one of your services you had the two of them join you at the altar and you denounced their relationship before the congregation.”

The Father nodded emphatically. “That’s correct. They had committed a carnal sin. I gave them the opportunity to repent before the congregation, to save their souls from eternal damnation.”

“And what did they do?” Gus asked, though he knew the answer.

He wanted to see how the priest would describe the altercation.

“They rejected salvation,” Matthew interrupted angrily. “They chose a sinner’s path.”

“Had you seen either of them since that service?” Gus asked the priest.

“No,” Father Benedict answered. “But our parishioners know that if they do not adhere to our practices, our faith, fully and completely, they are not welcome into the house of God.”

“Father, I understand they may not be welcome back into your church for not adhering to your beliefs,” Gus replied. “But we have reason to believe they were persecuted for it.”

Father Benedict scowled. “Agent, we offer our congregation a path to heaven. But they must choose that path, not just with their words, but with their actions. Those that do not choose that path—those that reject God—are accountable for their actions and will be judged by God accordingly.” He paused. “There is no salvation for the wicked.”

Matthew leaned forward, about to say something, when Juju put a hand on his arm. Vanessa pulled out her phone and began to retrieve the photographs of the missing people TJ had found while Gus continued.

“Father, we’ve already identified five additional missing people that we believe may have been connected to your church.”

“That’s preposterous,” he declared, his rising voice booming in the cavernous space. “Agent, we have an open door to those ready to invite God into their lives,” the priest continued. “But there are some who cannot make that sacrifice, cannot commit to God fully and unconditionally and, hence, are not worthy. We cannot control what they do with their lives; the choices they make, the sins they commit. But God sees this; he sees all.”

Vanessa held her phone up for the priest to see.

“This is Mike Thomas,” she began. “He was found about a year and a half ago, buried in an unmarked grave.” She held her phone out farther while Father Benedict and the others peered at the photo on its screen. “Do you recognize him?”

The priest sternly shook his head. “No, I do not.”

Vanessa pulled up a photo of the missing woman, Susan Cain, who filed rape charges against the three men over three years ago.

“This is Susan Cain. Do you recognize her?”

“No.”

She swiped until another photo was on her screen.

“This is Joseph Kenan. He was accused of raping the woman I just showed you a picture of, Susan Cain. Does he look familiar at all?”

“He does look vaguely familiar, but I can’t be sure,” the Father said. “As I said, we sometimes have people come to our services who cannot fully commit to our faith and, as a result, stop coming.”

The priest looked to Matthew and Juju but they each shook their heads also. Next up was a photograph of Anna Samuel, the married woman who went missing two and a half years ago and whose husband had told authorities their marriage was on the rocks due to an affair she’d had. Father Benedict was shaking his head before Vanessa could ask.

“No.”

The last photo Vanessa showed the priest was of Levi Connolly, the older man with the farm north of the church and whose two home-schooled daughters were suspected by some to have been subjected to incestuous molestation.

“Why, yes, that’s Levi Connolly,” the priest said without prompting. “He and his family have been on our food distribution list for years.”

“When’s the last time you saw Mr. Connolly?” asked Gus.

“I can’t be sure, agent. I don’t do the produce deliveries myself.”

“Who does?” asked Vanessa.

“Well, it varies, depending on how much produce we have to donate and who’s available to make deliveries.”

“He went missing about two years ago. Would you have records of who was making deliveries around that time?”

The priest’s eyebrows furled together. “No. Again, it’s really whoever is available to do it at the time.”

“Would you have records for the past five years of who attended your church services or maybe a list of benefactors who’ve donated?”

Gus felt the anger emanating off both Matthew and Juju but kept his attention on Father Benedict.

“I’m sure we have a list of benefactors for tax purposes,” the priest answered. “As for attendees, we maintain a central email and contact list for those who sign up to receive updates, daily prayers, and so forth.”

“Could we get a copy of those lists?” Vanessa asked.

Father Benedict raised an eyebrow as he turned his attention fully to her. “No,” he said flatly.

She felt his judging eyes roam over her neck and exposed tattoos before he continued.

“Our congregation are good, faithful people; people who cherish their privacy and religious freedoms. They would not take kindly to their church violating that privacy or especially their religious freedoms. So, no, I’m afraid I cannot provide a list for you. Not without a warrant.” He exchanged a look with both Matthew and Juju then turned his attention back to Gus. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, agent. I’ve got church business to attend to.”
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Chapter Forty


Gus knew the threshold of evidence needed to get a warrant for a religious institution was higher than normal given the sensitivities around religious freedoms. He couldn’t use the Bible with the names highlighted in it left for them by the reporter, Samantha. She had gotten those names from the church’s computer without a warrant so that Bible—and the names highlighted in it—would be considered fruit from the poisonous tree in the legal realm. The only way Gus was going to connect any of those missing people to the church was by doing it the old-fashioned way: investigating. But he and Vanessa alone were not going to be able to investigate each of those five people effectively in any reasonable amount of time. So, when Gus pulled out of the church’s parking lot, he set his course for the Oxford County Sheriff’s Department and had Vanessa call Carl to let them know they were on their way.

“What’d ya think of the Father and his crew?” Gus asked.

“Super sketch, right?” Vanessa shifted in her seat to look at Gus. “And what was with that lady? She didn’t take her eyes off you the entire time.”

“Believe me, I felt it.”

“There’s definitely something goin’ on in that place,” Vanessa said. “You see that Pitbull Matthew flinch at the mention of Mike Thomas’s name?”

“I did. Let’s have TJ look into Matthew…”

“Fleming,” Vanessa finished.

“Fleming,” Gus repeated, as if committing it to memory. “And Juju, the creepy staring woman.”

“Sarah Peterson.”

“I like creepy staring woman better but…”

Vanessa’s phone rang with a call from TJ, so she answered it on speaker.

“Hey, guys,” TJ yelled over the road noise inside Gus’s truck. “We’ve identified the woman in the photo with that cold case vic, Mike Thomas. Her name’s Evelyn McCormick.”

“Already?” Gus exclaimed. “TJ, great work. What else do we know?”

“She’s fifty-eight, been divorced for fourteen years and is a secretary at an insurance company.”

“Address?”

Vanessa’s phone chimed.

“Just texted it to V. She lives alone in the town of Bradford, which is about forty minutes north of the church.”

“North of the church?” V asked. “Is there really civilization that far up?”

Gus looked at the time on his phone. It was already coming up on two p.m., and they still had to get to the sheriff’s department in Berridge, brief Carl, and get his team focused on the investigations of the missing people. That would take a few hours and if Evie McCormick lived forty minutes north of the church, it’d take them well over an hour to make the drive back up to her place.

“TJ, send any other information you can pull together on this woman to us by tonight, including the address for her work. We’ll pay her a visit first thing in the morning.”

“You want me to give her a call, let her know you’re comin’?” TJ asked.

Gus considered that for a moment. “Nah, I wanna get her answers raw, not rehearsed.”

TJ said he’d send them information on her and they ended the call. Twenty minutes later they were sitting with Carl and his deputy, Tim, in the same conference room they had met in when Gus and Vanessa first came to town a few days ago.

“The religious expert we mentioned yesterday has been immensely helpful,” Gus began.

He told them about Ward Simmons and his expertise at Bates College and of all he’d explained to them thus far. They discussed the ancient Catholic burial ritual involving the lead cross, the writing above the doorways being the blessing of a home on the Feast of the Epiphany, and of the meanings behind the various Bible passages they’ve found.

“So, no question about the religious element of all this,” Carl said.

“None,” Gus said emphatically. “In fact, he’s even helped us determine the MO of the murderer. Each of the victims known to us thus far—Adam Carson, Mary Philips, and now Mike Thomas—were murdered in a way straight out of the Bible.” Seeing Carl’s head tilt slightly, Gus elaborated. “We believe the Carson kid was stoned to death and that Mary Philips was burned at the stake. And he was the only one that figured out that Mike Thomas was crucified.”

“Jesus.” Carl breathed.

“Yep, just like him,” Vanessa commented.

Gus then told them about the pamphlet left for them on their windshield in the church parking lot and its highlighted Bible passage and of the passage they found written on the deed to the church at the town hall. Next, he told them about how Father Benedict brought Adam Carson and Mary Philips in front of the entire congregation a month before they went missing to condemn them for their relationship and of how the young couple stormed out. Finally, Gus reminded them about the break-in to their motel room before the fire and of the names they found highlighted in the Bible and that they’ve identified the five missing people they need to look further into from that.

When they were done, Carl leaned back in his chair and exhaled. “You two have been busy.”

“I’ll say,” Tim added. “The break-in to your motel room; any idea who might’ve done it?”

Gus knew they’d ask; any good investigator would want to know that. But he also knew the significant risk Samantha was taking by staying under cover at the church. He couldn’t take any chances with her identity being discovered, and Gus knew how small towns worked; information was currency. Someone said something to someone else in confidence, then that person passed it onto someone else, also in confidence. Word spread, inevitably, whether intended or not.

Gus shook his head. “Nah, we were gone all day. No way of knowing,” he lied.

“So, what now?” Carl asked. “A warrant for the church?”

Gus had called Jeff earlier to check his logic that they needed more concrete evidence to get a warrant on a church and Jeff had agreed.

“Not yet. We need more concrete evidence the church is involved. We haven’t tied Mike Thomas to it yet and both Adam Carson and Mary Philips had stopped going there over a month before. We just need more.”

“Okay, how can we help?” Carl asked.

Vanessa slid a page from her notepad into the center of the table. “Here are the names of the six people that the Boston office identified from those highlighted names in the Bible. Each of them are from this and the neighboring counties, and each is missing.”

Carl read the list out loud. “Mary Philips, David or Mike Thomas, Susan Cain, Joseph Kenan, Anna Samuel, and Levi Connolly.”

Gus leaned onto the table. “We need some manpower to look further into these people, speak to friends and relatives, background checks, everything. We need to connect them to Father Benedict’s church somehow.”

“Obviously, you can skip Mary Philips,” Vanessa said.

“And Mike Thomas,” Gus said. “He’s the cold case up in Franklin County I told you about.”

“You’re sure that case is connected?” Tim asked, looking from Gus to Carl.

Gus nodded. “There was a lead cross found with the body.”

“I’ve known Hank Newsome for decades,” Tim said. Then he looked to Carl. “I could talk to ’im, see what he knows.”

“We already spoke with him,” Gus said. “And we’ve been to the boardinghouse where Mike Thomas was staying when he went missing. Found a picture in his things left behind of him and a woman we think was his girlfriend.”

“Nice,” Carl said. “Need us to chase her down?”

“Already did. An Evelyn McCormick. She lives up in Bradford. We’re gonna go speak with her in the morning.”

“Gus, we can take these other four, no problem.” Carl looked at his watch. “I’ll pull the files for each of ’em and corral the guys. You got time to bring us all up to speed?”

“Absolutely,” Gus said.

Vanessa looked to Gus, and he could see the fury in her eyes before she turned back to Carl.

“Any chance a girl can get some late lunch around here?”
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Chapter Forty-One


The motel owner, Paul, leaned back in his chair and slowly exhaled as his eyes roamed the desktop and courtesy counter in front of him. He sat still, in a daze, while his mind raked over the conversation he’d just had with Juju. While what she had told him was life-changing, it was not all that surprising. They had known that Satan would someday walk amongst them. Father Benedict had said it was so. But Paul never believed he would be alive to see that day, never mind be its host. So when Juju instructed him to act, he knew it must be done. It was God’s will.

He looked out the office window at the door to the room beside the office, then peered out a different window at the parking lot in front of it. The old green truck was nowhere to be seen; the coast was clear.

Paul went into his back room and rummaged around in the drawers of his old desk until he found the equipment he was looking for in a large Ziploc baggie. He also took the hand-sized cross beside it and slid it into his pocket and did the same with the flask of holy water he kept nearby at all times. Paul then made his way to the office door, only to hold up before opening it. He pulled the cross dangling around his neck out from beneath his shirt and, holding it close to his mouth, whispered the Prayer for Fortitude, seeking God’s strength for what he was about to do. When he was done praying, Paul left the motel office and quickly stepped to the door beside it. Using the master key, he was inside the agents’ room within seconds. Then he quickly got to work.

He opened the Ziploc bag containing a few dozen dime-sized, motion-activated cameras of various colors. He pulled out a brown one and held it against the wood molding and it was a perfect match. This was not Paul’s first rodeo. He slid a chair from the table beside the door and placed it against the wall in the corner. Peeling off the adhesive tape from its back, Paul pressed the tiny camera firmly onto the center of a knot in the dark molding that ran along the top of the ceiling. He turned around and faced the room; this would give them a clear view of anyone entering and leaving the room, as well as what was on their computer screen if they sat in the seat facing the door which, from Paul’s experience, was typically the case.

Paul went about placing a few others around the room to ensure there would be no blind spots to what they could see. An off-white one went over the grill on the inside of the smoke detector affixed to the ceiling above the beds. He wasn’t worried about blocking its grill; it wasn’t connected anyway. And a black one was stuck to the front of the cable box beneath the old television set. He was careful to place this one conveniently beside the other buttons on the box where it blended right in.

And when he was done with these, Paul stood at the foot of the two beds and turned his attention to the bathroom door. He thought of the hot FBI agent; of her lean, slender body, her beautiful face. Her mouth. He blinked slowly as the outsides of his lips turned upward into a mischievous smile. He very much wanted to see more of that one. And the off-white cameras he had matched the bathroom walls and ceiling perfectly; he had made sure of it. But he knew these cameras didn’t react well to the steam from a shower. Again, not Paul’s first rodeo.

So, Paul took one final look around the room and decided the three cameras were enough to capture everything the FBI agents were up to. He glanced back to the bathroom door; the rest he would have to leave to his exhaustive imagination. Paul then went to the door and turning back to face the room, leaned his back against it. He pulled the larger cross from his pocket and held it out in front of him with an extended hand. And then he prayed.

Paul recited the St. Michael Prayer, asking the archangel’s protection against evil spirits. And when he had done that, he recited the Prayer Against Evil Spirits while he shook holy water out of his flask onto the floor in front of the entrance to the room.

And when Paul was finished he opened his eyes. He held the cross to his lips as he once again whispered the Prayer for Fortitude. Paul knew he was no Juju when it came to having faith and that he needed all the strength he could get.

Because Paul knew Satan had not chosen to stay at his motel by accident.
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Chapter Forty-Two


Vanessa had TJ pulling together background information for both of the church parishioners they met earlier, Matthew Fleming and Sarah Peterson, aka Juju. So with nothing else to chase down until the morning, Gus welcomed the opportunity for some down time in their motel room.

He had just come in from outside—having stepped out to call Mel—and slung his leather jacket over the back of a chair at the table. Vanessa was sitting against her headboard with her computer on her lap and white wireless earbuds in her ears. The circus in Gus’s head had been clamoring all afternoon after their meeting with Father Benedict and the others at the church. He needed to quiet the monkeys down, think things through; let his dyslexic brain go to work and untangle all they’d learned so far. He pulled the large, foldable bass from the corner of the room but before he could begin to play Vanessa got a text.

“It’s the reporter, Samantha.”

Gus leaned his bass back against the wall. “What’s she say?”

Vanessa looked back to her phone. “Everyone spooked, paranoid. FB coming unhinged. Got everyone in church, spoke of blasphemy, heretic in our midst betraying church. Preached of sinners burning in hell, only salvation is confession. Don’t know how long I’ll have phone. Watch website & sign outside.”

“Fuck,” Gus bit. “I don’t like this,” he said, his head shaking.

“Me neither,” V agreed. She thought a moment before adding, “I’ll keep tabs on their site for changes in the passages, and let’s plan to drive by the church on the daily to see what’s on the sign outside. And if the shit hits the fan, either she’ll reach out or her editor will.”

Gus was nodding slowly as he looked back up to her.

“It’s the best we can do tonight,” she added. “Let’s see how it looks tomorrow.”

“Alright, but if anything looks hinky we pull her out.”

“Agreed,” V replied.

Gus turned his attention back to the bass and laid it flat on the floor. He absolutely loathed this cheap plywood bass but he had long ago come to terms with the fact that he simply couldn’t bring his concert bass, June—named after his grandmother; the same grandmother who left him her Land Rover in her will—with him on cases no matter how large his truck was. She was just too bulky, and he didn’t want to take a chance of her getting damaged or, worse, stolen.

He tightened the detachable neck to its body. He then restringed it and spent the five minutes necessary to retune each. And when all that was done, he brushed a few spots of soot off her and held her firmly. He then closed his eyes and began to play the third Bourrée of the Bach cello suites. This bass was much smaller than June so he had to adjust his position several times before settling in. But as he did so, he began to feel the melody as he alternated between slow and fast movements. His shoulders began to relax, his mind eased and the circus became quiet. He came to a double stop with an open D string and noticed the G string was still slightly out of tune, but he played past it. Really feeling it now, Gus peeled open his eyes, but his fingers immediately stopped when he saw Vanessa staring at him from her bed.

“I don’t think so,” she said sternly.

“I’ve gotta clear my head,” he replied emphatically.

But, to him, his tone sounded like that of a young child asking for a treat.

“Maybe you could bring the bass in the bathroom or something,” she offered.

Gus scowled at the idea. Not only would his playing be louder from in there because of the acoustics, at six-foot-four he could barely fit in their bathroom alone.

“Outside maybe?” she continued.

Gus looked toward the window and the tree branches bending from the wind on the far side of the parking lot.

Following his eyes Vanessa added, “I dunno. But it’s too loud.” She held up one of her earbuds. “It’s hard to hear my music.”

Knowing that Vanessa was into rap and hip hop, Gus’s eyes widened. “Some would call that a public service.” He spun the bass around on its wobbly end pin and stepped around it to the other side, facing the corner.

“I’ll just play into the corner,” he said over a shoulder. “I can play much quieter, and the acoustics have the sound bouncing off and coming back at me. It’s sorta like a mini amplifier for me.”

Vanessa slid the earbud back into her ear. And, as she did so, Gus heard her mumble to herself. “Great, now I’m in The Blair Witch Project.”

Gus ignored her as he retuned the G string. He then inhaled and exhaled deeply, closed his eyes and again began to play. But as he tried to settle in, he found the wobbly end pin jarring so he stopped and secured it the best he could before resuming.

And as he played on, Gus found the strings a little lighter than he liked and he heard a faint noise that told him he had reattached the pickup out of muscle memory even though he had no amp. But, still, he played through it as he thought of playing Eccles sonata and reached for his bow, only to remember this wasn’t June he was playing. Undeterred, Gus played the piece anyway, though the full beauty of it couldn’t be expressed playing pizzicato.

And, once again in a rhythm, Gus’s mind grinded through the case. This entire region seemed to him to be hermetically sealed from outsiders. Not only would no one talk to him and Vanessa, but the local sheriff, Carl, was also seen as an outsider and unable to get any real information. The deputy, Tim, was a local and seemed to know some people but Gus knew that would carry them only so far. After all, he was still law enforcement. Gus knew he needed an in, some way of piercing that seal.

And that was when he thought of Mike Thomas and Evie McCormack; they were both from Maine but lived two counties away from the church. And, while Mike’s burial clearly connected him to the other murders and therefore, in Gus’s opinion, to Father Benedict’s church, they’d not been able to establish any connection between Evie and the church. His brain took this observation, looked at it from every angle, dissected it, cycled on it over and over until it was all he could think about.

Evie McCormack.

Could she be the outsider they were looking for? The outsider that had a glimpse behind the curtain? Could she—through Mike—know something or have heard something? Or maybe she even saw something herself, something that could help them.

Evie McCormack. Gus’s brain whirred. What could you know, Evie McCormack? What. Could. You. Know?

Could Evie McCormack be the key to blowing their case wide open?
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Chapter Forty-Three


Juju sat at the desk in the church’s office, her face awash with a bluish glow from the computer screen. The sun had set, yet she hadn’t bothered to put the office lights on, preferring instead to sit in the dark. Her eyes were tired and watery, but still, she could not look away. She watched the tall, gangly FBI agent playing his large instrument in the corner while his whore sat on the bed. There was a flickering shimmer around him; an energy, Juju knew, that only the devil himself could emit.

“Juju, you’re still here?” the voice of her morning companion came from behind.

She startled and turned to see him standing in the doorway with their leader at his side. She hadn’t heard anyone enter the church so eyed them cautiously before turning back to the screen.

“He thinks he has everyone fooled,” she murmured.

Her coffee buddy pulled the two guest chairs over and they sat beside Juju.

“Then he only fools himself,” their leader declared.

The black and white video feed was choppy, making some of the agent’s moves seem like Claymation.

“Have he and the whore…” their leader asked.

“Not while I’ve been watching, no,” Juju answered.

“You saw them for yourself this morning though. Disgusting together, right? Flirting … covetous.”

Juju nodded as they all fell quiet and watched the agent lay his instrument flat on the floor of the motel room and begin to break it apart. He turned his face upward, toward the camera, and that was when Juju saw the burning glow in his eyes.

“It watches us?” she whispered.

Her eyes were glued to the screen, waiting for another glimpse of the beast inside.

After a few moments, she spoke again, her voice steady with determination. “They know of the intervention we tried with the boy, Adam, and his whore, Mary, before the congregation. They spoke of it this morning while they were here.”

“Yes,” their leader said.

“That was performed in the sanctity of the church. Only we should know of that,” Juju continued.

“The heretic,” their leader stated without equivocation.

“The heretic,” Juju repeated. “We must find them and how they’re getting word out.”

“We will.” her companion nodded confidently.

“You don’t understand. We must do it now.” Their leader directed, gesturing toward the beast. “It has already seduced one of us.”

Juju placed an open hand on the screen, covering the beast, and closed her eyes. Its powers crackled in her palm, and she felt the pulsing heat of its fires within.

“What does it want, Juju?” her companion asked.

“It seeks total destruction,” their leader answered. “And it will not stop until it succeeds.”

“But the fire didn’t work.”

“That was our mistake,” Juju said. “The devil flourishes in fire.”

“Then how do we kill the beast?”

Juju opened her eyes and turned from the screen. “Man cannot kill the beast,” she said. “We can only reject its ways; stop it from seducing our flock.”

“And how do we do that?”

Juju looked back at the screen as the beast slipped into bed.

“By killing those it uses to spread its ways.”
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Chapter Forty-Four


Gus and Vanessa got breakfast at the diner before getting on the road to Evie McCormack’s house. They knew the insurance company she worked at opened at nine a.m. so they aimed to arrive at her home around 8:15 a.m. to speak with her in private before she started her workday.

Carl had called them as they were finishing up their meal to tell them they’d found two unmarked graves behind the cemetery in the town of Somersworth. They agreed that, following the pattern thus far, one of them was likely the body of Susan Cain as she had lived in Somersworth when she went missing. The pathologist, Pamela Wegman, was at the scene, so Carl said he’d let Gus know what she found.

Vanessa read what little they knew about Evie McCormack aloud to Gus from the information TJ had sent. She was a fifty-eight-year-old divorcee who worked as a secretary at an insurance agency. She was an only child, and her parents had died years ago; the only relatives they were able to find were an aunt and uncle that lived out in Oregon. Her finances were ordinary. She had five years left on her mortgage, owned her 2019 Subaru Crosstrek outright, and had a 401k through her company. She gave to the fireman’s fund each holiday season, had joined a gym the year before, and was a card-carrying member of the NRA. And, finally, there was no evidence—in her finances or elsewhere—that she belonged to any church.

“Sorry about the bass thing last night,” V said. “I was just trying to chill, but you should be able to too.”

“Ah, don’t worry about it. Mel makes me go to her third-floor bedroom when we’re at her house.”

“But I recognized what you were playing; you’ve played it before.”

Vanessa had shown interest lately in learning more about Gus’s music. And, like anything else V did, he knew she’d done her research.

“Oh yeah?” he asked.

“You were playing the third Bourée of the Bach cello suites, and you began with a simple C major scale,” she said proudly.

Gus looked at her, his eyes scrunched in confusion. “Um, that doesn’t make sense.”

Vanessa smiled. “Oh, I mean you were playing the third Bourée of the Back cello suites with a simple C major scale.” Her eyes were bright, her smile wide.

Gus smiled wider, on the verge of a laugh. “My gawd, that’s somehow worse. You just said I began to lift weights with a run on the treadmill.” He chuckled.

“Doesn’t matter,” she said, her nose scrunching in mock annoyance. “Your music’s stupid anyway.”

They both laughed and, when they finished Gus said, “Just so you know. I can play the Bach cello suites, or I can play a C major scale, but I can’t do both. But I appreciate you taking an interest.”

Gus steered the truck around a long corner, and the center of Bradford came into view. He pulled up to a red traffic light, double-clutching the old workhorse to get her into first gear. Downtown Bradford looked like one of those postcards one got at the airport of a cozy New England enclave. Lining the streets on both sides were one- and two-story buildings, each with colorful flags and banners on their fronts and large windows to display their wares. The sidewalks were clean and had medium-sized oak trees strategically placed equal distance from beginning to end. There were people opening shop doors as others hurried along, no doubt to their place of work at this time of the morning.

The traffic light turned green, so Gus crept along Main Street behind a pickup truck and an SUV. They passed stores and markets and a diner before Gus spotted Costello’s Insurance Agency on their right.

“That’s where she works, right?”

“Yep,” Vanessa confirmed.

As they drove past, he noticed the door was still closed and there were no lights on inside. Gus continued following the British woman’s voice on his GPS as she led him through the town center, then along the narrowing roads of outer Bradford until the moving blue dot got close to the red stationary dot of the destination. He slowly passed several side streets until he came to the one they were looking for and turned right onto it. Evie McCormack’s home was the third one on the right. Each of the houses had clusters of woods between them, yet it still looked like a man-made neighborhood to Gus. He parked on the side of the road beside her driveway and turned off the engine.

“It’s 8:25,” Vanessa said. “I think it’s late enough to knock on the door.”

Gus hunched his shoulders down and peered out the windshield. Her home was a small white cape-style house with black shutters. There was a one-car garage attached to the left of it with a black Subaru sedan parked in the driveway in front of its closed door. Gus’s eyes moved from the car to the stone walkway leading from the driveway to the front door then to the cement steps with potted plants resting on either side of the door. He could see a dim light in the window of the room to the right of the steps, but the other first story window was dark, as were the windows in the two dormers on the roof.

“I guess,” he replied. “House still seems dark though.”

“The insurance agency opens at nine so she’s gotta be up getting ready by now.”

They each got out of the truck, and Gus led the way up the driveway, past the car then onto the sidewalk to the front door. He pressed the lighted button for the doorbell and heard the loud chime come from inside. They waited for nearly a minute before Gus pressed it again then he heard a voice call to him from the street so turned toward it.

“She usually goes for a walk before work so might not be back yet,” said an older woman across the street as she slid her trash barrel to the curb.

Gus waved. “Thanks.”

“You might remind her it’s trash day when she gets back,” the woman added.

Gus waved a response and turned back toward the door.

“Thanks, Karen.” Vanessa mumbled.

After another minute with no response, Gus had Vanessa call Evie’s home number. And as she was pulling the number up, Gus stepped off the steps and leaned back to look at the upstairs windows. Seeing no obvious activity, he peered in the window between the front steps and garage and could see what looked like a dining room. Looking past a rectangular table, he could see the kitchen through the far doorway and a small light on above the stove.

Gus looked down the street both ways and, not seeing any walkers in either direction, stepped back past the front steps as Vanessa put her phone on speaker and held it out. They both listened to the ringing of the phone as Gus stepped up to the bay window to the right of the steps. Peering inside, he saw a small sofa, a reclining chair, and a large television set in the corner opposite them. The reading lamp beside the chair was on and a book lay folded pages-down on its side table.

Gus heard a woman’s voice answer Vanessa’s phone and tell the caller to leave a message before Vanessa ended the call.

“Lay on the doorbell again and keep an eye out on the street in case she comes home,” he said to Vanessa who was still standing on the steps. “I’m gonna check around back.”

Vanessa did as he asked and Gus could hear the constant chiming of the doorbell as he walked along the side of the house. The backyard was fenced in and had a small patio off the back steps with an iron fire pit in its middle surrounded by two wooden Adirondack chairs. There were windows on each side of the steps with a white metal bulkhead beneath the nearer ones. Gus stepped onto the bulkhead and began to lean toward the dark window when he heard Vanessa talking with someone around front.

He turned to hop off the bulkhead, but its top was slippery from the morning dew and his boot slid out from beneath him. His shoulder and the side of his head squished against the window as he grabbed onto its sill to steady his fall. With his face pressed against the cold glass, something inside the room caught Gus’s attention. He pressed a knee against the side of the house to steady himself and brought his hands to the sides of his eyes so he could see inside the dark room.

And he immediately recoiled at what he saw.

“Fuuuuuuck.” He groaned to himself.

Dangling just inside the window in front of him were the bloated, purplish-red bare feet of Evie McCormack.
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Chapter Forty-Five


The reporter, Samantha, was dusting behind the altar as she watched the cleansing process—as Father Benedict had described it during last night’s impromptu town hall meeting—unfold in the pews below. Nervous campers of all ages huddled in groups, awaiting to be called away and interviewed by the creepy old woman, Juju, and the others.

Father Benedict had been imposing, scary even, as he lectured the campers on sin and blasphemy and of a heretic amongst them that had betrayed the sanctity of the church. He spoke of the fiery depths of hell and recounted in excruciating detail the tortures to be had there—flesh torn from bone, an endless inferno for all eternity for those who sinned against the church. But then he had ended his talk with the promise of redemption and salvation for those who repent their sins. And he reminded his flock that God, above all, was one who forgave those who took responsibility for their actions.

And, after the gathering, as Samantha and the campers made their way back to the bunkhouses in the dark, she heard a mix of nervous chatter and crying. But she wasn’t surprised by what she’d heard from the Father, not in the least. The vibe around the church had shifted in the past twenty-four hours. She knew it because she had caused it. Things were coming to a head, and she was prepared. That was why she’d sent that text to the agent, Vanessa, that the phone was no longer an option. They’d never find that phone; Samantha made sure of it. So, the last thing she was going to do was lead them right to it.

And Samantha wasn’t surprised when she got back to her bunkhouse and heard the quiet whispers of others that their belongings had been searched. The hunt was clearly on.

Samantha continued her dusting in silence, and her thoughts turned inward. She thought of mornings as a child spent at the local church with her mother, the two of them praying and doing chores around the old place. And of the strict sermons the priest would give, speaking passionately from an altar not unlike the one she dusted now, his fist in the air, warning of the temptations in the world.

Samantha remembered how she’d begged her mother each morning to stay home with her father, only to be denied every time. We must both go to church, her mother would say, so we can pray for us and for Daddy. She’d never forget how her mother would look at her father; the look of hate and resentment she’d show him as she repeated the priest’s words to him night after night, begging him to go to church with them, only to be denied each time herself.

Samantha never knew they were poor. What kid understood food stamps or school lunch vouchers or why they had mustard sandwiches regularly for dinner? And she certainly didn’t know what alcoholism or depression were.

Father Benedict’s booming voice from somewhere down the hallway snapped her from her thoughts.

“I will not stand by and allow the devil to roam my church—to poison my faithful—as he wishes!”

The campers clustered in tight, cliquey groups throughout the pews went silent at the sound of his voice, like prey hiding in the forest when a predator was near.

“Find them!” the Father yelled. “Find them now!”

A door slammed then a moment later Samantha watched as Father Benedict stormed into the nave, down the side of the pews and exited through the door beside the altar, slamming it as he left. She looked back at the pews and at the dozens of terrified faces staring back. And she knew she was in charge now.

And she would drive the Father like the hounds to the hunters.
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Chapter Forty-Six


“There’s no fuckin’ way she committed suicide,” Gus said.

He and Vanessa were speaking with Carl and his deputy, Tim, while they waited for the pathologist and CSU team to arrive. Gus watched as a couple of Carl’s men strung yellow crime scene tape around the property line of the house.

Carl tilted his head slightly, thinking things through. “You said this Evie woman was in a relationship with the vic, Mike Thomas, when he went missing?”

“That’s right,” Gus confirmed. “Why?”

“Well, maybe she blamed herself for him going missing in some way. Maybe she did something or didn’t. We just don’t know what went on between them. And, Gus, guilt is a cancerous emotion. Maybe she couldn’t stand the ghosts.” When Gus didn’t respond, Carl added, “Let’s wait to see what Pam says when she gets here,” he cautioned, referring to the pathologist, Pamela Wegman.

“You said she’s on her way?”

Carl nodded. “She was just finishing up at the cemetery down in Somersworth so should be here anytime now.”

“Who knew you were coming here?” Tim asked.

“Besides us?” Gus replied, waving his hand around in their circle.

He looked at Vanessa with a raised eyebrow.

“Father Benedict and two of his parishioners,” Vanessa answered. “A Matthew Fleming and a Sarah Peterson. They call her Juju.”

Tim thought a moment then slowly shook his head. “You didn’t talk about it around anyone at the motel or, maybe, at the diner?”

Gus’s thoughts again went to what the reporter had said to them that night in their motel room.

They have eyes everywhere.

“Shit, I dunno. But, if we did, we were careful.”

“Maybe not careful enough,” Tim said.

Gus heard the sound of a truck and looked to the street to see a tall, white sprinter van pull to the curb behind a similar grey van with Lou’s Locksmith painted across its side in bright gold lettering. A moment later, a plain, dark-colored sedan pulled up behind them both. Pamela Wegman got out of the car, said something to one of the CSU techs unloading the van, then joined Gus and the others.

“Agent Wheeler, Lambert,” she said with a tip of her head to Gus and Vanessa. “Haven’t had this many bodies to examine in years. You certainly know how to keep a girl busy.” She paused, and her nose wrinkled as she looked at the house. “Was there a fire? I smell smoke.”

Vanessa shot Gus a look which he quickly sidestepped.

“What’d you find with the bodies in Somersworth?” he asked.

“One male, one female. Both bodies were burned like the other young woman’s so it’ll take some time to determine approximate ages and if we can get DNA from either of ’em. But both had the same large lead cross on ’em as the other young woman’s remains had.”

Pam gestured to the front door of the house where the CSU team was standing.

“I better get to it. Anyone joining?”

“She and I’ll come,” Gus said.

“Tim and I’ll stay back,” Carl added. “Keep the traffic in the scene to a minimum.”

Gus motioned for the guy sitting in the locksmith’s van to join them and they followed the young man to the front door.

“To preserve evidence,” Gus said to Pam’s confused look.

“You city folk.” She smiled. “We just kick ’em in around here.”

It took Lou less than two minutes to pick the lock on the doorknob and spring the front door open. Gus told him to see Carl about arranging payment then he and the others put on gloves and bootie covers over their shoes from a pair of boxes left by the door from the CSU team. They entered the small house then walked down a short hallway to the kitchen and stood in its doorway while the CSU team got right to work.

Straight in front of them was the refrigerator, stove, and line of cabinets ending in a small counter to the right with two stools in front of it. To the right of that was a small table with one chair pulled out and lying on its side and above that hung Evie McCormack’s body from an exposed beam in the ceiling. One of the CSU techs began working the area beneath and around the body, while the other started by dusting for fingerprints on the window Gus had originally seen her dangling feet through.

“Treat this scene as a homicide,” Gus said to both.

They each stopped what they were doing and looked to Pam for direction. Homicide scenes got far more detailed attention than scenes of suicide; no one wanted to be that person that stuffed up collecting evidence that could lead to the capture of the perpetrator.

“Mark my words, doc,” Gus said. “There’s no way she hung herself.”

Pam gave them each a stiff nod and they turned and got back to work. It took both techs working the kitchen and sitting area for nearly an hour before they allowed the others to enter the space.

And, as they were leaving, one of the techs said to Gus, “We got a lot of prints, so we’ll rule out the vic’s to see what others there might be.”

Once they were gone to process the rest of the house, Pam stood on a chair and performed an initial assessment of Evie McCormack’s body, documenting what she observed into a portable recording device, before they moved it. When she was done, Gus carefully untied the rope from the beam, and they slowly lowered it to the floor.

Pam knelt beside the white, bloated face and dictated observations into her device as she worked her way down to the feet. And when she was done, she clicked the device off, shuffled back to the head and neck area, and bagged each hand before gesturing for Gus and Vanessa to join her.

“See here,” she said, pointing to the small red dots beneath the eyes and on the neck.

“The petechial hemorrhages,” Vanessa answered.

“That’s right,” Pam confirmed. “Clear sign of strangulation.”

“I’m not suggesting she wasn’t strangled,” Gus clarified. “She very well could’ve been. But she didn’t hang herself; this wasn’t a suicide.”

“Agent, understood. I’m only stating the evidence I’m presented with. See the swelling on the face here, here, and … here,” she added, pointing to spots around the cheeks and chin. “That’s facial congestion; again, consistent with a strangulation.”

Pam finished bringing Gus and Vanessa through each of her other findings. Bruising around the neck, the fractured hyoid bone, and scratches on the neck.

“Any sense of time of death?” he asked.

“Well, livor mortis is fairly pronounced in the feet and lower legs, so she’s been in that position for ten or twelve hours, anyway. And rigor mortis has about peaked so I’d say T-O-D was … twelve, maybe fifteen hours ago.”

Gus looked at Vanessa. “That’d make it between five and eight p.m. last night.”

“Definitely wasn’t someone that overheard us this morning at the motel or diner.”

“But it was just a few hours after we left the church yesterday,” he said.

Gus looked around the room again for signs of a struggle but saw none. “There’s no way she hung herself,” he said, his voice quiet, resigned.

“You may be right,” Pam conceded, looking around the kitchen and sitting area. “But, if she was murdered, whoever staged it was a pro. And, I don’t know about you, but we don’t get many hitmen up around these parts.”

Gus couldn’t argue with Pam’s assessment; nothing he was seeing suggested any type of struggle whatsoever. Pam made a call on her phone to her office then called out to the CSU techs that the body was ready for transit. A moment later, one of them appeared in the doorway and went about putting the body into a large dark green body bag and zipped it closed.

“The morgue’s van is on its way,” she said before glancing at Gus. “They had to run a few bodies to the morgue from Somersworth so it might take ’em a beat to get here.”

The tech nodded then said, “Got it. You don’t have to hang, doc. We’ll get it loaded up.” He then looked to Gus, “And, agent, we just dusted each of the doors and the first-floor windows. Each was locked on the inside and there were no signs of forced entry.”

“You find a suicide note anywhere?”

“Not yet but we’ve still got the upstairs to do.”

Gus acknowledged the tech, then he and Vanessa followed Pam out of the house, and they thanked her for all her help.

“Do me a favor, will ya?” Gus asked. She eyed him suspiciously as he continued. “When you do the autopsy, please pay special attention to anything that might not fit a suicide determination, anything odd or even just kinda off a bit. An odd bruise or a scrape in a strange place, anything.”

“Absolutely,” she said in a voice that spoke of her surprise at his request. “We may bust in our doors up here, but we conduct a helluva autopsy.”

She told him she’d prioritize the McCormack autopsy over the others and get them results by the next morning then got in her sedan and left the scene.

“What’d you find?” Carl asked.

“There’s no fuckin’ way this is a suicide,” Gus began, watching the pathologist drive away.

But before he could continue, Vanessa stepped closer to him and poked his forehead with a finger. “Skip intro.”

Gus leaned back, his eyes blinking quickly. He then moved on and told Carl and Tim all the pathologist had found. And as he was finishing, Vanessa got a call from TJ so punched him up on speaker.

“Hey,” TJ said. “I just got the background info for those two churchgoers. Sarah Peterson and Matthew Fleming?”

“What’d we find?” Gus asked.

“Well, the Peterson woman has a pretty bland background; born and raised in Raleigh where the church is, lived with her parents until they died then inherited their home. She’s an only child. From what we can tell, she’s been going to church all her life; her father was a priest at a different church before having her.”

“Any legal troubles or anything interesting in her past?”

“Not so much as a parking ticket, and no. She’s essentially worked remedial jobs her entire life—on farms during harvest seasons, she worked for a stint in a flower shop, that sorta thing.”

“How ’bout good ole Matt?” Vanessa asked.

“Matthew Fleming works for a security guard service company. Patriot Security. He rotates assignments where and when needed. And he’s also the fire marshal for the surrounding towns. But what’s most noteworthy is not what he is now, but what he once was.”

Gus leaned closer to the phone, his interest now piqued. “What d’ya got TJ?”

“Matt was a service man; in the Army for twelve years. He did two tours in Iraq and one in Afghanistan.”

“Lemme guess. Citations for questionable kills?”

“Not even close,” TJ said flatly. “He was an MP.”

“Military police?” asked Gus.

“That’s right,” TJ confirmed, his voice firm. “And he was good at it too. Several commendations.”

Gus turned to Vanessa with an I-told-you-so look. “An MP. Now, that’s someone who would know how to stage a scene.”



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Forty-Seven


Gus and Vanessa had spent the morning at Evie McCormack’s house, getting real-time updates on the scene. Thinking of the reporter, Samantha, Vanessa went on the church’s website to see if the quote of the day had been changed but it had not. But Gus was growing more and more uneasy about the reporter’s safety, especially after receiving the text from her earlier that morning. So, they headed for the church before going back to the motel to see if there was a new passage on its sign outside.

Since speaking with TJ earlier, Gus had Matthew in the frame for this now. But many questions remained. If the former MP was their suspect, was he working alone or in a group? And if it was a group, was this a small, overly zealous faction within the church or was the entire congregation somehow involved? Gus had seen how the church was protected—and quite possibly feared—across that entire area. It wouldn’t surprise him if this wasn’t a small, isolated group of Father Benedict’s followers but something larger, something much more pervasive. And what was Father Benedict’s role in all of this? He was their leader, after all. Had he led them down this path also?

“You like the Matthew guy for McCormack?” V asked.

“Not sure if he did it or just knows who did it, but he’s in the mix.”

“If it was him, how’d he get in? No sign of forced entry. Seems like she knew the perp.”

Gus’s eyebrow shot up.

“What?” she asked.

“You just say perp?” Vanessa didn’t say anything but simply stared him down until he continued. “She either knew”—he paused and nodded slowly—“the suspect or they presented like someone of authority or someone who would reasonably ask for access to her house.”

“She was an insurance agent,” V scoffed. “You really think she’d let a security guard into her home?”

“No, but she might a fire marshal,” he countered.

Gus steered the truck onto the church’s road then crept slowly by so Vanessa could get a good look at the glass-encased sign out front. He heard the clicks of her phone’s camera and when she pulled it down he continued on at normal speed.

“It’s a new quote,” she said as she stared at the photo on her phone’s screen. She was quiet as she read the new passage once before reading it aloud for Gus. “Okay, the passage is 1 Peter 5:8.” She paused. “Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may devour.”

Gus looked at her and grimaced. “Read it again.” Vanessa read it two more times, each time slowly so Gus could consider each portion of it.

“I’m not exactly sure how to take it,” he said slowly. “But taken in the context of her text from this morning; that they know there’s a traitor amongst them; I’d say they’re hunting for her now.”

“That’s my take as well,” Vanessa said. “Especially since we know Samantha thinks of Father Benedict as evil.”

“Question is … do they know it’s her?”

“If they did, she wouldn’t have been able to put this on the sign.” Vanessa pointed out.

Gus thought about it as he steered the tall, bulky truck around a hairpin turn in the road.

Once straightened out he said, “Get it to the professor so we can get his take on it.”

Vanessa texted the photo to the professor, Ward Simmons, and told him they’d call him later in the day to discuss its meaning. And, as they fell quiet, the loud rumble of the old Land Rover’s studded tires took over the cabin with a bass-like percussion, providing a rhythm to the engine’s brass-like buzz.

“I can’t get the reporter out of my mind,” Gus said after a few moments. “Things are amping up; I can feel it.”

“I’m with ya,” she said. “But this is her plan, not ours. And she’s not one of us; we can’t make her leave there.” When Gus didn’t reply she went on, “She’s got a good head on her shoulders; she’d know if they were closing in. And if they were, she’d have left. She got away the other night to come to our motel, so she clearly has an exit route.”

Gus was about to object when Vanessa’s phone rang and, seeing it was the professor, she quickly punched him up on speaker. But even at just thirty miles per hour, the road noise in the old truck was too loud for them to hear Ward clearly enough so Gus immediately found a clearing by the side of the remote country road and pulled over.

“That’s better,” Vanessa said. “Professor, can you start again?”

“Sure thing. I got your message about the passage put in the sign outside the church, 1 Peter 5:8.”

“Excellent. Can you give us some sense of its meaning?”

“Absolutely. But, like any passage, it’s open to interpretation and can be applied to multiple situations. So, before I go through it, is there any context you can give me? Maybe a little about the situation that’s going on?”

Vanessa’s eyes flicked up from the phone and found Gus’s and, with a tight nod from him, she continued. She reminded Ward of the reporter undercover at the church’s summer camp and told him of the text they received from her that morning describing a search going on at the church for a heretic amongst them.

“She used that word. Heretic?”

“She texted what Father Benedict said,” Vanessa clarified.

“Okay, that’s very helpful, thank you. So, I’m going to assume that, given that context, your reporter would be thinking that Father Benedict or someone in his charge were the devil as referred to here.”

“I think that’s right,” Gus replied.

“Okay, so the beginning part, be sober, be vigilant. Sober in this context refers to spiritual self-control, thinking with eternity in mind. The idea is that being sober minded equips believers to respond, not merely react, when trials or false teachings are pressed.”

“So, basically, be measured not impulsive,” Vanessa said as she finished a note in her pad.

“That’s correct; measured with God’s teachings as a basis for any action.”

Vanessa spun her pen across her hand like a plane’s propeller. “And the teachings would, in this case, actually be Father Benedict’s views?”

“Most certainly. Now, the next part, because your adversary the devil. We know that’s Father Benedict or someone acting on behalf of the church. The key to this phrase is the word adversary, however. It underscores a real, personal enemy in this passage, not merely a symbol of evil.”

“So, the threat is not just spiritual belief,” Gus said.

“Absolutely not. In this context, the threat is very much a physical threat. This is the portion of the passage that brings this sentiment, this entire belief system into the physical realm … into the everyday for those of faith. This reinforces that prayer and believing in God is simply not enough. This stresses that the devil—and by association his beliefs, his directives, his actions—are very real and those of faith must not just believe he exists. They must seek the devil out, act against him and his followers on behalf of the church.”

Vanessa had stopped writing and caught Gus’s eye at what the professor was saying.

“This sounds more and more like a cult, professor,” she said slowly.

“Ah, an age-old debate, agent. Where do the fervent beliefs of the religious end and the manipulative threads of a cult begin? That, I’m afraid, is not a puzzle we’ll crack today.” The professor then returned his attention to the passage. “The next section, as a roaring lion. This is interesting in this context. You see, a lion’s roar paralyzes its prey with fear, with terror. This suggests that the devil uses intimidation, doubt, shame to freeze believers. But, if there is a role reversal here and Father Benedict is the devil in this scenario than this speaks to his complete and absolute control over his flock, his congregation.” Professor Ward paused before continuing, “Agent, your reporter is one smart cookie. There are many significant messages contained in this one passage.”

“She is,” Vanessa agreed, catching Gus’s worried eyes.

“And the last section, seeking whom he may devour. Well, that’s clearly the devil’s enemy, in this case, your reporter. The devil’s ultimate goal is complete destruction—of faith, of witness, of families and churches, of everything really. Partial surrender is never his aim and, if you believe the Catholic Church, he will never stop until it all burns.”

Gus and Vanessa fell quiet for a moment, and Gus felt overwhelmed as his brain shifted into overdrive. Monkeys screeched, elephants trumpeted, and trapeze artists swung high in the air, making chaotic loops and rotations across his mind’s eye. He tried to process all the professor had said on the spot, but his brain simply didn’t operate that way. He would need for these concepts to settle in, to marinate in his mind, until themes and ideas began to permeate its choppy surface.

“Agent, is your reporter safe in that camp?”

It was Gus who now caught Vanessa’s eye.

“To be honest,” he began. “We’re no longer convinced she is, no. She maintains she’s got a handle on it all but…”

“Well, I’ll leave that to you all. But from a scripture standpoint, this passage speaks to complete destruction at all cost. This battle may seem to you and I—and maybe your reporter—as if it’s for the specific belief system of Father Benedict’s church. But, to them, it’s so much more. To them, this is the battle to save the souls of all mankind. And, agent, for someone who truly believes that history has proven time and time again that there is no cost too great in achieving that goal.”

“Understood,” was all Gus could muster.

The professor then confirmed he’d not yet found anything of significance from the passages where the names were highlighted in their Bible but was not yet finished. And, finally, he raised the passage written on the deed to the church.

“And, as for Ephesians 6:12. It speaks of the fight against principalities and powers, and of rulers of the darkness and against spiritual wickedness. So, again in this situation, I would concur with your interpretation. To me, it suggests your reporter is referring to Father Benedict here.”

They thanked him again then ended their call. Gus pulled the truck back onto the road and, grinding the stick shift into second gear, sped up as they headed for the motel. They then drove the remaining twenty minutes in silence.

Gus’s mind churned through all the professor had said, devouring each menacing phrase that floated on the waves of his thoughts like a shark breaching its surface with a seal in its jaws. He thought of false teachings and symbols of evil and belief systems. His mind chewed on the fervent beliefs of the religious, and how the faithful were taught to seek the devil out. And finally, like a vulture on a carcass, his thoughts picked at the notion that the devil’s ultimate goal was complete destruction, and that he would never stop until it all burned.

He thought of all the evil he had experienced in just the past year alone and wondered how much one person could take. From false friends being stalked and murdered by one of their own in a small country town, to a young boy killing his mother and father then having an ice cream to celebrate his new-found freedom. And as if that weren’t enough, a madman pushing a life-long friend over the edge of insanity while hunting women in catacomb-like tunnels only to murder them in his friend’s name.

Gus longed for the days when finding his next gig was what consumed his thoughts and when the calluses on his hands and fingers were so large it felt like he wore special gloves, gloves of a musician superhero. And he wondered, not for the first time, how much evil he was meant to encounter in this world. But he soon pushed those thoughts aside.

For now was not the time to contemplate the evil that existed in this life. Now was the time for Gus to find the evil that existed from the next.
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Chapter Forty-Eight


Samantha startled awake with a hand over her mouth and another on her bare shoulder. Her eyes popped open, but the darkness was too thick for her to see who was beside her. She began to pull away as warm breath brushed her cheek and neck.

“Shhhh, Sam,” came a whisper in her ear. “It’s me, Izzy.”

The hand covering her mouth slid away as Sam pushed herself up onto her forearm. With just the moonlight to help her vision, all she saw was the outline of the young girl’s petite face, framed by her short-cropped hair, kneeling beside her.

“Izzy, what is it?”

Sam heard the girl begin to cry. Although Izzy was seventeen, her thin frame and slight features made her appear years younger. And now, with her high-pitched cries in Sam’s ear, she wondered if, in fact, Izzy had lied about her age. Sam reached out a hand until it brushed against a soft cheek, and her thumb rubbed tears to the side.

“I’m scared,” Izzy said softly, her innocent voice hitching.

Sam extended her arm over the girl’s delicate shoulder and slung it around her neck. She pulled Izzy close until their foreheads touched.

“There’s nothing to be scared about.” reassured Sam, matching Izzy’s hushed tone. “You’ve done nothing wrong.”

Izzy’s forehead began to twitch against Sam’s, and her meek voice cracked out a response. “I’m afraid I’m going to hell.” She cried louder so Sam pulled her arm back and gently placed her hand over Izzy’s mouth.

“Shhhh, you have to be quiet.” She breathed into the girl’s damp cheek. “Someone might hear.”

Sam let Izzy cry into her hand for nearly a minute, her fingers becoming wet and sticky from both tears and snot. And, when Izzy finally began to calm, Sam spoke again.

“Izzy, you’re a good Christian. You’re not going to hell. Our Lord sees you for the good person you are.”

“But the Father said…” She sobbed twice before steadying her voice. “The Father said those who disobey the church are sinners. And heretics. And … will go to hell.” Her voice rose, choppy with fear.

“You’re not a sinner. Or a heretic.”

“But the phone…”

“That was a simple mistake, not a sin. You are pure of heart.”

“But the Father…”

“Father Benedict,” Samantha interrupted. “Was speaking about sins against the church. Mortal sins. You mistakenly brought a cellphone to camp. Those are two completely different things.”

“But the Father says that computers and phones and things of that nature are the devices of the wicked, of the devil. That’s how the devil gets in. The pictures, the videos…”

Samantha continued blinking away the sleep, turning her attention to the cots around hers. She listened for any movement, tried to sense any changes in breathing that might signal they were being spied upon.

“And he said someone has betrayed the church,” Izzy continued. “Has told lies about the church to outsiders … to Satan and his followers.”

“I don’t know anything about that. But I do know you have nothing to worry about. You’ve done nothing wrong.”

“But he said they would find out who it was and how they were speaking to those outside the church. What if they find out I brought my phone? They’ll think I did it.”

“They won’t find out. I promise.”

“Ummm, I don’t know,” she whimpered. “I think that because it’s my phone that I’m…”

“Izzy, you’ve done absolutely nothing wrong.”

“Wellll … I don’t…”

Sam could hear remnants of fear in the girl’s voice, but she knew her words were getting through. “In fact, Izzy, you’ve done everything right,” Sam encouraged. “You came to me as soon as you realized your mistake. You’ve prayed to our Lord for forgiveness. That … that is not the behavior of a sinner. That is what a good Christian does.”

“I guess.” The young girl’s voice squeaked.

Sam heard a low rustling in the cot just beyond Izzy so held the young girl closer.

“Now, go back to bed,” she whispered conspiratorially into Izzy’s ear. “Before someone sees us together and wonders what we’re up to. And let’s not speak of this again, okay? Izzy, you’ve done nothing wrong. I know it, and God knows it.”

Sam released her arm from around Izzy’s neck and watched the shadows in the room shift as the young girl stood and made her way back to her own cot on the opposite side of the small space. She listened to be sure Izzy was safely under her blanket before turning her attention to the others sleeping around them. Then she waited. And after several minutes of hearing nothing and sensing no movements in the bunkhouse, Sam rolled onto her side and stared into the darkness.

She dreaded closing her eyes at night; that was when the faces came. So, Sam went through the same routine each night at bedtime. She stared into the darkness until her eyes got heavy then wrapped her arms across her chest before closing her eyes. This helped quell the eruption of shivers that inevitably spread across her body.

And as Sam laid there on her cot, eyes closed in the darkness, goosebumps covering her from head to toe, the face of her childhood priest came to torment her once more. It had not yet merged into the group of other faces lying in wait for her in the darkness and she didn’t know if it ever would. But she prayed for it to do so, nonetheless.

She tried to distract her restless brain so thought of what Izzy had said then of Father Benedict’s closing words to the congregation as he held his hand high, his voice booming inside the old church.

We will root out all evil!

That was the only statement by the old religious zealot that Sam actually agreed with.

Because that was exactly what she was there to do.
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Chapter Forty-Nine


Gus stared at the glowing screen of his computer, his face and shoulders awash in its soft bluish glow, its images reflecting off his eyes. It was just after midnight and the circus in his head had made sleep elusive. So, after tossing and turning for an hour, he’d finally succumbed and gotten up. He thought of calling Mel but knew it was too late so, instead, decided to watch videos of musicians on YouTube at the table by the window.

He stared at a montage of old black and white photos of his favorite bassist, Jimmy Blanton, slowly scroll by as Duke Ellington’s “Jack the Bear” played through his bulky Bose headphones. When the song finished, Gus rubbed his watery eyes then clicked on a collection of Ron Carter live performances and “Call Sheet Blues” began to fill his ears.

Gus was so wrapped up in watching the legendary bassist’s fingers fly over the strings that he almost missed his phone on the table beside him light up with an incoming call. He peeled his headphones off, so they hung around his neck and picked up the phone. The caller ID read Maine Gov. so he pressed the green circle to answer it.

“Wheeler.” His voice was deep and raspy.

“Agent Wheeler, it’s Pam Wegman.” the pathologist replied, and Gus heard the exhaustion in her voice. “I’m sorry if I woke you. I was just going to leave a message for you to get in the morning.”

The screen on his computer brightened and flickered with motion, stealing Gus’s attention back. He watched Ron Carter standing in the center of a wide-open stage before a massive stadium crowd. His face was drenched with sweat, and he held out his signature yellow hand towel as he cradled his upright bass in his arms like a long-lost friend while the crowd waved and cheered.

“No worries. I was up,” he said.

“I just wanted to let you know that we finished the autopsy on Evie McCormack.”

Gus could tell by her voice there was more. “And?”

“I’m thinking you’re a steely-eyed missile man, Agent Wheeler.”

She had his attention. “Do go on.”

“The autopsy revealed a number of factors present in both asphyxiation and strangulation deaths. For starters, in addition to the petechial hemorrhages I noted around the eyes and face at the scene, they were also present on the surfaces of the heart and lungs. We also found venous congestion—pooling of the blood in the veins—in some of the other internal organs, as well as unclotted blood within the heart chambers. And there was pulmonary emphysema present in the lungs; enlargement of the air spaces. Again, these are all common findings with both strangulation and asphyxiation.”

“But?” Gus prodded, eager for more.

“But it’s what we didn’t see that first had us suspicious that this was a strangulation. We found no evidence of vascular occlusion; obstruction of blood flow through the carotid arteries or jugular veins. But we did find cerebral hypoxia; deprivation of oxygen to the brain. So, basically, the brain was starved of oxygen but not from restricted blood flow. It was starved of oxygen from that blood not carrying sufficient oxygen.”

“Suffocation,” Gus said.

“Precisely,” Pam replied. “So, we ran more tests, and that’s when we found a combination of oxygen depletion and an increase of carbon dioxide concentration in the blood which then confirmed it.”

“Do we know how she was suffocated?” he asked, rubbing his eyes with a thumb and finger.

“Well, based on the oral mucosa lesions…” She paused, seemingly catching herself. “That’s the damage to the mucous membrane inside the mouth. Based on that, I’d say your suspect used a plastic bag. But that’s just an educated guess on my part. I didn’t find any concrete evidence to prove that beyond a shadow of a doubt.”

“Who the fuck’re you talking to?” Vanessa groaned from her bed.

“The pathologist, Pam,” Gus said without looking her way. “But you’re ruling it a homicide, right?” he asked Pam.

“That’s correct. You’ll have the official report in your inbox by sunup, she said then ended the call.

“And I was right,” Gus said loudly to Vanessa, turning her way. “Evie McCormack was murdered.”

“Oh God.” She moaned as she rolled over onto her back and plopped her forearm across her eyes. “What d’ya want, a head pat and a cookie?”
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Chapter Fifty


It was just after sunrise and Juju was at the desk in the church’s office, its door closed tight, as she pecked away at the keyboard with long bony fingers. In the upper right corner of the monitor was a window with a paused YouTube video about how to find deleted emails. She slid a finger over the touchpad and clicked on the Deleted Items folder then went about scanning its contents. But after a few minutes, she found no emails to the FBI or the sheriff’s department or anyone else about the intervention of Adam Carson and Mary Philips. She made sure she’d checked every email back to the day of that service before moving on.

She played the video some more, watching the next step in its instructions, before pausing it again and turning her attention back to the email folder. Still in Deleted Items, she clicked on the Folder tab at the top then selected Recover Deleted Items from Server. A window popped up filled with additional emails, so she went about opening and skimming each for any sign that it spoke about Adam and Mary or any other sensitive church activities. Again, finding nothing, she watched the video for the next step.

The last resort—according to Stanley, the computer whiz—was to try and recover items deleted from the Deleted Items folder. Juju selected that option and a Recoverable Items folder opened on the screen but was empty.

She watched several more videos on YouTube about recovering lost or deleted emails but none of the recommendations from those were fruitful in finding anything suspicious on the machine. Frustrated, she pushed away from the desk and leaned back in the chair. She slipped her fingers inside her shirt and pulled out the cross hanging from the thin gold chain around her neck. She rubbed it between her finger and thumb and looked to the ceiling.

She said a prayer to St. Anthony of Padua, the patron saint of lost things, asking for his help, for his wisdom, and to show her the way to find how the heretic was communicating with the devil. And she repeated this prayer, again and again, in hopes he would bless her with his guidance. Juju then closed her eyes and, with fingers still on her cross, she prayed to her Lord, Jesus Christ. She prayed for strength, and she prayed for wisdom. She prayed for knowledge, and she prayed for understanding. And after losing herself for a while in her own, solitary worship, she opened her eyes and took a long, cleansing breath and slid the seat back to the desk.

Juju stared at the monitor as if it were a portal to a different world. Because, to her, it was. She did not have a computer at home and rarely used this one. Of course, she had heard of all the things people did online from shopping and watching movies and television shows to keeping up with events around the world. But she also knew of the evil that existed in the dark corners of the internet, inviting sins of the mind and of the flesh. And Juju believed it was in those dark corners that the devil himself lurked and that he had made great strides in infiltrating society as a whole and luring the weak to him from these dark corners. And while she had readied herself for a fight against the dark one, she would do it in the real world not some virtual realm defined by clicks and bytes.

She thought of the devil and his whore. Fire had not stopped them, but in hindsight, she felt foolish thinking it would. The devil did not succumb to fire; he thrived in it. But they would not make that mistake again, Juju would see to it.

Staring at the monitor, her mind puzzled on what to do next. She knew nothing about technology, but she’d heard enough by being around the young ones that there were endless ways to communicate with someone online. She’d overheard their talk of DMing and Xbox and chat rooms and something mysterious called WhatsApp. She didn’t understand what any of that was or how it all worked, but Juju did understand one thing for certain. If the heretic was one of the younger ones in their camp, they knew of endless ways to speak with the devil that she would never find.

She pondered all of this for several moments until she came to a realization. If the devil had, in fact, gotten his claws in one of the younger campers, that poor child was surely lost forever. Because Juju knew that, in this day and age, the young were especially vulnerable to the devil’s ways. And, like a seed sewn early in its season, the roots of the wicked grew deep and strong.

She was about to get up and tell Father Benedict of her realization when she heard a soft, hesitant knock on the door. Turning toward it, she saw the familiar face of one of the campers but couldn’t immediately put a name to her. She motioned for the young girl to enter.

“Sister Sarah?” asked the girl timidly.

“Yes, child.” answered Juju warmly. “Please, come in.”

The girl slowly closed the door behind her and hesitantly approached. Looking at her bloodshot eyes, Juju instantly knew why the young girl had come. In her thoughts, she thanked St. Anthony for answering her prayers.

“What is it…”

“Isabelle.” The girl stammered. “My friends call me Izzy.”

“Okay. Izzy. I can see you carry a heavy burden today, child. How can I help you?”

“I’ve sinned, Sister Sarah. I’ve sinned so very badly. And I keep praying and praying but I don’t feel that it’s working.”

The young girl’s hunched shoulders and bowed head spoke of fear and shame. But, to Juju, it was the look in her eyes that belied that guilt. Juju knew the look of a sinner and could feel when one had the devil’s grasp on their soul.

Tears spilled from Izzy’s eyes and her bottom lip quivered as she began to cry. “I fear…” But before she could finish, her crying turned to gasping sobs and she covered her face with both hands.

Juju stood and took the teenager into her arms. She held her close, stroking her long hair like Juju’s mother used to do with her.

“Tell me, Izzy. What do you fear?”

“I … fear…” Izzy’s voice cracked and Juju could feel the shuddering of her breath. “I fear I’m going to burn in hell.”

Izzy’s slight shoulders shook as she nuzzled her face tighter into Juju’s neck, but Juju was not fooled. She squeezed the girl’s shoulders tightly, nonetheless.

“Now, now, my dear. Just start at the beginning and tell me everything.”

With her face pressed firmly to Juju’s shoulder and chest, Izzy began at the beginning.

“When I packed for camp, I put my cellphone in my bag. I knew it was wrong, but I did it anyway.”

“There, there my child,” Juju comforted, “This is what repentance is for. Now, tell me: where is this cellphone now?”

“I … I don’t know.”

And that was when Juju knew that, yes, Izzy would burn for her sins. But those flames would consume her long before she ever made it to hell. She took Izzy by the shoulders and pushed the young girl off her. Izzy’s eyes were glassy and puffy, but Juju was done with the coddling.

“What do you mean, you don’t know?” she demanded, her voice sharp.

Izzy swallowed hard and tears spilled down her cheeks as she squeaked out her reply. “Let me explain.”
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Chapter Fifty-One


Gus stirred awake, disoriented. He peeled open his eyes and saw a sideways Vanessa kneeling beside him at the table holding out a large to-go cup of coffee. She placed it on the table next to his computer then stepped from his field of vision. He lifted his head from folded arms and wiped drool from his cheek and chin. A Dizzy Gillespie tune, “One Bass Hit,” was playing in his headphones and his ear went immediately to the sound of Ray Brown on the bass. He pulled the headphones off and put them on the table beside the coffee then rubbed his face with both hands. He struggled to clear his throat.

“What time is it?” he held his long arms out wide in a deep stretch.

“Nine forty-five.” she said in a surprisingly chipper tone.

Gus squinted at the bright sun pouring in from the window to his left before turning away. Vanessa was sitting on her bed with her computer on her lap drinking her coffee in large gulps.

“Nine forty-five?” he croaked, straightening in his chair. “Why didn’t you wake me up?”

She turned to him with a look of amusement. “Sent ya a text from the diner a little while ago but cha didn’t respond.”

Gus thumbed around on his phone until he opened a text message from Ellen Ripley, Sigourney Weaver’s character in Aliens. Vanessa began laughing.

“One of the best final girls evah!”

He turned from his phone to her, trying to get his brain to catch up with her humor.

“Seriously, though.” she said as her smile faded. “You’ve gotten, what? Three, maybe four, hours of sleep since we got here? You got me outta a freakin’ fire. The least I can do is let you sleep in.”

Gus’s brain began to sputter to life, and he remembered his conversation with the pathologist, Pam Wegman. “But the McCormack woman’s a homicide.” He pushed his chair back and began to stand before Vanessa held up a hand.

“Look at you, all thirsty for action.” She smiled again and shook her head. “It’s all good.”

Gus blinked several times, trying to clear the fog of sleep so they could get going. But when he was about to complain to her for letting him sleep in, she held up a hand for him to stop.

“We’ve not missed a beat,” she said. She then folded her hand into a fist so that only her index finger was up. “Crime scene report’s in your inbox.”

A second finger. “Odd gravel or soil found.”

A third finger. “We’ve found a geological expert from the Maine Geological Institute.”

A fourth finger. “We’re speaking with her in ten minutes.”

Gus plopped back down and removed the plastic top from his cup. And as he took a sip of the piping hot, black coffee she’d gotten him, Vanessa held up her thumb.

“Oh, and I had them brew a fresh pot—extra strong—for your coffee.”

Gus looked to his side at her as he swallowed his first sip. “What’re you, a wizard?”

He took ten minutes to read through the autopsy report and just as he was finishing Vanessa’s phone rang with the call from TJ and the geological expert. TJ made quick introductions then handed it over to the geologist, Jane Sherman.

“Agents, we have an interesting list of minerals in the sample provided.” She had a calming voice with a stern, professorial tone. “Minerals that undoubtedly come from glacial till.”

“Glacial till?” Gus asked.

“Yes, sir. Glacial till is bedrock washed out from deposits as the glaciers receded. It’s unsorted glacial sediment derived from the erosion and entrainment of material by the moving ice of a glacier when it shifts.”

“Glaciers in Maine?” interrupted Vanessa skeptically.

“There were. About fourteen hundred years ago the ice began to retreat. And in doing so, eskers—which are long lines of ridges—formed in front of the mountains, in this case the Appalachians. And these eskers hold all sorts of minerals. Now, there were six different minerals in the sample provided—garnets, rose quartz, beryl, and several colors of tourmaline: pink, green, and even watermelon tourmaline. None of these are particularly rare or special on their own. But together, as a group, these minerals are only found in Maine in the eskers in front of the Appalachians. And there are only three towns in Oxford County that border the Appalachian Mountains. Andover, Newry, and Bethel.”

“So, you’re saying the soil sample retrieved from our crime scene is from one of those towns?” asked Gus.

“Yes sir, that’s correct.”

Vanessa had a map up on her computer. “That’s still a very large area to cover.”

“Agents, I don’t think you follow,” Jane interrupted. “These minerals aren’t in topsoil. You don’t just get them in the soles of your shoes by walking around. These minerals are dug up.”

“Gus, could it be another unmarked grave?” TJ asked.

“Highly unlikely,” Jane interrupted again. “That’s too shallow. These minerals are typically at least fifteen to twenty feet below the surface and often much deeper. Agent, you’re looking for a construction site. Not a grave.”

Vanessa slid her computer around so Gus could see the map. “So, we’re looking for a construction site in one of these towns.”

“We can narrow it down more than that,” Jane said. “Neither of those three towns are completely applicable. Agent, it’s not just a construction site in one of those towns. Someone’s been digging in an esker. Those are well-defined, very specific strips of terrain.”

“TJ, we need to define that area now,” Gus directed.

“Already done,” Jane said matter-of-factly. “I’ll email you a topographical map in two minutes that delineates the exact area of the esker running through these towns.”
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Chapter Fifty-Two


As promised, TJ received the topographical map from the geologist a few minutes after ending their call. He had already gotten the telephone numbers for the building inspectors in each of the three towns so, after overlaying Jane’s map onto street maps, he began working the phones.

The town of Newry had six new homes being built, as well as a new warehouse along Route 2, but none of the sites were in the area of the esker. Bethel had just two new construction sites in town—both residential homes—and both fell inside the esker strip. But it was the town of Andover that got Gus’s attention. Just one of its four construction sites fell in the area of the esker, but it was right along the route between the warehouse where Matthew Fleming worked and Evie McCormack’s house. So that was where they started.

Andover was a considerable distance north of their motel—even farther north than Evie McCormack’s house—so it took them over an hour lumbering in his old truck along the narrow remote roads to make it to the construction site they were looking for. And, as they pulled up, the first thing Gus saw was several large mounds of dirt surrounding a hole with the tops of foundation forms sticking out of it.

The late morning sky had turned dark and ominous as the fat, black clouds of a storm rolled in. Gus’s right eye had been watery since he’d woken up, so he’d known it was going to rain long before the sky told him so. Vanessa joined him at the front of the truck and they looked around.

There was a white pickup truck parked beside one of the dirt mounds with Oxford Forms written across its door in bold letters and a black pickup truck on the other side of the cleared lot. A dingy, yellow bulldozer sat next to the black truck, as did a pair of portable power generators. A chime came from Vanessa’s phone, alerting her to a new text message so she pulled it from her back pocket and read it. She then held it up for Gus to see its screen.

“What is it?” he asked, peering down at it.

“It’s from Samantha.” Seeing him squinting, she read it aloud. “Place is madhouse. FB unhinged, yelling, ranting of heretic, fires of hell. Overheard talk of ceremony tonight at midnight. Trying to find location. Stay tuned.”

“Jesus, what if they know it’s her?” he said.

“I think if they knew it was her, they’d have her already.”

“It has to be her he’s raging about.” He scowled. “Who else could it be?”

“Jesus, Gus, I dunno,” she shot back, annoyed.

Gus took a beat the calm himself. “Sorry,” he said. “Just frustrated.”

“You and me both.” She paused. “But like I said. Samantha’s sharp. She’ll get outta there if she feels ’em closin’ in.”

Gus was nodding slowly then he slid his phone from his jacket pocket and tapped its screen. “So, midnight. It’s almost noon. Twelve hours for either us or Sam to find out where that ceremony is.” He caught her eye. “That’s not much.”

“No. It’s. Not.” V said slowly, her eyes scanning the construction site. She tilted her head to look up at him from the side. “Maybe we should head to the church now, make our presence known instead of chasing this soil thing.”

Gus thought about that for a moment. “We could, but it’s no coincidence that Evie McCormack was murdered right when we wanted to speak with her.” He shook his head. “No, if this is the right site—and I’m feelin’ that it is—then we could have a witness who’s seen Evie McCormack’s murderer. And that’d almost certainly tie her death to the church.”

“Alright but, if not, we head to the church.” She held his eyes, “Clock’s tickin’.”

Gus raised an eyebrow. “Clock’s tickin’,” he parroted.
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Chapter Fifty-Three


“Can I help you?” a man’s voice called from somewhere around the bulldozer.

Gus turned to see a man with a short army-style buzz cut walking toward them.

He had broad shoulders, an unusually square jaw and large, bulging arms bent at the elbows as if his muscles wouldn’t let them extend. He reminded Gus of the red and blue Rock ’Em Sock ’Em Robots he had growing up.

Gus flipped open his wallet to show the man his badge. “We’d like to talk to whoever’s in charge of this site?”

“That’d be me,” he said, extending his hand. “Chris O’Brien. I’m building the house going in here,” he added. “What can I do for ya?”

“We need to talk to everyone that was at this site yesterday.” Gus gestured toward the three guys pulling forms off of the new foundation in the hole. “Those your guys?”

“Nah, those are Ralph’s guys.”

Gus gave the man a questioning look.

“Ralph Owens,” Chris continued. “He owns Oxford Forms. They’re just putting in the foundation. But those are the only guys that’ve been onsite.”

The three of them went to the guys working on the foundation, and Gus immediately recognized the hunched shoulders and averted looks of migrant workers. One of them said something to the others in what Gus recognized as Spanish, and the other two looked down and quickened the pace of what they were doing.

“Which one of you is Ralph?” Gus asked.

“Ralph’s not here today,” Chris said. “He got injured yesterday so won’t be back for a few days.” He lifted his chin toward the crew. “But these guys were here yesterday with him.”

“You speak Spanish?” Gus asked.

Chris held up his phone. “No but Google does. What d’ya wanna ask ’em?”

“Ask them if there was anyone else from their crew here with them yesterday.”

Chris used Google Translate to ask the one worker who seemed to be in charge. He put it on speaker then had it translate the man’s answer.

“It was just the three of us and Ralph,” a computer voice said.

“And what time did they leave the site?”

Chris did the translations to-and-fro again.

“We always quit around six, but Ralph got hurt, so we left around four to take him to the hospital.”

“And they were all together? They all went?”

Chris confirmed they all went with Ralph to the hospital, stayed with him until he was treated then brought him home around eight p.m. Gus had Vanessa show each of them a picture of Evie McCormack, and, watching closely for any reaction, he saw none. She then showed each of them a bust shot of Matthew Fleming in his uniform they got from the security company’s website, and each of the workers glanced at it before shaking their heads and quickly looking away. But Gus had seen it; that flicker of recognition.

He took V’s phone then stepped closer to the three men who were each standing on the edge of the foundation hole. He held the phone up and made them look at the picture again.

“Ask them where they recognize this man from?” he said sternly to Chris over his shoulder.

Chris ran the question through Google Translate again and played it for the men. Two of them looked at their shoes as the third one—the de facto leader—said several sentences quickly to Chris, and Gus could see the look of fear on his face. Chris stepped beside Gus and, holding out his phone, gestured for the man to repeat what he said into it. A few seconds later the translation played on speaker for Gus to hear.

“That might be the man that Ralph flagged down to help with his arm.”

“Ralph cut open his arm pretty badly on some of that rebar yesterday,” Chris added for clarification.

“What man?” Gus asked. “Tell him to tell us everything that happened with this man,” Gus said to Chris, still holding V’s phone up for the worker to see the picture of Matthew on its screen.

Chris used his phone to relay Gus’s request and a moment later they had their response.

“Ralph’s arm was bleeding a lot, but we had no first aid kit. So, he wrapped it in his shirt, but it bled right through. He told us to keep working and went to his truck to drive to the hospital but that’s when he got dizzy and slumped against the door. We were going to help him but a man driving by stopped and helped Ralph’s arm with a first aid kit.”

“Was this the man?” pressed Gus, his eyes locked on the worker’s.

A moment later the question was posed to him through Chris’s phone, and his reply came back to them.

“It might’ve been him. He was wearing a uniform.”

“Didn’t he see his face?” asked Gus angrily.

“Agent,” Chris said, putting a hand on Gus’s shoulder to get his attention. He lowered his phone as he quietly spoke. “These guys don’t stick around when they see a uniform up here. So, I’d believe him. If this guy that helped Ralph had a uniform on, they’d do anything to avoid him. It’s surprising they’re even back here today.”

Gus nodded his understanding. “Ask them what this man was driving and if they saw the license plate.”

A moment later Chris’s phone spewed their answer. “A dark pickup truck and no.”

They asked the worker a few more questions. Was the man tall or short? Did he say anything that they remember? Which way did he arrive from? Which way did he go when he left? But every question came back with the same answer. I don’t know. Gus had V get each of their names and addresses and, given Chris’s comments, was not surprised to see they all lived at the same residence. He then had Chris thank the men for their time and he and Vanessa followed the builder back to his truck.

“You know where this Ralph lives?”

“Sure, he’s up in Elwood.”

“Elwood?” Gus asked. “How far’s that from here?”

“It’s only about thirty or forty minutes north of here.”

“North?” Gus clarified.

“Oh, don’t worry. I know it,” Vanessa said, looking to Gus. “It’s right next to Santa’s village.”
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Chapter Fifty-Four


It was lunchtime, and a few of the counselors had brought the campers on a field trip to a nearby farm, so the church and grounds were empty. Sam decided to stay back to finish her chores; she could use the quiet time. She had felt an electricity in the air all morning, an energy around the church; chaotic and frenetic, as if the universe were bracing for mayhem, carnage.

“Samantha?” a man’s voice called from across the pews, startling her from her thoughts.

She leaned on the handle of the mop and looked in the direction of the voice and saw Father Benedict standing in the doorway to the nave.

“Juju’s having computer problems,” he added, his deep voice filling the empty space. “Needs your help in the office.”

Sam put the floppy end of the mop back in its bucket and leaned it against the wall. She went to the office and gently knocked on its partially opened door.

“Juju?”

“Yes, dear, come in.”

Juju was sitting at the desk, leaning forward with her elbows resting on it. Sam could see her brow was furrowed, and she stared at the screen with a look of confusion and wonderment.

“This old thing acting up again?” Sam asked lightly.

Juju turned toward her as she approached and gestured at the computer with a flippant hand.

“It just stopped working. I tried to go on the church’s internet and it’s just … hung up or something. Matthew’s not around, so I thought maybe you could help.”

Sam smiled to herself at Juju’s use of the word internet. When she first started working at The Portland Times years ago, there was an older reporter Jack that covered the city’s then-anemic crime beat. Jack was on the doorstep of retirement and everything about him was old school. He relied on pocket-sized notepads with spiral binders along the top, insisted on using pencils instead of pens, and he refused to adhere to the nonsmoking policy inside the reporter’s bullpen. So, after the editor made Jack get on the paper’s email system to get his assignments, Jack began to constantly use the phrase send me an internet on that in response to everything the editor told him to do.

“I can see if it’s something simple,” Sam said.

She placed a hand on the back of Juju’s chair and leaned closer to the screen. She immediately saw the blanched-out Wi-Fi icon in the top right corner telling her the computer was offline.

“Here, let me take a look at it for a minute.”

Juju labored to stand and, once she was steady on her feet, Sam sat. She clicked on the Wi-Fi icon and searched for the church’s network, but it didn’t come up. She had just helped Matthew put in a new router and modem a few weeks before so wondered what could be wrong. She searched for the network again but still got nothing.

“That’s strange.”

Sam got up and went to the router resting on a small side table by the window. She unplugged its power source, counted to thirty, then plugged it back in. After a minute, its lights began to blink again but each remained red. Sam then moved the filing cabinet in the corner beside it and checked the modem that sat dusty on the floor. Its lights too were red.

“I think something’s happened with the cable service. Seems like it’s offline,” she said over a shoulder to Juju.

Sam felt oddly isolated, even though she hadn’t used the computer to communicate with anyone. But now, with no internet access, she felt alone, closed off from the real world. Abandoned.

“The cable service?” Juju asked who was now sitting back in the seat.

Sam examined the modem but didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. “Maybe,” she said, sitting back on her legs and feet.

Her mind traced through the various steps from the computer to the internet. The computer’s Wi-Fi settings all looked good. The router and modem were both new and had worked fine up ’til now. It could be one of the cables connecting the devices but the likelihood of a cable just failing was very low.

“Maybe that electrician futzed with something yesterday in the basement when he fixed those outlets behind the altar,” Juju said. “He was complaining about the tight space down there.”

Sam screwed the cable connection back into the modem and rebooted it. “That could be it.” She waited a few moments for the modem to come back online but, once it did, its lights remained red.

Sam stood and brushed the dust off her knees. “I’ll go check the cable connection down there. That’s probably it.”

Juju waved a hand in the air. “No, no, I can do it. You’ve got your chores to tend to.”

Sam watched Juju labor to get out of the chair again and begin walking toward the door with slow, deliberate steps. She had just been in the basement a few weeks ago and knew what a safety trap it was down there. If the slick, steep staircase didn’t do Juju in, the lack of lighting or piles of boxes and discarded furniture packed in it surely would.

Sam stepped over to the side of the desk. “Juju, let me go check. I was just down there a few weeks ago. I know exactly where it is.” Seeing the irritation in the old woman’s eyes, Sam added, “I’ll need you to stay here by the computer to see if it starts working again.”

Juju begrudgingly agreed so Sam hurried from the office. And as she turned right to head toward the cellar door, she walked right into Father Benedict and her body stiffened with surprise.

“Oh my gosh, Father. I’m so sorry.”

The two of them stood intimately close and, at roughly the same height, could have been dancing. He held firmly to her shoulders until she steadied, making her feel more like his prisoner than his parishioner. She saw him exchange a look with Juju before turning his attention back to her.

“Have you no chores to do?” he asked, his stern voice making her feel even smaller.

“Ah, the computer’s still not working so I’m going to the basement to check the connections.”

The Father looked back to Juju. “Was Matthew able to make those changes to the website we discussed?”

“As far as I’m aware, yes,” Juju replied.

The Father released his grip on Sam’s shoulders. “Be quick about it,” he said, stepping to the side and letting her pass.

Sam hurried to the end of the hall and opened the cellar door. She flicked the light on and a single bulb at the bottom of the stairs cast a faint yellow halo onto the last step and a spot on the basement floor. Turning sideways, she leaned into the steps as she carefully made her way to the bottom, holding the old rickety handrailing the entire way. She pulled a string hanging from the rafters and a fluorescent light flickered on.

The old church’s basement smelled of must and mildew. It had a hard-packed dirt floor and a ceiling so low even Sam felt compelled to hunch over to avoid its cobweb-filled rafters. The stone foundation was covered with moss and water stains and oozed dampness into the entire space. She felt, once again, like she was standing in the basement from the movie The Conjuring.

To her left remained dark with just the edges of wooden shelves visible in the dim light. And to her right were long rows of stacked cardboard boxes—some still straight, some toppled over—each caked with a thick layer of dust. At the far end Sam could see a double door, behind which she knew was a long ladder leading down to the paddocks where the animals bedded during winters; a large, cavernous two-story space with stone walls and ready access to the fields behind the church.

And filling the center of the creepy, dim space were stacks and stacks of furniture. There were dressers—both short and tall—wooden chairs piled high and careening to the sides, and dozens of dusty ornate lamps resting on top, some with shades, others not. And beyond those just on the edge of the light, Sam saw the heads and outstretched arms of about a dozen statues in a cluster by the far wall.

The largest one was a replica of the famous Christ the Redeemer statue in Brazil with several small white and light blue statues of the Virgin Mary surrounding it. Next to them was a pure white statue of a lady in prayer with a small child at her feet resembling Our Lady of Guadalupe. And there were many, many others, each covered in dust, some chipped in spots and covered with scratches while others remained pristine. Some beckoned to her with outstretched arms, while others remained in prayer. Yet all of them stared at Sam with lifeless, doll-like eyes and she felt their judgment, their condemnation for her sins of the past and those not yet committed.

A noise came from the shadows, snapping her mind back to the task at hand. She walked swiftly between piles of furniture and creepy, old statues until she came to an opening between two stacks of boxes she’d made weeks ago. Inside the opening she saw the electrical box attached to the foundation with the cable box next to it hanging from a rafter. Sam dipped her shoulder to the side as she leaned closer in to allow the light to help her see. And she immediately saw the problem. The coax cable had been unscrewed from the cable box to make room for new electrical wires that ran over it and off into the darkness.

“There you are, you little buggah,” she whispered as she grabbed the coax cable and began to screw it back into its box.

Sam got two full turns completed when her hand and the cable box were once again immersed in darkness. Her body instantly tensed, sensing the presence behind her. She steeled herself, readying for what she knew was to come.

And when she turned, the first thing Sam did was look straight into Father Benedict’s eyes.

And the second was to feel the knife slicing into flesh.
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Chapter Fifty-Five


Chris gave Vanessa the address for Ralph Owens, the owner of Oxford Forms, from his phone and his own phone number in case they needed anything further. She and Gus had just gotten in his truck when the pathologist, Pamela, called so V punched her up on speaker.

“Pamela, you’re on speaker. I’m with Gus.”

“I thought you’d want to know we’ve identified the two bodies found yesterday in Somersworth as Susan Cain and a Joseph Kenan.”

Gus’s mouth twisted. “I assumed Susan was one of the bodies given they were found in her hometown.” he said, “But Joseph Kenan’s the other body?”

“Yes. Contrary to the belief of some, agent, DNA does not lie. You sound surprised.”

“Not so much surprised, as curious.”

“Joseph Kenan was who Susan Cain accused of raping her,” V clarified.

“Sounds like you’ve got a little vigilante justice goin’ on up there.”

“More than a just little.” Gus sighed.

“Pamela, you know cause of death yet?” asked Vanessa.

“Sorry, I thought Carl would’ve mentioned it. They were both burned at the stake. The remains were in a similar condition to the Philips girl’s.”

Pamela had to run to a meeting, so they thanked her then ended the call. Gus fired up the truck as Vanessa pulled up directions to Ralph Owens’s home. Chris was correct: it was twenty-nine minutes away. Gus double-clutched the old beast then grinded it into first gear but before the truck moved his phone rang with an incoming call from an unknown number. He slipped the stick shift back into neutral then answered the call.

“Wheeler.”

“Gus, it’s Deputy Tim Gorham.”

“Hey, Tim. What’s up?”

“We’ve got a situation here in Axton I think you’re gonna wanna see.”

Gus killed the noisy engine so they could hear him better.

“We found the body of Levi Connolly.” The deputy paused, “It’s a … well, it’s a mess. It seems to have been some sort of crucifixion, but the body’s come off the cross in a few spots.”

“It can’t be fresh,” Gus said. “He went missing about two years ago.”

“Oh, it’s definitely not fresh. Pretty much a skeleton at this point.”

“And you’re sure it’s Levi?”

“Yeah, pretty sure. The jacket has his name stitched in it.”

“Okay. Can you get the crime scene guys there to shoot the scene?”

“They’re on their way but, Gus, I don’t think pics are gonna do this scene justice. This is something you need to see for yourself. There’s tons of stuff carved in the trees all around him; looks like some weird ritual or something went on here.”

“We were just on our way up to Elwood.”

“Elwood? What the hell’s way up there?”

Gus told the deputy of Evie McCormack’s death being ruled a homicide and, as he did so, he caught Vanessa rolling her eyes but continued. He then told Tim of the odd soil found at her scene and of the geologist that helped them isolate it to a very specific patch of land running through just three towns. He then brought the deputy through how they identified the construction site they were now at and what the workers told them about the man that looked like one of their suspects, Matthew Fleming, stopping there yesterday precisely in the window of time leading up to Evie McCormack’s murder. And, finally, he told Tim that the owner of Oxford Forms, Ralph Owens, lived in Elwood and that they were going to see him to see if the man who helped with his injury was, in fact, Matthew Fleming.

“You like this Matthew Fleming guy for all this?”

“For all of it? No. These killings are far too pervasive to be the work of just one person. But they all stem from the church, I know it. And this Matthew guy’s involved somehow.”

“That’s some fine detective work there. You said this Ralph guy is injured and wasn’t at the job site today?”

“That’s right.” confirmed Gus.

“Well, I’d wager a bet he’ll still be there in an hour or so then. I can tell ya, though, you’re gonna wanna see this scene live and in color before it gets all trampled with the crime scene guys. If for nothing else than to take pics of your own of the carvings to show to your religion expert guy.”

“Where’s Carl?” Gus asked.

“I don’t know. Haven’t been able to reach him all day.”

Gus could hear the trepidation in Tim’s voice and catching Vanessa’s eye could tell she heard it also.

“If you’re in Andover, you’re just twenty minutes or so from here,” Tim continued. “You can come here, look around and still make it to Elwood before dark.”

Gus waited for Vanessa to tap the address of the cemetery Tim gave them into her maps program and verify the twenty-minute estimate with a quick nod. He then lowered his left foot onto the clutch until it was firmly pressed against the floorboard and started the beefy engine of the truck.

“Okay, Tim. We’ll see you in about twenty.”



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Fifty-Six


Tim was absolutely correct. The crime scene was a mess. But it was also a distant, hidden mess that took Gus and V nearly twenty minutes of hiking to get to. A journey that had Vanessa griping the entire time. So much so, at one point, Gus hauled her up to ride horseback on him so they could go faster and get to the scene before nighttime. And, as they got deeper and deeper into the woods, the ambient noise of civilization fell away and, in its place, rose the sounds of the forest. Gus heard rustling in bushes and the occasional squawking of a bird somewhere above in the thick canopy. He heard the creaking of trees as winds picked up and the distant calls of animals he could not name. And, after following Tim’s instructions that led them down a steep incline then up the other side, they came to the deputy and another man standing by a small copse of pine trees in a ravine. Although it was midafternoon, the woods were dark and eerie, and it felt like they were closing in on him, wrapping him for their own.

“Jesus, Tim,” V said as she slid off Gus’s back. “How the hell ya find this way out here?”

Tim gestured to the man beside him carrying a rifle and wearing an orange vest. “Teddy here found it. Gave me a call.” Teddy nodded a hello to both Gus and Vanessa as Tim stepped aside and motioned into the darker center of the trees. “Levi’s in there.” He held up a large roll of yellow crime scene tape. “I waited to tape it off in case you wanted to go in.”

Gus bent over slightly and looked into the small enclosure formed by the trees. It was a generally round space the size of a one-stall garage and in its center was a tall wooden cross. Gus saw the bottoms of skeletal legs with the ankles nailed to the base of the cross with a large spike. He lowered some more until his knee touched the ground and Vanessa did the same beside him. He looked over the skeleton, committing details to memory.

One arm had separated from its side of the cross and looked to be lying on the ground, while the other had detached from the torso at the shoulder and hung from the cross by its wrist. The upper portion of the body was slumping to one side, causing the head to tilt upward as if looking at the stars. Tattered blue jeans hung over its legs, and Gus saw remnants of a torn navy-blue jacket hanging off the shoulders with the name Levi stitched onto its breast pocket. He took his penlight from his jacket pocket and waved it around at the trees surrounding the body and saw familiar-looking Bible passages carved throughout each.

“Either of you go in here?” Gus asked over his shoulder.

“Not me,” Tim answered.

“Me either,” Teddy added.

Gus took one last sweeping look around then stood, and V did the same. He surveyed the dense woods surrounding them and noticed a trail leading away, winding its way down the ravine until it was swallowed by the forest.

Gus looked to Teddy. “You hunt out here often?”

Teddy nodded quickly. “Yessir.” He held his rifle with one hand, aiming its barrel to the ground beside him.

And while Gus kept his attention on the hunter, the man seemed set on not making eye contact at all. Gus glanced at Vanessa and knew she picked up on Teddy’s nervous vibe also.

“What’re you huntin’ out here today, Teddy?” Gus continued.

“Deer.”

“Didn’t know it was deer season,” Gus remarked and saw Teddy’s eyes flick to Tim’s then back to the trees behind Gus.

Gus had heard all sorts of stories about what went on in the remote woods of upper Maine. And as he eyed Teddy, with his long bushy beard, bulky hunting jacket and camouflaged-colored Ruger rifle, the monkeys in Gus’s mind began to get restless. He recalled the deputy, Tim, waving his hand over the map for this part of the county in the sheriff’s offices that first day they arrived and telling Gus and Vanessa that many people living up here didn’t have electricity or running water, or both. And he thought of a documentary he’d seen on the opioid crisis and how the pharmaceutical company that developed Oxycontin launched the drug targeting northern rural Maine and Western Virginia.

Gus casually felt the handle of his Glock in the holster along his ribcage with the inside of his elbow. He glanced down at Teddy’s rifle then back up, this time catching the hunter’s anxious eyes.

“It’s not hunting season, is it, Teddy?”

And that was when Gus saw the barrel of Teddy’s rifle begin to rise up.
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Chapter Fifty-Seven


Before Gus could get his Glock out, Vanessa was beside him with hers pointed directly at Teddy’s chest.

“Careful, son,” she said, her eyes glued to his. “This isn’t a fight you’re gonna win.”

“Whoa, whoa,” Tim said, waving his hands from Vanessa to Teddy then back. “Agent Lambert, let’s take a beat here, okay?”

Vanessa ignored the deputy; her eyes trained on Teddy. “You best lay that rifle down nice and slow.”

Tim put a hand on the barrel of Teddy’s rifle and lowered it then eased it out of the hunter’s hands.

“Teddy, all good,” he said, handing the rifle to Gus. “Now’s not the time or the place.” He looked at Vanessa, who was locked on Teddy, then to Gus.

He gestured for Gus to follow him as he stepped several feet away.

When they were out of earshot Gus raised an eyebrow. “What was that?”

Tim shook his head. “Teddy is a bit off, but he’s not unlike most up here. You’re law enforcement, and you’re from away. Bad combo.”

Gus pointed his thumb to his side in Teddy’s direction. “Tim, he just threatened two federal agents. That’s more than a bit off.”

“Gus, I get it, but he’s not a threat. He lives alone in what amounts to a shack, probably hunts most of his food. We can take him in if ya want, but not only do we not have room for him, he’s a first offender so he’ll get kicked back out with a warning.”

Gus thought for a moment, but more for show than substance. Tim was right; Gus was just frustrated at the thought of Teddy simply walking away after pulling what he’d pulled. The two of them rejoined Vanessa and Teddy. Gus cracked the rifle open and removed the bullets from its chamber. Teddy’s eyes flicked to Tim again and the deputy nodded to him.

“Teddy, I couldn’t care less what you hunt out here or when you do it,” Gus said, looking to Tim for backup. “Now, I wanna give you back your rifle, but I need to be sure you don’t have any more ammo on you.”

Tim patted Teddy down and came away with a few stray bullets from his jacket pocket but that was all.

Gus handed the hunter back his empty rifle. “We good?”

Teddy nodded and looked to Tim.

“Now, get outta here. I’ll call you later,” Tim said, placing a hand on the hunter’s shoulder.

The two of them exchanged a nod then Teddy headed down the path Gus had seen, deeper into the forest.

Vanessa looked at Gus, who gave her a flick of his head side to side. She then gestured to the skeleton inside the cluster of trees. “We’ve already connected Levi to the church so with the body on a cross, I’m thinkin’ Jeff’ll sign off on the search warrant.”

Gus nodded. “Agreed.”

Vanessa pulled out her phone and called TJ who answered on the second ring.

“Hey, V, what’s up?”

Vanessa told him about finding a corpse they were fairly certain was Levi Connolly and that she and Gus thought this was the piece of evidence they needed to get that search warrant for the church and its records.

“I’ll get it started so as soon as the ID’s confirmed we can run with it,” he replied. “Also, while I have you guys, one of the names from the Bible, Joseph Kenan—the guy accused of raping one of the women also named from there, Susan Cain? We confirmed that he attended the church right up until he went missing.”

“Boom,” V said, looking to Gus.

“TJ,” Gus said over her shoulder. “The pathologist just identified his body earlier today from one of the unmarked graves. He was buried next to the Cain woman. How ’bout her? She go to the church also?”

“Doesn’t look like it, no. We can’t find any connection there at all.”

“Maybe she was just seen as the whore that tempted one of their own,” V said.

Gus’s eyebrows went up and he nodded slightly as the thought took hold.

“And we just got all of Matthew Fleming’s assignments from the security company for the past four years,” TJ continued.

After leaving Evie McCormack’s house, Vanessa asked TJ to cross-check the former MP’s work locations to each of the victims and to map out the routes from his home—and the church—to Evie’s house and check for CCTV along each route.

“I’ve got someone running all that info through the system to see if there’s any crossover with any of the vics,” TJ continued. “And we got days of security footage from several stores and businesses along the routes between his home—and the church—to Evie McCormack’s house for the days leading up to and including the day of her murder.”

“That all sounds great TJ,” Gus said.

Vanessa’s phone then chimed with an alert, and they heard TJ’s phone go off as well. She tapped on it as Gus leaned in to see what she was looking at.

“What is it?” he asked.

“What the fuck?” TJ asked through the phone, his voice rising with confusion.

“It’s an alert from the cybercrimes guys,” she said.

“Fuck, V,” TJ said. “It’s the church’s website. Check it out.”

Vanessa tapped the link and the phone’s screen swished over to a new image. In its center was a person wearing a long, brown monk-like robe with its hood pulled down over their bowed head. Their arms were splayed out wide, each wrist bound to the sides of a large wooden cross, and their feet were together—one on top of the other—at its base. Pieces of fresh firewood dotted the ground around the cross, intermingled with the ashes and rubble from previous fires. And on the edge of the frame, they could see a large metal gasoline can.

“What the fuck is that?” Gus demanded, his voice deep and loud.

“It’s a livestream,” TJ’s voice came through the phone.

“And it’s up on the church’s website,” V added.
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Chapter Fifty-Eight


“Can we trace the location?” Gus asked.

“The cybercrimes guys are already on it.”

The deputy, Tim, leaned in to look at the image as well. “Can we tell who it is?” he asked.

“I can’t,” TJ said. “Their head’s covered by the hood. I can see the tips of their fingers but it’s a bit grainy.”

“They’ve got bare feet,” Vanessa said, her voice soft as she pinched at the tiny screen of her phone.

“If I had to guess, I’d say it’s a female,” TJ said after a few moments. “But it’s awful grainy. Lemme jump so I can get with the cybercrime guys.”

“As soon as you know anything,” Gus said. “Who it is, where they are, anything, TJ, get back to us.”

“Will do,” he said then ended the call.

Gus looked at the time on his phone, his jaw clenched.

“Four forty-two,” Vanessa said.

He looked at her and they both said simultaneously, “Midnight.”

“Looks like we know what the ceremony is Sam texted about,” V said.

“We’ve got seven hours,” Gus added.

“What can I do?” Tim asked, stepping closer.

“We’ve gotta talk to that foundation guy up in Elwood,” Gus said.

“But we should do that, though,” V said. “We spoke with his guys, so we can fill in any gaps in his story.”

“Right,” Gus agreed.

“But I need to get back to my computer,” she added. “I wanna get on the cybercrime guys; hear what they find real time.”

“Well, shit, it’ll take you easy an hour and a half—probably two—to go up to Elwood to meet that foundation guy and get back to your motel,” Tim said.

Gus nodded. “Right, but if he IDs Matthew Fleming, we know who’s behind this and go haul his ass in.”

“But if he doesn’t ID Fleming,” V stressed, “we’ve wasted two hours going there then back to the motel chasing our tails.” She shook her head. “Two hours we don’t have.”

“I can run you to the motel,” Tim offered. He gestured to the trees that surrounded Levi Connolly’s remains. “No one’s gonna touch that. Hell, no one’s even gonna find it.”

“How about the crime scene guys and the pathologist, Pamela?” Gus asked. “They’re on their way.”

“I’ll shoot Pam a text,” Tim said. He looked at Vanessa then back to Gus. “I’ll run her to the motel then come straight back here.” He shrugged. “It’ll all be good. But we should get goin’, before it gets too dark.”

The three of them quickly taped off the trees surrounding the cross and remains, and Gus had Vanessa take quick photos with her phone of each of the carvings in the trees. They all then scrambled out of the woods as quickly as possible and made it back to their cars in just under fifteen minutes. Gus told Vanessa he’d call her as soon as he was done with the foundation guy, Ralph Owens, and she said she’d call if she heard anything from TJ or the others about the livestream. She gave Gus the address for Ralph. Then, once getting the directions on his phone, he hopped in his truck and headed off.

Without Vanessa sliding around in the passenger seat like a puppy on ice, Gus cranked the old truck up, so he made good time getting to Ralph Owens’s house. He pulled the truck onto the shoulder beside the mailbox and jumped out. A large, heavy-duty pickup truck the size of a warship was parked in the short driveway with Oxford Forms printed on every imaginable surface. Gus hurried past it to the front door and rang the bell. And, after several rounds with the doorbell, an angry man’s voice bellowed from inside the house and the front door opened.

Gus had his badge out and flipped open at eye level as Ralph pushed open the screen and stepped into the doorway. “Mr. Owens?”

“That’s right,” the man answered, still clearly annoyed. “What’s this about?”

Ralph was a short man with dark features, broad shoulders and a large midsection. And as he spoke, Gus heard a lisp and noticed he was missing both of his top front teeth.

“I need to ask you some questions about what happened at the construction site down in Andover yesterday.”

“If this is about the insurance claim, I’m well within my right to file that.” He held up his bandaged arm. “This happened on the job, and I got witnesses to prove it.”

Gus placed his hand on the screen door, opening it wider as he did so. “This has nothing to do with insurance. May I come in? It’ll just take a minute.”

“I think we’re fine right here. What can I do for ya?” He leaned forward, looking more closely at Gus’s badge. “Agent Wheeler.”

“I spoke with your crew earlier.” Gus referred to the notes on his phone Vanessa had sent him as he read off the names of each foundation worker they spoke with. “Was there anyone there at the site yesterday that I’ve not named?”

“No, that’s my whole crew. What’s this about?” he asked again.

“What time did you injure your arm about?”

“I got to the hospital around five thirty so probably left the site around five.”

“And do you know what time you got discharged?”

“Around eight, why?”

“And each of your workers stayed at the hospital with you, correct? No one left, even for a short time?”

“They all stayed,” Ralph grumbled. “Agent, what’s going on? Did one of my workers do somethin’?”

“We’ll verify the arrival and departure times with hospital records but as long as that checks out then, no, they’ve done nothing wrong. They told us that a passerby stopped and helped you with your injury at the site yesterday, is that correct?”

Ralph nodded. “That’s right. I’d lost more blood than I thought and got dizzy when I got to my truck. He had a first aid kit and patched me up.”

Gus showed Ralph a close-up photo of Matthew Fleming on his phone so the man could clearly see his face, the color of his hair, his beady eyes.

“Is this the man that helped you?”

Ralph looked at the photo for several long moments before his head began to shake slowly side-to-side. “No, that doesn’t look like ’im.”

Gus used his phone to go on the security company’s website and pulled up a larger photo of Matthew with the top of his uniform completely in the frame.

“Here’s a larger photo. Take a good look. Is this the man that helped you yesterday?”

Ralph looked at it but quickly shook his head. “That’s definitely not him.”

“You’re sure?” Gus pressed. “Your crew recognized the uniform.”

“Agent, the guy that helped me yesterday wasn’t a security guard. He was with the sheriff’s department.”



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Fifty-Nine


Sam was exhausted; exhausted from the fight with Father Benedict, exhausted from her time at the church. Exhausted from life. This all had to end; it was time.

She watched as the Father labored to stack the seasoned firewood around the base of the large wooden cross, pausing after each piece to catch his breath. There was a rusty metal gas can and box of matches on a stone beside him, egging him on. He kicked over some ashes and bits of burnt wood as he tossed another log onto the pile and Sam got a strong whiff of past fires that instantly gagged her. Shivers raced up her spine and her scalp tightened as her thoughts went back to the housefire she’d witnessed as a young child.

She thought of what her mother had told her at the time, that God always had a plan and sometimes that plan involved a good cleansing. Sam had often wondered why her mother had said that. How could a housefire that killed an entire family while they wailed in agony be anything but evil?

Sam still didn’t know what her mother had meant, and she certainly didn’t know of God’s plans and whether they involved more cleansings. But she did know one thing for certain: the agent, Gus, had been correct.

This was all going to end in flames.
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Chapter Sixty


Tim was navigating the narrow roads with focus, precision, adeptly steering the sedan around sharp curves and accelerating down long straightaways. There was urgency in his driving, in his moves, an urgency Vanessa shared and felt vibrating within her.

She thought the pieces were finally beginning to slide into place. They’d found the remains of what was almost certainly Levi Connolly—a direct connection to the church. And TJ had validated that another known victim—Joseph Kenan—was, in fact, a parishioner there until the day he disappeared. And they had a strong lead on a witness for the Evie McCormack murder; a murder clearly motivated by Gus and Vanessa’s investigation. They had been so close Vanessa could almost taste victory.

Then the livestream dropped.

“Any idea who that was on the cross?” Tim asked as the car leaned heavily to the side around another sharp turn.

Vanessa recalled a conversation she and Gus had in the truck the morning after the motel fire; how they both thought it best to keep critical information about the case between the two of them given how insular this area was.

“There’s been someone feeding us info,” she replied, looking out her side window. “My guess is it’s them.”

“Them.” He repeated, his tone rich with curiosity. “Do you have any way to contact … them? See if they’re safe?”

“We don’t.”

A minute of silence passed before Tim spoke again. “That sure was some impressive police work finding that construction site though,” he said, looking at her from the side.

“Like they say, there’s no such thing as a perfect murder,” she replied.

“I guess. I still can’t fathom it, though. An entire church congregation carrying out vigilante justice?”

“It may not be the entire congregation.” She turned away from the side window. “In fact, it likely isn’t. That would get too unwieldly. My guess is it’s a small, loyal group of followers. But the psychology of radical groups is fascinating. There’s always a leader, but often times, it’s not the outward leader of the group. It’s one of that person’s confidants, steering the belief system in a way they decide it should go, adhering to a doctrine they believe. So, the real question here is, is Father Benedict involved or is someone else carrying out what they perceive as God’s will?”

“Fascinating.” He paused, thinking a moment. “So, you’re sayin’ that Father Benedict may be in a weird way just a follower himself?”

“That’s right. We’ve seen it before.”

“It’s hard to get your head around, though. I mean, how have they gone this long without us noticing? You’d think someone somewhere would’ve reported something.”

“You would, but you said it yourself. People up here are just used to taking matters into their own hands. So, I’d guess that includes looking the other way for those that aren’t inflicting the justice.”

“That is the way it tends to work.” Tim took out his phone. “I’m gonna try to find the sheriff again; bring ’im up to speed.”

Tim made his call, and Vanessa’s eyes again drifted out her side window. She had no idea where they were, but given the setting sun she was looking at, knew they were generally headed south. Her mind spun on the livestream and its gruesome imagery. Was it Sam they saw bound to that cross or someone else? And, if it wasn’t her, was she somewhere safe or had she too been taken? As these and other questions raced through Vanessa’s mind, bits of Tim’s conversation filtered into her thoughts.

“Yeah. I’m bringing Agent Lambert to her motel now then I’ll head back up.”

Her mind remained on the livestream. Would their culprit really light that fire and stream it for the world to see? And, if so, why? What was their motive for doing that? Then Vanessa recalled Sam’s last text message.

Place is a madhouse. FB unhinged, yelling, ranting of heretic, fires of hell.

Had Father Benedict followed his beliefs so passionately that he’d crossed the threshold between the reality of the everyday life and the gospel of God? Had his fanatical adherence to scriptures and passages and God’s will caused him to pierce that veil? These thoughts went round and round in her brain like dirty water circling a drain.

“Yeah, Wheeler’s on his way to Ralph Owens’s house up in Elwood,” Tim continued. “Yeah … yeah, he could be a witness in the McCormack murder … yeah … yeah, that’d be good…”

Vanessa’s phone rang with a number she didn’t recognize so hunching a shoulder up and turning toward her side window she quietly answered it.

“Agent Lambert.”

“Agent, it’s Pam Wegman.”

“Hey, Pam, you on your way to the scene?”

“No, I’m in my office. What scene?”

Vanessa’s mind stuttered, like a car drifting onto the warning ridges along the side of the highway. Heat began to plume in her chest as she looked out the corner of her eye at Tim. He had his phone pressed to his left ear, listening intently to his caller, his eyes glued to the road out the windshield.

Vanessa twisted farther into her window. “The Levi Connolly scene.” she whispered. “Up in Axton?”

“News to me. No, I was calling because we’ve identified the remains from the second unmarked grave found a few days ago in Winfield. The other grave near that of Mary Philips’s?”

“Okay.”

Vanessa tried to focus on what Pam was saying but her racing mind whirred with disparate bits of information, all random, yet all connected somehow.

“They’re the remains of Pete Torelli, the former Oxford County Sheriff,” Pam continued. “C-O-D was blunt force trauma to the head.”

Vanessa’s mind clicked to the email Gus had gotten from Pete’s account then to Deputy Tim telling her and Gus how he’d spoken with Pete just days ago while the former sheriff was on vacation with his daughter to tell him Gus might be calling.

I just called Pete … he sounded good. It was great to hear the old buzzard’s voice.

“How long?” were the only words Vanessa could form.

“How long ago was he murdered?” Pam clarified. “I’d estimate twelve to sixteen months given the decay and state of the bones.”

Vanessa remembered her and Gus standing with Tim beside Mary Philips’s grave and the second unmarked grave that she now knew held the remains of Pete Torelli. She thought of how casually Tim was speaking with them, how normally he was acting; no emotion whatsoever as he stood next to the grave of his former friend. Her stomach sank; her heart raced faster. She heard Pam’s voice in her ear, but it was faint and distant, like smoke dissipating in the air.

“So, agent, should I be going to a scene up in Axton?”

She snuck a glance at Tim out the corner of her eye and saw he was off his call.

“That’s right. I’m with the deputy, Tim,” Vanessa said, her voice clear and strong. “We’re heading straight back from Axton. He’s dropping me off at my motel so I can get online and we can go over the livestream together.”

“Okay…” Pam replied, confused. “So … I shouldn’t head up to Axton?”

“That’s right. I’ll call ya when I get to my machine.” She turned to Tim. “I should be there in…”

About twenty, Tim mouthed.

“About twenty minutes. But, TJ, it’s critical we speak in twenty, okay?”

“Agent, who’s TJ?” Pam asked, more confused now.

“Okay, got it. Talk then,” Vanessa said then, ending her call. She held up her phone for Tim to see. “That was TJ. Just getting all our ducks in a row.”

“Hmm.” Tim nodded.

“You get ahold of Carl?” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady.

“No, that was Alan. No one’s heard from Carl all day.”

Vanessa’s eyebrows narrowed. “That’s odd, right?”

“Absolutely,” Tim said. “Carl’s a workaholic. He’s always reachable.”

“Hmm.” Vanessa replied, matching the deputy’s tone. Her eyes wandered back to the side window. “I wonder wh—”

But her thought was interrupted when Tim’s hand cupped the back of her head and slammed it onto the dashboard.
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Chapter Sixty-One


Gus showed Ralph pictures of the sheriff and his deputies from the sheriff department’s website and the man instantly recognized Deputy Tim Gorham as the one who stopped at the construction site and bandaged up his arm. And as soon as he did so, Gus’s every sense exploded with adrenaline. His heart began to race, his breathing quickened, and his mind and senses took on a heightened focus. He immediately swiped over to his phone and tapped Vanessa’s number with the impulse of an addict.

The ringing of his call spilled from the phone’s speaker as he turned and rushed toward the front door. And as he got halfway there, his call went to voicemail, so he quickly redialed.

“Agent, is there anything I can do?” Ralph called from behind.

Gus’s mind ticked through the decision tree in a nanosecond. He couldn’t call the sheriff’s department in case there were others involved, and there was nothing for the Boston office to do from so far away. There was only one way to fight vigilante justice. Hit back and hit back harder.

“No,” was all Gus managed to say as he listened to the ringing of his call once again click over to Vanessa’s voicemail. “Fuck!”

He immediately called her again.

“C’mon, c’mon,” he whispered to himself, willing Vanessa to answer so he could hear her voice, know that she was okay.

But once again, the call went to voicemail so this time he left a message.

“V, it’s Tim! Deputy Tim’s our guy. The witness confirmed it! Get away from him. Call me!”

Gus stabbed the red circle on the screen to end the call then, thinking for a moment, called Vanessa again. She’d be pissed if she was simply on another call and had switched over after Gus annoyingly blew up her phone with calls, but he’d not only take it, he also desperately needed it. He needed to hear her voice.

With the call ringing, Gus pushed through the screen door and stepped out onto the small front porch. And as he rushed toward the stairs, two things happened simultaneously.

His call to Vanessa once again went to voicemail.

And he heard the ferocious boom of a nearby rifle just as the porch roof exploded in the air beside him.
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Chapter Sixty-Two


Vanessa had learned a lot about concussions and concussion protocols since suffering a very severe one herself last fall at the hands of a serial killer during a case they had in Pawtucket Falls. She learned that there were nearly 3.8 million sport-related concussions each year in the United States and that between 5 percent and 10 percent of athletes would experience a concussion in any given sports season. She also learned that concussions accounted for 45 percent of emergency department visits for sports-related traumatic brain injuries among children aged seventeen and under. But these statistics didn’t surprise her at all.

Vanessa had grown up in Detroit and, sadly, had been raised a Detroit Lions fan. So, in addition to thoroughly understanding misery and pain and chronic disappointment, Vanessa also knew of the heightened awareness and public relations efforts the National Football League had put into concussions and concussion protocols during the past several years. And she had seen statistics like these in the news when high-profile players like Junior Seau and others had so publicly and tragically suffered from concussion-related episodes.

But what did surprise Vanessa when she did her own research was that men’s soccer was very far down the list of all major sports in concussion rates. So, in classic Vanessa fashion, she wanted to know more so looked into it further. And she found that of all major sports worldwide, men’s soccer seemed to provide the highest level of concussion education and, more importantly, training as to how to—and how not to—do a header with a soccer ball to minimize the risk of concussion.

Vanessa learned that when making contact with the ball, a player should aim to make contact using their forehead near the hairline and that they should tuck their chin in toward their chest to stabilize the head and neck. And a player should use their arms for balance and always move toward the ball instead of letting the ball hit them.

So, when Deputy Tim grabbed the back of her head, Vanessa instinctively tucked her chin in toward her chest which stabilized her head and neck. And, at that angle, her head made contact with the dash right along the hairline as instructed. So, while dazed from the attack, Vanessa was not seeing the stars or experiencing blurred vision she so horribly experienced when she’d been concussed. But she was, however, just as pissed off as if she had.

“Arghhhhh.” She growled, as she threw her left elbow up, knocking Tim’s arm back into the seat.

The car swerved into the middle of the road, but Tim steered it straight with his left hand as his right punched repeatedly at Vanessa’s head. She rolled her left shoulder back and pressed her back against the door to get away from him, but he managed to land several blows to her face and temple. Using her forearms, she swatted his punches to the left and right and kicked at him until landing several into his side.

Tim let out a groan and, leaning over his right side to ease the pain, the car sped up. The trees blurred out his side window, and she knew they were going far too fast for these narrow country roads. She lunged for the gear shift to jam it out of drive, but his outstretched hand clutched her neck, stopping her immediately. He pushed into her space and squeezed her throat, holding her head firmly against the side window.

Vanessa became dizzy, and she felt the now-familiar feeling of becoming oxygen-deprived and light-headed, the same feeling she’d had when attacked last year in Pawtucket Falls. She only had ten or fifteen seconds to act before she’d lose consciousness, so she punched repeatedly at his outstretched arm, but he held steady.

Tim then leaned closer, laughing in her face.

In a burst of energy, Vanessa lunged for the gear shift again but this time her hand came up well short. She could feel herself slipping; she had to do something. Her eyes drifted to the world blurring past the side window behind him and that’s when she had an idea.

If she was going to die today, she was not going to die alone.

Vanessa swung her left foot up from the wheel well and kicked Tim hard in the rib cage. The deputy buckled over, falling into her, but his hand kept its grasp around her throat. The car lurched faster, and Vanessa could hear tree branches scratching along its side behind her head.

And as Tim looked up, his face inches from hers, she saw the evil in his eyes. “Now you’re gonna see our lords,” he said with a menacing growl, tightening his grip on her neck. “And you’re gonna fuckin’ burn, you whore.”

And as the scratching of tree branches filled the cabin with noise, Vanessa lunged her left hand up between them and cupped the back of his neck. She then jammed the barrel of her Glock firmly under his jaw with her other hand.

“Not today, you fuck!” she spat back, then she pulled the trigger.

The roar of the car’s engine was replaced with a loud ringing in Vanessa’s ears. And as Tim’s body slumped on top of her, she felt the car go airborne and the world outside the windows tumbled round and round in slow motion.

And then there was nothing.
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Chapter Sixty-Three


Gus instinctively raised his right arm to shield his face from the cloud of debris as he bent away to his left. And, as he did so, he caught a glimpse below his jacket sleeve of three men standing in the back of a large pickup truck with rifles, leaning on its roof aiming them his way. Another boom and the right arm of his leather jacket pulled him backward, twisting him around until he fell onto the porch on his back. The side of his shoulder stung with pain, and the warmth of blood spread down his arm.

He scrambled onto his stomach and began dragging himself down the stairs when another shot rang out. A searing sensation sliced across the calf of his right leg, so he quickly pulled his knees under him and leapt like a frog off the porch. He landed hard beneath the front bumper of Ralph’s oversized truck. And that was when all hell broke loose.

A flurry of nonstop bullets began to fill the air. Most landed on the side of the truck closest to them, but some zipped past Gus beneath it, while others showered the top of the cab and ricocheted off its hood and front fender. Gus scurried along the ground until his back was pressed against the front tire. He pulled his knees to his chest and draped his arms over his head, waiting for the flurry to pass but the shower of bullets seemed to go on for minutes. And when it finally ended, he heard the sounds of the men reloading their weapons so pulled his Glock from his holster and got into a crouching squat, making sure to stay behind the large, rugged tire, which was now pressed flat against the driveway.

Gus was readying himself to look above the hood when something landed on the ground next to him and he startled. Laying in the dirt by his foot was a large hunting knife. Gus picked it up and stared at it in confusion. He then peered around the front bumper and saw Ralph’s smiling face in the bottom of an upstairs window, his hand beside his cheek giving Gus a thumbs-up sign. The man’s face was then replaced with the barrel of a rifle, and a single shot rang out followed by a gasping moan coming from the direction of his attackers.

“Get off my fuckin’ land!” Ralph yelled from inside his house.

The other two attackers quickly began to spray the window and all around it with an array of gunfire. And while they did, Gus leaned farther forward so he could see them around the front of the truck and quickly surveyed what he was up against.

Two large men in hunting jackets stood side-by-side in the back of the truck, legs splayed wide, waving semiautomatic guns side to side as they fired upon Ralph’s house as if they were playing a video game. Draped over the side of the truck’s bed slumped the third attacker Gus immediately recognized from Levi Connolly’s crime scene. Ralph had shot the hunter, Teddy.

Gus heard screams of pain come from inside the house and as the two attackers swung their attention back toward him, he straightened his arms over the corner of the truck’s hood and fired several controlled bursts of his Glock. One of the men’s shoulder jolted backward right before Gus saw a large red plume explode from the back of his head. The man instantly collapsed onto the side of the truck then, dropping his weapon, tumbled to the ground where he lay motionless.

Seeing his two companions down, the third man yanked the magazine from beneath his weapon, tossed it aside, then slapped a new one from his pocket in its place. Gus fired at him twice as he hopped over Teddy’s body, landing in a three-point pose like a superhero on the ground beside his dead companion.

Gus widened his stance and, aiming his Glock directly at the man’s chest, called out. “Freeze. F-B-I.”

The man kept his weapon at hip-height as he swung its barrel around in Gus’s direction and pulled firmly on its trigger. Bullets sprayed the truck and air around Gus as he dropped to the ground and scurried back behind the truck’s tire. The gunfire then stopped and Gus could hear the quiet crunching of deliberate footsteps approaching.

And as it got closer, his attacker called out. “The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil,” the man bellowed, as if roaring to the clouds.

Gus’s eyes darted to his left, to the front porch with its collapsed roof and shredded screen door. He then looked to his right, past the back of Ralph’s truck and the wide-open space between it and Gus’s truck parked along the street. He checked the cartridge of his Glock to find just two bullets remaining and knew he wouldn’t make it three steps in either direction before being shot down with a dozen bullets. Gus couldn’t outrun his attacker, but he could outsmart him.

He got into a squatting position, now facing the deflated tire, and placed all of his weight onto the balls of his feet. He then reached out and picked up a rock the size of a golf ball and, bobbing up and down like a prizefighter ready to pounce, waited until he heard the crunching of dirt close to the front of the truck. He then threw the rock toward the right side of the porch as if skipping a stone across water. And as soon as the rock hit its target and the sound of cracking wood rang out, Gus popped above the hood of the truck like a Jack-in-the-Box, his Glock aimed straight at the spot of the last crunching footstep he’d heard. The next five seconds played out like a series of still photographs in Gus’s mind.

The first image was the side of his attacker’s head as the man flinched toward the sound of the rock hitting the house. The second frame was the man looking straight at Gus and his Glock, his eyes wide with surprise, his arms bent to the left with his gun still aimed at the porch. The third image was the man falling backward, his face to the sky, a large red plume of blood and brain matter filling the air behind him.

Gus stood firm, his arms flat on the hood of the truck, his Glock trained on the area where the man once stood. It was obvious he delivered a kill shot, but still he remained ready to fire his next and last bullet. He wasn’t sure if it was muscle memory, FBI training, or one too many zombie movies Vanessa made him watch over the years, but there he stood, nonetheless.

“I think ya got ’im,” Ralph hollered from his second-story window.

“You okay?” Gus called.

Ralph waved a hand with a wide smile, and Gus swore he could see the man’s missing teeth from there.

“Hell yeah!”

Gus felt the jitteriness of a post-adrenaline rush work its way through his system. He shuffled over to the front steps and, seeing his phone in the dirt beside the porch, picked it up before sitting down. Ralph came out of the house holding gauze bandages and a role of white surgical tape as Gus felt the back of his leg through his ripped jeans. There was no blood, so he turned his attention to his shoulder. He slipped his leather jacket off his right arm and saw a large bloodstain on the outside of his sleeve. He carefully rolled the sleeve of his white T-shirt up onto his clavicle and saw a thick red line across the outside of his arm; the bullet had grazed him. Ralph rolled gauze tightly around it and taped it down.

“That’ll hold until ya get to a hospital.”

Gus’s hand was shaking so badly that Ralph grabbed hold of his phone so Gus could unlock it. Gus then held it with both hands like a small child and, using a thumb, tapped on Vanessa’s number. The phone was silent for several moments, but this time it didn’t ring.

This time Gus’s call went straight to voicemail.
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Chapter Sixty-Four


Gus’s world had shifted sideways so violently he felt like he was no longer a central character in his own story. And, as a result, the circus in his mind erupted in unbridled insanity. Monkeys screeched, elephants and lions roared, and the trapeze artists swung this way and that, spinning and tumbling in the air to no end. He needed to focus, needed to figure out how to find Vanessa and now. Besides Mel, there was no one more important in Gus’s life than V. And the thought of losing her—especially after nearly losing her at the hand of a madman just months earlier—was soul crushing.

But as Gus focused harder, and as the circus slowly retreated to the corners of his mind, the loud booming of a clock filled its space as the sun slid below the trees. Midnight was coming and coming fast; there was no way to slow it down. And the reporter’s life likely depended on them finding out where that livestream was coming from and stopping it in time. A challenge, he knew, much more attainable with Vanessa by his side.

Gus took the rolls of gauze bandage and surgical tape Ralph held out for him and ran for his truck. Once inside, he cranked up the engine and grinded it into gear, but his foot remained on the clutch. He had no idea where to go. None. Tim could’ve taken Vanessa anywhere—to the church, to the location where the ceremony was to be held later that night, to any spot in the thousands of square miles of wilderness in the area. Gus had a better chance of finding sasquatch up there than he did of finding a skinny redhead with attitude.

So, with no place else to go, he pulled the truck around and headed back down the road the way he came. He’d go back to where they parked to see Levi Connolly’s gravesite; the last place he was with Tim and Vanessa. Gus saw them both get into Tim’s cruiser as he left them earlier and the deputy would need to at least put up a pretense of driving Vanessa back to the motel. So, Gus would start there and head to the motel himself. He got about five minutes away from Ralph’s gun-riddled house when his phone lit up with a call from an unknown caller, so he answered it immediately.

“Wheeler.”

“Agent, it’s Pam Wegman.”

Normally, Gus would be laser-focused on what the pathologist had to say, but at that moment, he was distracted as he swiped his thumb across the phone trying to get the directions back on its screen.

“I just had the strangest conversation with your partner, Agent Lambert. Are you with her by chance?”

Gus immediately pulled the phone closer to his mouth.

“No, but I need to find her,” he answered frantically. “Where was she when you spoke to her?”

“She said she was in the car with the deputy, Tim Gorham, headed for her motel.”

“How long ago was that?”

There was a brief pause before Pam replied, “My phone said we ended the call eleven minutes ago. Agent, is there something wrong? What’s happened?”

“We believe the deputy is involved in the murders we’re investigating and that he’s now taken Vanessa. What else did she say?”

“Well, first she asked me if I was on my way up to a scene in Axton.”

“Tim told us he’d called you. He showed us the remains of someone who had been crucified.” Gus stepped on the gas pedal, his eyes trained out the windshield as the old workhorse devoured the miles in its path.

“I told her I didn’t know what she was talking about then told her that we’ve identified the remains in the second grave found near the body of Mary Philips’s as those of the former county sheriff, Pete Torelli.”

Gus’s jaw tightened at the memory of getting the email from Pete’s account and of Tim telling he and Vanessa that he’d spoken with the former sheriff just the other day.

“Then what?” he pressed.

“Then she began saying things that didn’t make sense, like she was in a different conversation. She told me she was with the deputy, that they were heading back from Axton and that he was dropping her off at her motel. And then she called me TJ.”

Gus’s face relaxed the tiniest bit. “She knows.” He breathed and felt a momentary sigh of relief. “She knows it’s him. TJ’s another agent in the Boston office. She was having Tim believe that another agent knew she was with him and where they were headed.”

Gus thanked her for the call and told her someone would be back to her about that crime scene up in Axton. He then called Carl and the sheriff answered on the second ring. Gus filled him in on everything that’d happened. He told Carl about Tim and his accomplice, Teddy, showing him and Vanessa the corpse they assumed was Levi Connolly, to the ambush he’d fought off at Ralph Owens’s house in Elwood, of Pam Wegman identifying the remains of Pete Torelli and the email Gus supposedly got from Pete, and of how Tim told Gus he’d just spoken with the former sheriff the other day. And, finally, he told Carl how Tim had Vanessa and how she was now unreachable.

“Jesus, Gus. What can I do?”

“Your cruisers have GPS transponders in ’em, right?”

“Absolutely.” Gus heard Carl yell to someone else with him. “Hey, get me the location of Gorham’s cruiser now!”

“Last I saw ’em, they were getting in his cruiser in Axton and supposedly heading to our motel.”

“Got it! Gus, Gorham’s parked just off the road in Axton. About twenty minutes north of your motel. I’ll text you the address and meet you there.”

“And Carl?” Gus interrupted.

“Yeah? What?”

“Vanessa knows it’s him. You better have a medic come too.”
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Chapter Sixty-Five


Vanessa woke to a pounding in her head as she peeled her eyes open. There was a pulsating pressure behind her entire face and forehead, as if someone were inside her head beating hard against it. She looked at a green fuzzy banner along the top of the windshield and a grey empty field below it lit from the headlights. Confused, her head shifted around in choppy movements as she tried to figure shit out. Her Glock was above her covered by shards of glass and next to it was her cellphone. She puzzled at a computer screen hanging from the roof then blinked several times—hard and deliberate—willing her brain to catch up to the info her eyes were feeding it. That was when she felt the seatbelt tightly across her chest and waist and realized she was hanging upside down in the cruiser somewhere in the middle of the woods.

And then the pain came.

“Arrrrgghhhh.” She groaned, as her hands groped at the buckle of her seatbelt.

Her fingers were slick with blood and throbbing in pain. She pressed the plastic red button several times, but the buckle refused to click open.

“Fuuuuuuck.” She moaned into her shoulder.

Her head snapped side to side, looking for something to cut her seatbelt with. She stretched an arm out toward the shards of glass and a searing pain exploded up her side. Placing her other hand gently on her ribs, she winced as she felt around. There was clearly bruising from her hip to her armpit and likely a broken rib or two. She carefully used her other hand to try and get the glass, but it was out of reach.

She took a deep breath and swiped a hand over her face, and it came back smeared with blood. Pieces of what happened filled in the gaps in her memory, and she looked around but didn’t see the deputy’s body anywhere. She stretched toward the opening where her side window had once been and smelled something pungent and slightly sweet.

Gasoline.

“Shit.”

She wiped her hand against her shirt and tried the button of her buckle again and again, but it wouldn’t click open. She pushed the hand from her good side between her chest and seatbelt and squirmed out from underneath it so only the belt around her waist held her in place.

Vanessa found she had much more freedom now so shimmied an inch or so out of the waist strap until she could pinch a piece of the broken windshield between the tips of two outstretched fingers. Safety glass was specifically designed to break without sharp edges to avoid injury, but the piece of glass was all she had. So, she went to it and began trying to cut the seatbelt strap. But after a few minutes of trying, she’d made no discernable cut at all. The glass was simply too smooth.

She took a beat, trying to figure out what to do next but the pounding in her head was increasing and she found it difficult to focus. Then she saw large plumes of dense, black smoke billow past her side window. She knew that smoke and the familiar strong and acrid odor that came along with it from her life on the streets of Detroit as a mischievous hoodlum teenager.

That was the smell of burning rubber.

“Shit!”
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Chapter Sixty-Six


Gus drove past the parking spot by Levi Connolly’s grave without so much as a glance as the red dot on his phone told him he was less than fifteen minutes away from Tim’s cruiser. The road before him straightened out so he once again jumped on the gas pedal and the truck’s monster-sized engine roared its approval.

Minutes later, the blue dot on his phone was quickly approaching the red one so Gus let up on the gas and slowed his truck to a normal speed. He could see out the passenger side windows that the road he was on was carved into a steep incline and the land on that side of the road fell away significantly through the woods. The two dots began to merge so he slowed the truck down even more while steering the big beast around a corner. Then Gus immediately jammed on the brakes at what he saw.

The early evening sky above the pine trees along the road was filled with thick, black smoke. And right at the end of the bend in the road was a space in the otherwise thickly clustered trees, as if someone had carved an opening with a chainsaw. Branches were broken off trees on its sides, while bushes and saplings were bent over or unearthed altogether.

Gus steered his truck up onto the shoulder and jumped out as he saw Carl’s cruiser heading toward him from the opposite direction. He pointed through the hole in the woods as he jumped over a pile of freshly churned dirt, landing in a deep groove plowed into the earth. He then quickly began traversing his way down into the ravine, the aggressive treads on his hiking boots steadying him as he went.

“Vanessa!” he yelled at the top of his lungs. “V!”

He tried to see where the smoke was billowing from, but twilight had taken hold and the forest was simply too dense around him. Then he heard a faint call from the darkness.

“Down here!”

Gus let gravity take over, hopping over obstacles and bounding long strides down the hill as his speed grew faster and faster until his feet weren’t quick enough to keep up. He fell hard onto the ground then tumbled several times before slamming into a tree with the side of his hip. He groaned in pain but was immediately on his feet again, following Vanessa’s calls like a beacon.

“Here! Gus, over here!”

The fear in her voice propelled him on. Gus sprinted toward it with his arms raised in front of his face as he scurried between clusters of trees. Branches scratched and clawed at him, and when he finally squeezed free, he stepped into a small clearing. Before him on the opposite side of the open space was the overturned cruiser resting on its nearly collapsed roof. It was listing badly to one side, and he thought the front of the car was facing him but couldn’t be sure given all the damage. Heavy, black smoke plumed from its undercarriage between the tires and he saw sparks flickering along the inside of one of them.

“V!” he called as he made it to the wreckage.

He dropped to his knees and looked inside the cab. The driver’s seat was empty and beyond it he saw Vanessa hanging upside down from the passenger seat. She was wild-eyed and had a hand extended toward him.

“The buckle’s jammed. I can’t get out!”

Gus scurried around the car and came up to the passenger’s side window as he heard Carl call to him.

Gus looked at the sky. “Down here! In the clearing!”

He felt Vanessa grab the side of his jacket so bent to his side to look at her.

“Gus the strap!” she yelled.

One of her eyes was swollen and the side of her face and shaved head were peppered with tiny red cuts. Gus feverishly looked around when a bright light caught his attention out of the corner of his eye. His head instinctively snapped that way.

And he watched as flames engulfed the entire undercarriage of the car.
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Chapter Sixty-Seven


“What was that?” yelled V.

Gus looked around for anything sharp he could use to cut the seatbelt. “Fire!” was all he said.

Vanessa began yelling something back to him, but he saw a jagged strip of the car’s molding sticking out from the front fender so scurried over to it. He shook off his leather jacket and wrapped it around his hand before grabbing the sharp metal and bending it back and forth to break it free. The raging heat from the fire warmed his face as if he had a sunburn and smoke quickly engulfed him and he began to cough.

“Gus, hurry!”

Just when he thought he couldn’t take it anymore the molding broke free sending him back onto his ass. He scrambled over to Vanessa on his hands and knees and saw that the black smoke was beginning to fill the cabin of the car.

“Lean away!” he yelled over the roar of the fire, and he pulled the seatbelt off her as far as it would go. He heard loud yells and could tell Carl and his men were getting close so yelled out.

“Carl, over here!”

Gus sawed at the seatbelt but the heat from the fire was rising quickly. He knew it was spreading too fast and once it hit the fuel line it’d race straight to the gas tank, and they’d all go up with it.

“C’mon, c’mon.” He growled into the side of the seat.

Carl and the others rushed around the back of the cruiser and stopped short.

“Gus … the fire!” the chief yelled.

“I know!” he replied, keeping his eyes focused on the partially cut seatbelt.

Carl knelt beside him. “What can I do?”

“You and your guys need to get clear!”

Carl looked around for a moment then, realizing Gus was right and there was nothing to be done, he stood and rushed his men back around the car. The fire began to lap at the driver’s seat from the opposite side window, and he heard distant sirens when Vanessa slapped a hand on his arm.

“Gus, the fire.” She coughed, “You gotta go!”

Gus’s arm burned but he only went faster. The monkeys and lions and elephants in his head gave him a million different responses, all hysterical, all frenzied.

But Gus only had one. “No fuckin’ way!”

“Guuuus!” Carl called again, but this time he was ignored.

The loud whooshing sound of fire swallowing air had Gus flick his eyes to the opposite-side window again, and Vanessa grabbed his arm and stopped it from moving. He snapped his head back to her and their eyes locked.

“Get outta here!” she screamed angrily into his face.

And that was when instinct took over, or at least that was how he’d describe it to Mel in the weeks that followed. Gus punched her hand off his arm as the fire warmed his head and neck. He then grabbed the seatbelt just beside the small slice he’d made in it and yanked. The small cut he’d made widened but before he could begin cutting again the seatbelt unbuttoned from the buckle. Vanessa suddenly dropped onto the inside of the roof like a sack of potatoes, landing on her face and chest.

Gus grabbed a fistful of her jacket collar as flames consumed the driver’s seat and center console. He slung his free arm over his nose to breathe, then, with boots pressed firmly against the side of the car, yanked her toward him. Vanessa kicked her legs in an adrenaline-fueled frenzy while Gus tugged on her with several jerky pulls until, finally, she slipped through the window and free of the wreckage. He immediately wrapped an arm around her waist and hoisted her over a shoulder and, as he did so, he saw the flames ravage the passenger seat she’d hung from just moments before.

Gus trudged his way through the thick brush toward the tree line but only got partially there when the cruiser exploded, sending both of them several feet through the air and onto the ground beneath a large pine tree.

Lying on his side in the cool dirt, Gus watched the large mushroom-shaped fireball rise high into the air, lighting the entire area around them as if it were daytime. He hacked a dry cough then looked at Vanessa who was on the ground a few feet away. She too was watching the fireball and, feeling Gus’s gaze, turned his way.

“Fuck,” she said, her eyes wide.

Gus saw the raging flames flickering in her bright green eyes and could see her hands shaking from the adrenaline. He wanted to reach out to her, to hold her so she felt safe, felt loved. He wanted to tell her that she was the little sister he never had and he’d never let anything happen to her, no matter what the situation, no matter what the cost. He’d never stop looking for her, never stop protecting her, caring for her. Ever.

Gus wanted to tell Vanessa all that and more, but he didn’t say any of it. He didn’t need to. That was one of the things that was so special about their relationship. He knew she felt the same, yet never a word had been spoken. He’d give his life for hers and she for his.

That was just what they did.

That was their superpower.
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Chapter Sixty-Eight


“How’d you find me?” Vanessa asked, wiping her eyes with a hand. A worm of blood inched its way down her chin from the corner of her mouth.

Gus began to tell her what happened, but his story felt disconnected, bits and chunks of a larger tale that would need reassembly like a broken vase on the floor. He took a deep breath and briskly rung his hands, wishing for the adrenaline to recede. And when it had, he began again. He told her about the foundation guy, Ralph, identifying Deputy Tim Gorham as the one who stopped at the construction site and of Pam Wegman’s call to him about her strange phone call with Vanessa.

“Once Pam said she didn’t know anything about a scene up in Axton,” she elaborated, “I knew Tim was lying. And then when she told me about the remains in the second grave being Pete Torelli’s that’s when I pegged him for being involved.”

“How’d” Gus waved a hand in the air, gesturing to the cruiser engulfed in flames, “all this happen?”

She told him of Tim getting the jump on her and slamming her head into the dashboard, and of their fight while he tried to keep the car on the road. Then of her surprising him with the gun under his chin and of looking him in the eyes before pulling the trigger. And by the time she was done recounting what happened, Gus was so angry he wanted to search the area himself for Tim’s body just so he could kick him in the teeth for what he’d done to V.

“Fucker deserved it,” he said. “It may not have been him alone, but he was involved in how many murders? Seven, eight?”

“At least.”

Gus was sure to catch her eye. “And he’da done you in a heartbeat, V.”

Her few, quick nods told Gus that while she knew he was right, the brutal reality of having just killed another human hadn’t yet settled in. He stood, brushed off the front of his pants then helped V to her feet. They both watched the cruiser engulfed in fire for a few moments before Gus gestured to it.

“You couldn’t keep the car on the road?”

“We were already on the shoulder doing, like, sixty when I shot him.”

“Still,” he pressed. “You coulda steered it back off the edge.”

Vanessa turned to him; her eyes squinted in disbelief. “One of us doesn’t understand physics.”

Gus shrugged then turned to head out.

“But, hey,” she said, stopping him in his tracks. “Right at the end there he said something weird to me. He said, ‘Now you’re gonna see our lords. And you’re gonna fuckin’ burn, you whore.’”

Gus’s eyes narrowed. “Lords? As in more than one?”

“That’s what he said. We were face-to-face, and he said it very deliberately. I’m sure I heard it right.”

“I mean, the ‘you’re gonna burn’ part I get,” Gus said after thinking it through. “Maybe he was into some pagan shit or something?”

“Maybe,” Vanessa answered softly as she rubbed her aching side.

She coughed then pulled her cellphone from her jacket pocket.

“You still have that?”

She smirked. “Grabbed it from the roof of the car as you dragged me out. My Glock…” Her eyes leaned back toward the inferno that was once a car.

Vanessa called TJ and she and Gus told him of all that had happened since they’d last spoken just a couple of hours before.

“Holy shit! You guys alright?”

Vanessa looked at Gus rubbing his aching hip.

“Yeah, we’re good,” she said. “Gus pulled me from the burning car just in time. He saved my life. Again. Of course, I let him. Hashtag selfless.” Vanessa laughed while Gus just smirked and shook his head.

“You guys get anything from the feed?” V asked.

“The guys are still trying to trace it, so no location yet. But it’s definitely that Samantha woman. She lifted her head up for a moment and looked into the camera, so the guys took a still of it and pushed it through facial recognition software. Positive ID for a Samantha Hastings.”

“You’re recording it, right?” V asked.

“Absolutely.”

“Is there any audio?”

“No,” TJ said. “Just the video feed.”

Vanessa turned her phone toward Gus, showing him, it was 9:06 p.m.

“We get that search warrant yet?” she asked TJ.

“It’s in your inbox,” he answered. “All set. You guys think that Deputy Tim was the mastermind behind all this?”

Vanessa bulged her eyes out and looked up to Gus.

“Not sure,” Gus replied, his eyes on the burning cruiser. “But he definitely put hits out on both of us,” he said through clenched teeth.

“So, what’s your next move?” TJ asked.

Gus took his eyes off the flames lapping at the night sky and looked at V. One of her eyes was swollen, the other puffy and red from the smoke, and her face was smudged with soot. The dried blood on her bottom lip and tiny cuts covering her cheek and the side of her head gave her the look of a survivor stumbling from battle. The anger that had been percolating in him since pulling her from the wreckage boiled over, and Gus just wanted something to hit, someone to punch.

His eyes slid from hers to the phone. “It’s time to start breaking shit.”
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Chapter Sixty-Nine


Gus and Vanessa stuck to the tree line, giving the burning cruiser a wide berth, and saw several deputies stringing crime scene tape around the perimeter of the clearing. When they finally made it to where Gus had entered the clearing, they were met by Carl and a pair of male EMTs. One of them tried giving both Gus and Vanessa oxygen masks but they each declined.

Gus looked to Carl. “We’ve gotta get to that church,” he said through a dry, raspy cough that had both EMTs squinting.

The other EMT tried to get each of them to go through a concussion protocol test but, again, they both declined.

“I’ve had a concussion,” Vanessa said dismissively. She looked at Gus with a raised eyebrow as she ran a hand over her soot-filled hair. “That’s not this.”

She did have the EMT wrap her midsection tightly with gauze to protect her bruised or broken ribs after first having Gus and the others look away so as not to see all the tattoos covering her body. Gus passed on the EMT’s offer of gauze and tape, saying he was already stocked up, then he and Vanessa made the climb back up to his truck as quickly as they could. Once inside, Gus fired up the engine and Vanessa turned to him.

“Hey, back there…” she started.

Gus just shook his head. “You’d’ve done it for me.”

V smiled. “Well, that’s true. But I was referring to the belt buckle; just making sure you’re clear that I loosened it.”

He shook his head then grinded the truck into gear and watched Carl on the far end of the beam from his headlights get into his cruiser with one of his deputies. But as Vanessa was putting the church’s address into her phone’s GPS, a call came in from Professor Ward, so she answered it.

“Agent, I just wanted to follow-up on those names highlighted in your Bible. I’ve gone through all of the passages they were in but can see no connection to your case. I strongly suspect they were only highlighted for the names of the victims as you’ve already identified.”

“Thanks for chasing that down, Ward.” she said, but before she could end the call Gus spoke up.

“Ward, is it anywhere in the Bible that Catholics can worship more than one god?”

“No, absolutely not,” the professor said. “Remember, it’s actually specified in the Bible that those who do so are put to death. So, just the opposite.”

“Tell him what the deputy said to you then,” Gus said to V.

“Ward, I just had an altercation with one of the deputies we now know was involved with the murders. And just before … it ended … he said, and I quote ‘Now you’re gonna see our lords. And you’re gonna fuckin’ burn, you whore.’”

“Well, the burn part clearly refers to the form of capital punishment they’ve used on your other victims.”

“We get that,” Gus said. “But it’s his use of the word lords. Plural.”

“And, Agent Lambert, you’re sure?” Ward asked. “If you were under duress, could you have mis…”

“No, I heard him very clearly,” Vanessa said with conviction. “We were face-to-face. It’s exactly what he said.”

There was silence on the line for several moments before Ward replied. “Honestly, I don’t know. If he believed in several gods, then he’d be considered a heretic by Father Benedict and that church.”

Gus winced at the word heretic and thought again of the reporter, Samantha, and of how Father Benedict had told his congregation they had a heretic amongst them and that they needed to root them out.

“Ward, in the Bible, is the punishment for a heretic death and, if so, is there a specific method prescribed?” Gus asked.

But he knew the answer to his question before asking it. He just needed an expert to confirm it.

“Yes, agent. It’s very clear that punishment for being a heretic is death. And the method most commonly used is burning at the stake.”

Gus didn’t hear anything else the professor said because the circus in his head erupted in a frenzied round of chaos. He thought of Samantha that night when they first met in their motel room, telling Gus her worst fear was burning to death. And he thought of the charred remains of Mary Philips and those in the grave beside hers that they now knew belonged to Pete Torelli. And then Gus thought of the Deputy Tim’s threat to Vanessa just moments before she shot him.

…and you’re gonna fuckin’ burn, you whore.

“How long ’til we get there?” Gus asked into the windshield.

“Nineteen minutes.”

She ended her call with Ward, and Gus jumped on the gas pedal. The truck lurched ahead as he steered it down the narrow, dark country road toward the church and Father Benedict and all of his rabid followers. Vanessa grabbed the metal dash but this time she made no smartass remark, no silly comment about safaris or Gus’s driving. This time she simply looked ahead into the same darkness he was staring into.

Because, this time, they both knew the time for words was over.
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Chapter Seventy


“I was very disappointed when Juju told me it was you who was the heretic,” the Father said from his seat. “We trusted you, Samantha; if that’s even your real name. We took you in.”

“To indoctrinate me,” she snapped, raising her head to see the priest.

The tips of her fingers were numb from resting on the cold wood, as were her feet. But Sam knew she only needed to bear it for just a little longer. She’d be warm soon enough.

“You people are fuckin’ nut jobs. You know that, right? You preach your ways to the weak, to the lonely and vulnerable, luring them in as if what you say is fact when really it’s nothing but your twisted views to texts written centuries ago. It’s just a story, you sick fuck.”

The Father took a deep inhale. “I see she was also correct that there is an evil inside you, Samantha. Don’t you feel it? Satan has you in his clutches. But there is a path for you still. I can help; we can help.”

“I don’t want your help. I don’t want anything from you!” she yelled, her voice echoing around the cavernous space.

The Father stared at her for several long moments then gave her a nearly imperceptible nod. “Then so be it,” he said.

Sam was shivering uncontrollably now, her body wrapped in goosebumps, but she couldn’t move. She looked down at the rope coiled around the base of the cross and her eyes went to the rusty gas can and matches waiting for her on the stone.

“It’s not too late for you, Samantha,” the Father said, his voice now raspy. “God can still save you. You just need to let him.”

Her nostrils flared, and she took in the strong, pungent smell of burnt wood and charred rubble. Bile rose in her throat, and she squeezed her eyes closed as the screams from her childhood came to her once more. Sam saw flames high in the night sky, the crowd of people rushing around the burning house but helpless to do anything. She then felt its warmth and was a little girl again, the same little girl who’d snuck out of her home and went to the back of the burning house next door. And as the heat became too much, Sam clenched her jaw and her hands became tight fists.

The Father coughed, crashing Sam back to the present. She crammed the memory back into its box, back into the dark recesses of her mind, and opened her eyes. She raised her head again and stared straight into the camera but remained silent. Seeing her resolve, Father Benedict took a long breath then exhaled, and his shoulders slumped as if the only life he had ever known had suddenly abandoned him.

“So be it,” he said at last, his voice unusually soft with resignation.

And Sam saw the evil burning in his eyes.

“Do what you must, Samantha, but you will burn for this. As all heretics do.”

Sam was sure to hold his eyes as she replied, “If so, then it must be God’s will.”
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Chapter Seventy-One


It was just after 9:30 p.m. when Gus and Vanessa arrived at the church with Carl and his deputy behind them. But even at that late hour, the church was aglow and bustling with activity. They rushed inside to find the pews filled with people, while others stood in the aisles along the sides. Juju and Matthew were on the altar addressing the congregation and, seeing them enter the nave, Matthew pointed to Gus and alerted the attendees.

“The authorities are here now. Continue your prayers while we speak with them.”

Gus looked over the sea of faces that had turned around and was staring at them, as Juju and Matthew walked down the center aisle. He saw groups of children and teenagers huddled together in tight pods he knew by now were the campers, as well as adults and families that had come to the church at this late hour.

Headlights lit them from behind and Carl, who was standing beside him, leaned in. “My other two deputies to help with the crowd. Just in case.”

Gus only then considered what Carl was getting at. They were there to question—and potentially arrest—Father Benedict and some of his followers for a string of murders, and maybe for the abduction or worse of the reporter Samantha. His thoughts went to Pete Torelli, the former sheriff, and Gus wondered if he too looked over this crowd at the end. He then thought of being in the woods earlier that day and of how the deputy, Tim, eased the hunter Teddy’s rifle back toward the ground.

Now’s not the time.

Gus now knew the real reason the deputy had called he and Vanessa to Levi Connolly’s remains, an extremely remote crime scene they wouldn’t’ve found on their own in a million years. He had organized a hit, only to be staved off when V got the drop on the hunter with her Glock. Vanessa had saved both of their lives.

Gus looked over the crowd before them more carefully and, while he knew the hunter Teddy could not be amongst them, he saw a dozen or more Teddys all looking back at him with suspicion.

“We can’t find Father Benedict,” Matthew said, breaking Gus from his thoughts.

Gus held up a hand, stopping the two of them from continuing. He ushered Juju and Matthew into the church’s office then closed the door.

“Have you been on the church’s website this afternoon?” Gus asked.

Both Juju and Matthew shook their heads.

“Our internet was broken earlier,” Juju said.

“When was the last time you saw Father Benedict or Samantha Hastings.”

“It was lunchtime for the campers, so around noon,” Juju said. “Samantha was helping me with the computer in the office,” she added.

“Was the Father with her?” Gus asked.

“We were all down by the office,” the old woman replied.

“Did you see them leave together?”

“No. Sam went to the basement to fix something to do with the internet but that’s when the Father came into the office. He was quite upset.”

“He was yelling,” Matthew added. “Much more so than usual. And physically upset. I’ve not seen him like that before.”

“We’re worried we can’t find him,” Juju said, this time more softly. “And it’s been all day. It’s not like him to leave the church for that long without letting one of us know. That’s why we called everyone here tonight; we’re going to search for him.”

“You said Samantha went to the basement?” Gus said. “How do we get there?”

Juju pointed toward the wall beside the door.

“The door to the basement is at the end of the hall there.”

Gus pulled Carl aside. “See if you can get ’em talkin’. Maybe they slip up and say somethin’.”

Carl and his three deputies stayed with Matthew and Juju while Gus and Vanessa went to search the basement. When Gus opened its door, he noted the light at the bottom of the stairs was already on. He led the way down the narrow steps and, once at the bottom, pulled his Glock from his holster. Vanessa did the same with the Sig Sauer she’d gotten from the sheriff and, holding their penlight over their weapons, they swept the immediate area.

Light shined over long wooden shelves to their left, but a quick check showed nothing there. They then swept the basement side-to-side as they walked away from the staircase. They looked over piles of furniture and boxes stacked to the rafters but saw no trace of Sam or Father Benedict. And when they came to a large cluster of dusty, ancient-looking porcelain statues Vanessa held up.

“Yeah, that’s not creepy.”

Gus shined his light in and around the statues, stretching to see to the back of them, but saw no sign of anyone. They then came to a gap in the stacks of boxes and, shining his light into it, Gus saw clean swipes in the dust on some of them.

“Here,” he said, his eyes trained on the boxes.

Vanessa stepped beside him then put a hand on his arm. “Blood,” she said, directing his attention to the ground with her flashlight.

Gus followed the light’s beam with his eyes then knelt down to see several dark, wet spots. He touched one with two of his fingers.

“Still wet. We gotta get the CSU team down here.”

He followed a sporadic line of blood drops to an oversized door on the far wall about twenty feet away. Careful not to step on any of the blood, they went to the door and saw a brownish smear beside its handle. Gus then slowly opened the door, careful not to touch the blood, and he was met with darkness and a cool breeze on his face. He fumbled with a hand along the inside wall until his fingers felt a light switch and he flicked it up.

Below them was a large, cavernous space the size of a small warehouse with long tracks of lighting strung up along its ceiling just above Gus’s head. There were empty animal stalls lining both sides and long stacks of firewood down its center. The far end was open to the fields behind the church and Gus could tell by the slope of the land caught in the light that it fell away from them into the darkness. The side walls behind the animal stalls were constructed of old fieldstone and at the foot of the door was a ladder that went down nearly two stories to its dirt floor.

Gus carefully scanned the entire area, and his eyes came upon something by the open wall at the end of the firewood. Straining to make out what it was in the dim light, he realized it was several large, man-sized wooden crosses leaning against some of the wood. And just as he realized what they were, his other senses kicked in.

And that was when he smelled the smoky remnants of a recent fire.
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Chapter Seventy-Two


Gus and Vanessa quickly climbed down the tall ladder into the space below. And as Gus stepped from the last rung, he noticed blood smeared on its side where someone had held the ladder. They quickly searched the stalls then in and around the stacks of wood but found no sign of Father Benedict or Samantha. Gus went to the opening to the outside and stood beside the wooden crosses. He pulled one from the stack and even at six-foot four found himself looking up at its top.

“That’s fuckin’ creepy,” V said, walking over to him. “That’s gotta take more than one person to move around.”

“Agreed,” Gus said, leaning it back against the others. He shined his light out the open side into the darkness and saw a round pile of rubble and ash the size of a bonfire about twenty feet away from the building. He and V walked out to it and the smell of soot and ash was thick and heavy.

“Right here? Really?” Vanessa asked. “Next to a church?”

Gus simply shook his head as he knelt and poked at the charred pieces of wood with a stick he’d found on the ground. He tried to push them away, but thoughts of Samantha and how terrified she was of burning alive and images of the charred remains they’d found of Mary Philips and Pete Torelli flickered in his thoughts. And Gus wondered how the universe worked, how it could line up all the tiny details and steps throughout someone’s entire life to bring them to this spot, to this end. If it was divine intervention, he thought, there was nothing divine about it. He stood and looked out into the darkness, the cool summer’s night breeze tickling his cheeks.

“If I remember right,” Vanessa began. “The church has over a hundred acres and back there is nothing but forest.”

Gus exhaled then, turning away from the night sky, and looked at V. “But with Samantha bleeding, they wouldn’t’ve made it far.”

They made their way back up the ladder then up into the church where they found Carl waiting for them in the hallway.

“Anything?” the sheriff asked, as Gus closed the door behind them.

“Found some blood,” Gus said.

“And some super creepy life-sized crosses and a makeshift fire pit down there,” V added.

Gus nodded down the hall. “You get anything more from ’em?”

“We’ve got ’em separated now, but no. Juju’s in the kitchen, Matthew’s in the office, and the other woman who helps run things around here, Elizabeth, is in by the pews with the others. I’ve got a deputy with each one.”

“Phones?” Gus asked.

“One of the deputies collected them and bagged ’em. They won’t be calling or texting anyone.”

Gus looked past Carl down the dimly lit hallway toward the front. The glass top of the kitchen door was aglow with soft light coming from within and the door beside it to the office was closed. He could almost hear the clock on its wall ticking away the precious seconds. He looked to Vanessa but said nothing.

She held up her phone for him to see. “Nine fifty-five.”

Gus’s jaw tightened. “They have any idea where the Father might’ve gone?” he asked Carl.

“They’ve each denied knowing anything about anything,” Carl replied with a shake of his head. “But both Juju and Matthew are pointing us hard toward Tim.” Gus could hear the anger in the sheriff’s voice and knew he’d feel the same if he was in Carl’s position. “Said they saw him and Father Benedict talking alone for a long time early this morning before Tim left for work.”

“He came here this morning before work?” Vanessa asked.

“Apparently,” Carl answered, clearly pissed now. “Tim came here every day before work.”

Gus wasn’t surprised Juju and Matthew were pointing them toward the deputy, Tim. The way this area watched out for each other, there was no doubt in Gus’s mind they’d already heard of Tim’s car crash and death. Hell, they’d probably know the autopsy results before Gus did. So, who better to pin all this on, than someone not around anymore to defend themselves?

If things need taking care of, they usually take care of it themselves.

“Let’s get the three of them in the church with the campers and park one deputy with ’em,” Gus said. “We’ll have everyone else not part of the summer retreat leave the property to preserve the crime scene in the basement and potentially elsewhere. Then the three of us and the two other deputies will search the immediate surroundings. Given the amount of blood we saw, Sam wouldn’t’ve made it very far.”

Carl had his deputy do as Gus asked then, after watching the last of the people leave, the five of them searched the immediate area. They searched the three sheds closest to the church, the six bunkhouses, the second barn just down the dirt path along the side of the field and each outside animal pen and chicken coop but found no sign of either Sam or the Father. The five of them then walked along the perimeter of the tree line shining their lights into the forest but came away with nothing.

And after spending nearly thirty minutes of valuable time, Gus corralled them all back on the church’s front steps. He looked out into the darkness, and, in his mind’s eye, Gus was back standing at the front of his truck that morning they first came to the church looking out over the vast fields and forest beyond. He turned to Carl.

“You have any more guys you can pull in to do a wider search of the grounds?”

“With Tim gone, all I’ve got are here already,” Carl replied. “I could call Hank over in Franklin County though. Get his guys out here.”

“Do it but do it fast. We’ve got less than two hours to find ’em now. And get the CSU team here to process that basement before anyone else goes down there. Let’s make sure we do this right.”

Carl pulled out his phone and began to slowly walk down the steps as he made his calls.

Gus looked to V. “You’ve still got the number for Sam’s editor, right?”

She gave him a quick nod.

“Call her,” he said. “Maybe Sam’s called her for help, or she knows where Sam might be.”

Vanessa called the number Samantha had entered into her phone that night in their motel room, but she got a generic voicemail greeting.

“Shit.”

She immediately called TJ and asked him to get the home number for the editor, Sally Dyer. She stayed on the line as TJ got into their system and about thirty seconds later, he had the number—and every other personal detail imaginable—for the Sally Dyer that was associate editor for The Portland Times and lived in Westbrook, Maine, a bedroom community for Portland.

Vanessa quickly dialed the new number on speaker so Gus could hear also, and, after several rings, the call was answered by a woman’s sleepy voice.

“Hello?”

“Sally Dyer?” V asked.

“This is she.”

“Sally, this is Agent Lambert with the FBI. Samantha Hastings told us to call you in case of emergency.”

They heard Sally trying to clear her throat before she responded. “Okay,” he croaked. She tried clearing her throat again, but it remained hoarse and sleep laden. “How can I help, agent?”

“We need to know if you’ve heard from Samantha this evening. She’s missing, and we need to find her immediately.”

They heard the editor clear her throat a third time before speaking.

This time her voice was clear and direct. “Agent, I’ve not heard from Samantha since we fired her almost four years ago now.”
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Chapter Seventy-Three


“That’s enough of that,” Samantha said, pulling her stiff arms down off the cross.

She slipped off the ropes dangling from her wrists and held them in one hand before looking back to the priest. Father Benedict was sitting in a chair behind a table with a large computer on it. Beside the computer was a video camera aimed directly at Samantha and the cross she now stood in front of. His wrists were bound to the chair’s arms, his ankles to its legs. He gestured to the equipment with a tip of his head.

“Careful, your precious audience will see you for the imposter you are.”

Sam smiled as she slipped the ropes off her bare ankles and carefully stepped down from the wood pile.

“Don’t worry. It’s not really live yet. They’re watching a loop of the first hour, none the wiser.”

“‘For many deceivers are entered into the world, who confess not that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh. This is a deceiver and an antichrist’,” the Father said. “2 John 7.”

Her head tilted to the side. “You don’t remember me at all, do you?” she asked.

“God will remember you,” he said softly, looking past her to the darkness. A chill wrapped Sam as the Father continued, “And you will be judged.”

She walked over to him, pausing the video camera as she passed. She knelt beside the Father and pulled his shirt up to check the bandage she’d put over the knife wound in his side. Her fingers came away wet with tacky, dark blood. Her elbow brushed against the camping knife in her jacket pocket she’d taken from one of the younger campers. She didn’t think it’d cut him so deeply.

“I’ve been working at your church for almost four years,” she said, smiling and catching his eye. “And you still don’t recognize me.”

He took a long breath, and Sam saw him wince in pain. Then he straightened as much as the ropes would allow and looked her straight in the eye.

And that was when Samantha saw it.

“Theeere it is,” she said in a singsong tone as she stood.

Father Benedict didn’t respond, but she’d seen it. It was just a flicker, but for the first time Samantha had seen more than just loathing or contempt or evil in the Father’s eyes.

For the first time, she saw fear.
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Chapter Seventy-Four


“What d’ya mean, fired her?” Gus asked, leaning closer to the phone.

“We had to let her go,” the editor, Sally, said. “But that was almost four years ago.”

“What was the reason?” Vanessa asked.

“Insubordination,” the editor said flatly. “She simply didn’t do her assignments. Don’t get me wrong, we really liked Sam. She was a helluva investigative reporter. And she and I had become friends, or so I thought. But after months of missing almost every deadline we had no choice.”

“Was she overworked or dealing with something?” Gus asked.

“Overworked? You could say that, but not from anything we gave her. She’d become obsessed with the Catholic Church.”

Gus deliberately turned his head to look at V who raised an eyebrow in return.

“Sally, does the name Father Anthony Benedict sound familiar?” V asked.

“No, should it?”

“Not necessarily,” V answered. “When’s the last time you spoke with her?”

“The day she cleaned out her desk. I called her several times in the months after that, but she never called back. Why?”

“No reason,” Gus said, grimacing at V.

Vanessa gave Sally her cellphone number and asked the editor to call if, by some chance, she heard from Samantha then they ended the call.

“Four fuckin’ years.” Gus growled in disbelief.

“Sorta feels like Samantha’s been on a hunt for a while now.”

“That it does,” Gus agreed. “But now she’s the one on the cross.”
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Chapter Seventy-Five


“How long ya think she’s been up here?” Vanessa asked.

Gus shook his head. “Dunno, but I’m guessin’ a lot longer than the two months she told us.”

Vanessa tapped away at her phone. “I’ll have TJ jump on her background; get a timeline on her.”

Vanessa spoke quickly with TJ and was off the phone in less than a minute. “He’s on it.” She turned from the darkness and looked back into the church. “So, what now? Interview the Juju woman and that asshole, Matthew?”

Gus pursed his lips. “No use; they’ll never tell us anything.”

“Hit the woods? Get a jump on the search?” she suggested.

“Nah, that’s a needle in a haystack. We need more bodies to do that right.”

V grew quiet as Gus’s thoughts turned back to the deputy, Tim. His mind went to what Carl had said earlier.

They saw him and Father Benedict talking alone for a long time early this morning before Tim left for work.

Tim very well could’ve been the leader in all of this as Juju and Matthew were saying. He certainly had access to information, and he was from this area so knew how things worked up here. But so too did Father Benedict. So, if the Father was involved it was a reasonable assumption that Tim knew of his plans also. But the deputy was dead now; he couldn’t tell them anything at this point.

Or could he?

Gus took one last look at the front door to the church before turning and heading for the stairs.

“Where we goin’?” V asked, falling in beside him.

“We’re going to Deputy Tim’s house. See what he can tell us.”
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Chapter Seventy-Six


Deputy Tim Gorham’s house sat on a small hill set far off the road. Its long, narrow dirt driveway brought Gus and Vanessa through thick trees, past a pond and what appeared to be a small meadow in the truck’s headlights before they reached the front of his garage. The entire house—inside and out—was dark; Tim had no idea when he left that morning for the church that he’d not be returning, this night or any other. Gus angled his truck, so the headlights were on the front door. He then flicked a few switches on the dash and the large lights on the old truck’s roof and those mounted between its headlights lit up the entire front of the house and side yards. He looked at V with an air of confidence as he popped open his door and hopped out.

Vanessa joined him by the front of the truck, and they hustled up to the front door but found it locked with a deadbolt above its doorknob. They quickly checked the two side doors and found the same thing so jogged around to the back of the house where they found a small deck with two large metal cages beside it. Vanessa stopped in her tracks.

“He have dogs?” she asked, waving her flashlight around the area.

“If he had dogs, we’d have heard ’em already.” Gus answered over a shoulder as he inspected the back door’s lock. He took a step back and waved his light over it, top to bottom. “This one’s deadbolted too.”

Vanessa stepped beside him and in one fluid motion swung an elbow through the window to the left of the door. The loud sound of broken glass crashing to the floor rang out.

“Window’s open.”

She carefully reached in and, flipping its lock, pushed the bottom sash up as far as it would go then gestured to it with a hand.

“You first in case Fido the mute dog is waiting for us in there.”

Gus slithered through the window and, once confirming he was alone, hoisted Vanessa in to join him. Seeing the light switch in the beam of his flashlight, he flicked it on. They were standing in a small dining room with deep red wallpaper, a shiny mahogany table running down its center, and a small built-in hutch with a glass door in one of its corners. A few small stacks of mail sat on one end of the table and a laundry basket filled with clothes was on a pulled-out chair.

Seeing nothing of interest, they headed toward the front of the house and found themselves in the kitchen. They quickly rummaged through its drawers and flipped open every cabinet but there was nothing of real interest except a keyring with about a dozen keys on it. Gus stuck it in his pocket in case they needed it then they moved on.

They hurried past the front door and stairway to the second floor and entered the next room that looked to be the living room. It had a fireplace in the center of the wall along the side of the house with a large flat screen TV mounted above its mantle. To their immediate right opposite that was a sofa and end tables with a coffee table in front of them. A quick search of that room yielded nothing, so they went to the door for a room at the back of the house.

Gus eased it open with the palm of a hand and swiped up the wall just inside the door until he felt the light switch. He flicked it on and immediately held up.

Tim Gorham’s office was an explosion of visual noise, its walls reminding Gus of a scene from the movie A Beautiful Mind.

The circus in Gus’s mind churned in a manic frenzy as he tried to process all he was seeing. Screeching monkeys competed for his attention with galloping elephants and roaring lions. A clown on a unicycle juggled colored bowling pins as it pedaled past while a trapeze artist swung in, then out, of Gus’s frame. And through it all, he began to pick out what startled him most about what he was seeing.

It wasn’t the large angel in the corner cradling pictures of the victims in its wings.

Nor was it the apocalyptic Bible passages everywhere highlighted by a frenzied hand.

What startled Gus the most was the framed photograph on the desk of a smiling Deputy Tim arm in arm with the reporter, Samantha Hastings.
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Chapter Seventy-Seven


“Amanda?” Father Benedict asked in disbelief.

His eyes were droopy, his voice soft and weak. He’d lost a lot of blood, more than she’d anticipated. She checked the time on the computer screen. 10:16 p.m. Samantha didn’t have much time. But she had some. And she had waited a long time for this—several lifetimes, in fact. So, she was going to enjoy it.

“It’s Samantha now.” She leaned over and checked the screen of the computer.

The video recording was still on loop, and all looked fine.

“What…” His voice croaked then trailed off.

She turned to him. Looking at the Father now, with his tussled hair and slumped shoulders, she realized just how pathetic he really was. She wished all of those sad, needy followers who packed his churches over the years, who took his word as that of God and reveled in every sermon, every passage, every thought he ever spouted, could see him now.

“Hmm, that’s pretty open-ended.” She slid the robe off and draped it over her arm. A cool breeze kissed her cheek, and she bristled as she stepped to his side.

“Whaaat … have I been doing all these years?” she looked down at him; her head tilted to the side. “Whaaat is this all about?” She recoiled in mock surprise.

She could feel the rage rising inside her.

“What kind of shitty life have I had since you killed my father when I was twelve?”

“I did no such thing…” He coughed. “I…”

Sam slapped him hard on the side of the head before he could get another word out. The Father let out a groan as his head bobbed back against the chair, then rolled forward until his chin was near his chest. She could see the bloody drool hanging from his mouth to his black jacket.

“Your father took his own life.” He groaned. “He rejected our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ with his sin.”

“He hung himself in your church, you sick fuck, just in time for the midnight mass. Because that was the only way he could get my mother’s attention!”

“He hung himself because he was a sinner, a blasphemer.”

Sam jabbed an elbow into the side of his head, and the priest let out a howl in pain. She knelt down and held his chin up so she could look at him.

“He hung himself because you’d taken his wife. She worshipped you; she gave everything to you and your church. She left him for you!”

Samantha gripped his chin tighter and shook it until the Father looked at her.

“And once he was gone, she left me too.” Sam stared at him, her nails cutting into his chin to keep him alert. “Do you have any idea what happens to a twelve-year-old girl hitting puberty in the foster care system?”

Father Benedict moaned as blood-colored drool ran down his chin and onto her hand. She smeared it across his cheek then stood, pushing his head back so he looked up at her. She leaned over so their faces were inches apart.

“And it was all because of you.” She sneered. “It might as well have been you creeping into my room at night, sliding beneath my covers, your breath on my cheek. It was always you. Every time!”

Sam untied one of his wrists and began to slide his arm into the robe.

“And now you’re gonna burn for it.”
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Chapter Seventy-Eight


Just inside the door to Tim’s office was a coatrack with two long, brown, monk-like robes hanging from it. But Gus stepped past those, going immediately to the desk and holding up the photograph of Tim and Samantha. The two were smiling wide with sun-kissed tans and, in the background, he could see what looked like the ocean or some other large body of water.

“What the hell’s goin’ on here?” V asked, stepping beside him. She looked from the photograph and slowly spun in a complete circle to take in the entire room. “And, what’s up with that angel? That’s creepy as shit.”

Gus put the picture and frame back on the desk and turned his attention to the statue of the angel. It stood in the corner but with its wingspread was so large it took up half of each wall on either side, its bowed head nearly touching the ceiling. It looked as if it was made of porcelain and to Gus the glossy white face appeared to be female. Its body and the outside of its wings were shiny white, while the inside of the wings and its robe was a light blue. Taped throughout both wings were portrait-sized photographs of people, both men and women, with Bible passages written along the bottom of each. Gus recognized each of their victims but there were just as many people he didn’t recognize.

“And what kind of disturbed mind puts photos on it like that?” V asked as she leaned in to study them more closely. “Friggin’ creepy wings of murder.”

Gus’s eyes roamed the pictures as his mind chewed through the implications they presented. “More like wings of madness,” he breathed.

Gus then straightened and looked at the walls. Covering them were images of places from around the world—some Gus recognized, others he didn’t. There were pictures of grand cathedrals as well as modest churches, photos of large ornate dome-covered buildings and tall crosses that seemed stories high. Gus saw an aerial shot of Vatican City and numerous photos of large statues of men in prayer. Intermingled with these photographs were pages from the Bible with passages highlighted in yellow and amongst it all were Post-it notes of all colors with scribbled writing on them.

“We’ve gotta get this entire room shot then get all this to the lab,” he said.

“This is absolutely the work of a very disturbed mind.”

“Or minds,” Gus corrected, gesturing back to the photograph.

Vanessa began slowly shaking her head. “What the fuck’s goin’ on here, though? We’ve got Samantha and Tim together as a couple. And, by the looks of this room, exacting justice on behalf of the church.”

“Or at least involved in it,” Gus said.

“Yet Samantha’s been feeding us info on the church and those same murders and victims.” She paused, her eyes roving over a few of the Bible passages and photographs. “And, according to the editor, she’s been obsessed with the church for years now.”

“So, is her relationship with Tim just part of her infiltrating the church?” Gus asked.

“Or did she come here to join them, help with the cause?” V countered.

“And, if so, why provide us info to help us solve the crimes?”

“Maybe she came up here to set them up and expose them,” V said.

“Maybe not them but him.”

“Father Benedict?” she asked. When Gus didn’t answer, she turned to him. “Maybe. But whichever it is…”

“She’s the one now on the cross,” Gus finished.

He picked the photograph of Tim and Sam back up as Vanessa tapped the screen of her phone then held it for him to see.

“Eleven nineteen,” she said, “We’re gettin’ tight.”

Her phone rang and, seeing it was TJ, she answered it on speaker. “TJ, what’cha got?” she asked.

“You’re not gonna believe this,” he said.

Gus caught Vanessa’s eye. “Jesus, what now?”

“Remember when we went over Father Benedict’s past and I told you back in ’06 a parishioner hung themselves in his church?”

“Yeah?” V answered hesitantly.

“That was Samantha Hastings’s father. Only, back then, her name was Amanda Harper. She changed her name when she turned eighteen.”

“So, Father Benedict was her priest when she was young,” Gus said.

“Looks that way, yes,” TJ answered. “But get this. Not even a year after that happened, someone dropped a dime on her mother to DSS; alleged neglect. Next thing you know, Amanda aka Samantha, is in the foster care system. Three homes in four years.”

Gus was staring at the wall with all its photos and Post-its and highlighted Bible passages.

“TJ,” he said, “does it say anywhere that she went to church while in foster care—or after—or became uber religious?”

“It doesn’t, no. But I’m still digging.”

“Alright, check on that as a priority,” Gus said.

TJ said he would and they ended the call.

“Father Benedict’s her priest when she’s a kid,” V said, eyes wide. “That answers one question.”

Gus’s eyes narrowed as he stared at a smiling Sam in the photograph. “Yes, it does,” he said. “She came here to take ’im out. But the next question is…”

“Did he get the jump on her first?” Vanessa finished.
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Chapter Seventy-Nine


Sam finished tying Father Benedict’s wrists and feet to the cross and stepped off the pile of wood to survey her work. She would’ve liked to nail his wrists and feet to it with giant spikes as they’d done with the others, but she had to make do with the supplies she had on hand.

She took a moment to catch her breath and wiped sweat from her brow. She’d gotten his black jacket off and the robe on him without any trouble, but he’d fought her as she dragged him up the woodpile. She had counted on the knife wound limiting his fight—that was the primary reason she’d done it in the first place—and it’d worked like a charm. His swipes to her sides and chest felt more like he was groping her than trying to fight her off. And she was thankful he was of similar size and build to her or it might’ve been tougher to get him up on the cross.

“You’ll never get away with this.” He moaned.

“You’re kidding, right?” She walked away, but her laughter lingered inside the cavernous walls like a toxic mist.

“They’ll find you.”

“What’re you talkin’ about?” she asked from a distance. She snapped her fingers several times. “C’mon, old man, keep up. They’ll never find me ’cause they won’t be looking for me. They’ll be looking for you.”

Sam waited for the Father to work it through but, after a few moments, realized he’d probably lost the thread.

“Let’s review what they know, shall we?” she began. “The FBI knows that you have very radical religious beliefs; so radical, in fact, that the Catholic Church has excommunicated you. They know that someone from your church has been murdering people for years who’ve disobeyed you or your beliefs. They know that this person or persons has performed these murders in strict accordance with methods prescribed in the Old Testament. And they know that I’m helping them solve their case and that I’ve put myself in harm’s way by staying at the church to gather more evidence for them. And, by now, they know that both you and I are missing, and they’ve seen the feed with me tied to that cross wearing the very same religious robe you now wear.”

“You’ll be judged by Our Lord,” he murmured barely loud enough for her to hear.

“And even once they discover where we are now,” Sam continued, ignoring his feeble threat. “And they will figure it out—the location’ll make perfect sense to them—but there’ll be no body for them to find. Remember, after all, their killer buries his victims in unmarked graves. So, you see, after this, it’ll all tie up nicely in a bow for them. You’ve been carrying out your own form of religious persecution, and I was your latest victim and you’re the one that’s gone on the run.”

Sam sat at the card table and turned her attention to the computer. She carefully viewed the scene through her video camera to make sure all was set. She’d scratched divots in the ground fanning out from the camera in a sort of reverse funnel to help her define the exact frame caught in the livestream. Details, she thought, it’s all in the details.

The frame on the screen was perfectly aligned with the divots and a slumped-over Father Benedict tied to the cross was in its exact center. Sam then went about pouring the gasoline from the old rusty can all over the wood at the base of the cross and made sure there was enough to soak the wood out to a spot on the pile’s edge. She took one last look at the scene, making sure his head hung down in precisely the same position as hers had earlier when she taped the recording on loop.

With all that done, she went back to the table and pulled on the Father’s black jacket, making sure the sleeves were pulled low over her hands. Now she just needed to wait for the Father to finally pass out from his wounds, and she could seamlessly cut the video over to a live feed and get on with the show.

Sam checked the time on the computer and saw it was 11:24 p.m.—thirty-six minutes until showtime—then saw an alert box in the upper corner that had sounded a few minutes before. She’d been too distracted speaking to the Father or pouring the gasoline to hear it.

She immediately opened it and pulled up the security system in Tim’s house. Quickly clicking through the video feeds from one room to the next, she came to the office and stopped. There on the screen were the FBI agents, Gus and Vanessa, standing in front of the desk. She watched as Gus placed a framed photograph on it and turned his attention to the phone Vanessa was holding out in her hand.

Sam had to assume they’d caught Tim and that was why they were now standing in his office looking over all their work from the past several years. But, had Tim talked? If not already, would he talk if properly motivated? She wasn’t sure. She knew they’d scare him with stories of what happened to cops in prison and the like. And this would be federal prison; Tim’s local connections would be powerless to help him now.

She thought of all the time and energy she’d spent during the past several years to get close to Tim, to gain his trust. First, as his fellow parishioner at the church, then as his friend and, eventually, his lover. And she considered for a moment the patience she’d taken to get Tim to understand and appreciate Father Benedict’s views; how she slowly, over time, ingrained those views in Tim, reinforced and hardened them. Until, eventually, it was Tim’s idea to exact God’s justice as it should be done; justice in a way Father Benedict could never carry out. Which was exactly where Sam had steered him to go. Because then her goal and his were completely aligned: he would inflict Father Benedict’s own brand of punishments on the sinners in their midst, and Sam would ensure Father Benedict burned for it.

Sam wanted to trust Tim not to talk, but she knew the reality of the situation.

It was now every player for themselves.
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Chapter Eighty


Gus did a quick search of the desk drawers but found nothing that seemed useful in helping them find Samantha or Father Benedict, so he joined Vanessa in taking a closer look at the photos and Bible passages on the walls. But after just a few minutes of studying picture after picture and reading one highlighted passage after the next, it all seemed to blend together into a massive collage of insanity.

“This is crazy,” he said, taking a step back from the wall. “Even if there’s something here that’ll lead us to where Sam and the Father are, we’ll never find it in time.”

“C’mon, dude, time to answer the bell,” V said, her eyes focused on the wall.

Gus began to slowly shake his head and his jaw clenched as he began to roll his eyes over the material left to right, hoping one of the billions of neurons in his brain would glob onto a nugget that could help them. He got midway through one of the walls when Vanessa’s phone rang. He looked at her to see who it was.

“It’s Ward, the professor,” she said, stabbing the answer button on the screen. “Hey, Professor.”

“Agent, I’ve been thinking about what you told me earlier; what that deputy said to you during your altercation with him.”

“The thing about the multiple gods?” Gus asked, now at Vanessa’s side.

“I believe you said he used the word lords, plural,” Ward said.

Vanessa pulled the phone closer to her mouth. “That’s correct. He said, ‘Now you’re gonna see our lords.’ Those were his exact words.”

“I’m thinking maybe he didn’t mean multiple gods. Maybe he was referring to a place. One of the most notable Catholic destinations in the world is in Lourdes, France. L-o-u-r-d-e-s. It’s a Catholic Marian shrine dedicated to Our Lady of Lourdes.”

Gus’s eyes scrunched together. “What’s a Marian shrine, professor? Please, dumb it down for us.”

“Sure thing,” Ward said, and Gus heard his voice downshift for stupid. “A Marian shrine is a shrine marking an apparition or other miracle attributed to the Blessed Virgin Mary. You see, agent, in 1858 a young peasant girl saw an apparition of the Virgin Mary in this small town of Lourdes. Over time, this spot was modified into a sanctuary, which today welcomes millions of visitors each year. It’s a very large site with religious buildings and monuments and it’s a destination for the sick and disabled because its water is believed to have caused miraculous healings.”

“But you said this is in France, though, right?” Gus asked.

“That’s correct, but there are hundreds of replicas around the world. They’re known as the Lourdes grottos.”

And that was when one of the billions of neurons in Gus’s brain rang the bell. That day in the church, when he first met Father Benedict, rose up above the chaos and mayhem and he remembered what the priest had said.

We get our holy water from a natural spring right here on the church grounds.

The monkeys screeched and the lions roared and the word grotto flashed in his thoughts, so much so that he forcibly squinted and closed his eyes briefly before opening them and looking back to the phone.

“Did you just say grotto?” he blurted, slipping his phone from his jacket pocket.

“That’s correct. History tells us that the Lourdes water began to flow from the grotto on site once the apparition of the Virgin Mary was seen.”

Gus began swiping at his phone. “What exactly is a grotto?”

“A grotto, agent,” Ward began, his professorial tone back. “Is a natural—or sometimes man-made—cave or cavern near water.”

Gus pulled up the picture he took of the church’s deed that day he and Vanessa visited the town hall to look at the church’s records. He scissored his fingers on the screen several times then held it out for Vanessa to see.

On the phone’s screen was one corner of the deed for the church’s one hundred acres. A line ran diagonally across the screen from the upper right to the lower left and had LOGGING TRAIL written down its center. At its lowest point was a hand-drawn circle with squiggly lines in its center that Gus now understood meant water. And below it was written one simple word.

Grotto.

Vanessa’s head snapped up, and she looked at Gus. “It is remote,” she said, nodding quickly.

Gus stabbed his finger to the time on his phone. It read 11:36.

He then grabbed V’s arm and turned toward the door. “It’s all we got.”
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Chapter Eighty-One


There was no sound on the security cameras in Tim’s house, so Sam had no idea where Gus and Vanessa had rushed off to, but she was taking no chances. It wasn’t quite midnight yet, but she was going to cut over to the live stream and get this party started.

She checked the frame through the video camera one last time, just to be sure it was aligned with the divots she’d made in the ground and that Father Benedict was still squarely in the center of the shot. She walked out from behind the camera and over to the divot on the left side and positioned her toes right at its edge. Then she went through the motions of lighting an imaginary match. Sam extended her arm out to drop it onto the gas-soaked wood and held her arm still. She looked back to the camera then, following the divot with her eyes back to her, made sure nothing but her arm—completely covered by the sleeve of the priest’s black jacket—would be seen in the camera frame. Again, details.

Confirming that, she went back to the computer. She tapped away at the keyboard and brought up the live stream screen beside the video recording that had been playing on a loop. She wanted the cutover to be seamless so adjusted the camera’s angle and frame, so it was exactly the same as the recording.

Then, when she was just about to press the Enter key to replace the recording with the live feed she saw one of Father Benedict’s hands drop from the cross and fall to his side. Her head snapped up over the computer screen, as if her brain needed confirmation that had happened in real life.

“Shit,” she said.

Sam scrambled around the table and, smelling the gasoline in the air, jammed her bare feet into her sneakers before rushing to the woodpile. Her heart was racing as she climbed up onto the wood. She was pissed that she was now scrambling. She had spent years planning for this moment, and she was not going to miss the midnight hour; it was her own special homage to her father.

She stumbled across the wood and made it to the Father. His head remained slumped over, and she heard his labored breathing as her eyes noticed a long string of saliva dangling in the air beneath the hood. Sam grabbed hold of the rope hanging from the cross with one hand, and the Father’s free wrist with the other.

But before she could raise his hand all the way up to the cross, it violently twisted to the side and grabbed hold of her wrist. Father Benedict’s head snapped up, and Sam looked into his menacing eyes as his other hand thrust a knife to her neck.

“Missing something?” he growled.

Sam’s free hand fell to her side and felt her jacket pocket, only to find the small pocketknife she’d used to stab him gone. The Father then suddenly thrust her head back, causing her feet to shift out from beneath her and she hit the wood hard on her back, knocking the wind out of her.

She rolled to the side, gasping for breath, only partially recognizing that Father Benedict was cutting the rope from his ankles. Then, before she knew it, Sam was getting spun around until her head hit the base of the cross and pulled to her feet. And as she was able to take her first, shuddering breath, the Father clutched her throat and stood with her face-to-face. The base of the cross was cutting into her back as he pressed her into it with the weight of his body.

“I told you, you were gonna burn,” he screamed into her face, stringy spit splattering her nose and cheeks.

With one hand on her throat, Father Benedict grabbed Sam’s left arm and raised it to the cross. But as he went about fumbling with the rope to tie her to it, Sam punched him in his side where the knife wound was, and he buckled over in pain.

“Not today, you fuckin’ lunatic!” she screamed into the top of his hood.

But before she could move, he thrust his head up and caught her right beneath the chin, knocking her off-balance and back into the cross. The Father then lunged for her throat with his hand again, but she knocked it to the side, causing him to trip onto her. She wriggled left and right until she was free but, as she dashed past him, he grabbed her arm and swung her back around. And as the knife in his hand came swinging down at her, Sam bent to the side and avoided its blade. She then grabbed his forearm and beat it against the cross until the knife flew from his hand and landed on the stone ground just past the woodpile.

The two of them each took off toward the knife, clawing and hitting at the other to gain an advantage. And, as they reached the edge of the woodpile, their arms and legs were so intertwined that they both tripped up and fell to the stone headfirst, landing just feet from the knife.

Sam saw stars as she rolled onto her stomach. The Father was kicking his legs and arms as he inched his way along the ground toward the knife, so she pulled her legs beneath her and leapt like a frog on top of his back. Her hands grabbed at his as they clutched its handle. They then rolled over several times; their bodies stuck to each other as one out of sheer will to take control of the knife. And as they each grew tired from the struggle, their arms bent and the knife became cradled in their four hands between their bodies. They then rolled over as one a final time, causing wrists to bend awkwardly, and fingers to slip loose.

And that was when the knife plunged deep into flesh beneath the weight of their bodies and blood gushed onto each of their hands.
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Chapter Eighty-Two


Gus called Carl from the truck and had him and his deputies meet them at the opening of the logging road, so when they arrived in the old truck there were three sheriff department cruisers waiting with their flashers on. Gus didn’t stop but, instead, waved to the sheriff for he and his men to follow as Gus steered onto the narrow, dirt trail. He flicked on the large spotlights mounted to his truck’s roof then did the same for the round lights on its grille and the road and surrounding forest lit up in front of them.

“Time!” he yelled to V over the engine’s roar, as he double clutched the old beast to get her into second gear.

“Eleven fifty-four,” she yelled back, grabbing hold of the metal dash with both hands.

“Fuck!”

He pressed hard on the gas pedal, and the truck lurched over a bump so high it felt like its front tires became airborne. Gus’s phone rang and, seeing it was Carl, Gus tossed it to Vanessa to answer.

“Gus, we’ve got EMTs on the way just in case.”

“Fire department?” he yelled back.

“Tryin’. It’s all volunteer up here and no one’s respondin’.”

Gus quickly realized the logging road hadn’t been used by any vehicles for a long time as he had to slow to clear the thick branches of trees leaning over its sides. Then about a mile in they came to a small tree that had fallen over it, so he hit the brakes. The tree wasn’t huge, but it was too large for them to move quickly. And they didn’t have the means, nor the time, to cut it. He looked to its sides, but both were thick with trees and underbrush making them unpassable.

Gus pumped the clutch several times then grinded the truck into reverse. The rear tires spun as the old beast shimmied its way backward until they were right at the front of Carl’s cruiser. He jammed it into first gear then leaned over toward Vanessa and shoved the smaller stick shift forward into four-wheel drive.

“Hold on,” he said, his voice rising with anticipation, his eyes locked on the road ahead.

Gus pushed hard on the gas pedal and released the clutch and the truck’s beefy tires bit into the trail. He kept it in first gear for maximum torque, counting on the truck’s high clearance and military grade undercarriage to get them over the tree in one shot. And she did not disappoint. There was a slight bump at the beginning and another at the end, but she had cleared the obstacle as if it were a twig.

He looked in his mirror and saw Carl and his deputies running to the tree and grabbing hold of it as the truck began to descend a steep hill and they fell out of sight. Gus turned his attention back to the road ahead and that was when he and Vanessa saw the night sky in the distance filled with the flickering orange glow of a raging fire.

“Fuck!” he yelled into the windshield. “It’s not even midnight yet!”

He jumped on the gas and the truck rocked hard left and right as they bound down the road toward the fire. And, as they got close enough to see the tips of flames over the treetops, the forest fell away from them on both sides and the area opened up to expose the rocky side of a mountain range.

There was mostly stone for as high as they could see with vines and shrubbery jutting out in sporadic spots. About thirty feet up, notched into the stone wall, was a large blue and white statue of the Virgin Mary with white writing etched into the rock beneath it. Directly in front of them was a wide opening to a cave and in front of it was a large stone and dirt platform that acted like a natural stage. But it was what was in the center of this stage that drew their attention.

In front of the opening to the cave was a massive bonfire, its flames stories high, lapping at the night sky as the Virgin Mary looked on. The fire was so intense that Gus and V couldn’t get closer than thirty or forty feet, but that was close enough for them to see all they needed.

In the center of the menacing fire was the top of a large wooden cross like the ones they’d found in the livestock area beneath the church.

And just below that Gus saw a human skull being devoured by flames.
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Chapter Eighty-Three


It was sunrise and all that was left of the fire was a pile of hot embers and ash. Not a single firefighter or truck showed up during the night. And with no way to get the water from the spring inside the grotto onto the fire in any meaningful way, they were forced to stand around and simply watch it burn.

The CSU team had arrived about an hour ago and Gus made sure they set a very wide perimeter for their investigation. If there was a needle in that haystack, he needed to have it. He was leaning against the front of his truck drinking one of the coffees Carl’s deputies got for the group, staring at the cooling embers and the pile of bones in its center. Vanessa was lying back on the hood next to him using the tire bolted to it and a rolled-up sweatshirt as a pillow.

They’d been like that for hours. Waiting for the fire to stop, waiting for the scene to be searched, waiting to learn whose remains were in the rubble so they could get the APB out and get on with things.

They knew from what they’d seen in Deputy Tim’s office that he and Sam were—at least in part—responsible for the murders. They’d interviewed Juju and Matthew and others from the church during the night but had gotten nothing from them. They’d interview each of them again and again in the coming hours and days, but he knew that wouldn’t change. They’d already circled the wagons.

Gus was itchy to get back to Tim’s house with the CSU team and do a fulsome search. But first, he needed to know whose remains were in the rubble. If they were Father Benedict’s, they’d hunt Samantha down and arrest her for her part in the murders that resulted in the unmarked graves, as well as for the murder of Father Benedict. If they were Samantha’s, they’d hunt the Father down for her murder and possibly, if they sweated him long enough, his part and others’, in the other murders.

Gus heard the sound of tires crunching on dirt and looked to see a car slowly making its way down the logging road toward them. The pathologist, Pam Wegman, pulled up next to Gus’s truck and hopped out. He pushed away from the fender to meet her, and Vanessa sat up beside him and slid down its hood to join them.

“Mornin’,” Pam said as she grabbed her bag from the back seat.

“Sure is,” Gus said, putting his coffee that’d gone cold onto the hood of his truck. “Thanks for comin’ so quickly.”

“Sure thing.” She looked at Vanessa. “Good to see you’re alright.”

Vanessa nodded a thanks then picked Gus’s coffee up and finished it off.

“While I’m up here,” Pam began. “I’ll get to that crucifixion scene over in Axton we talked about last night,” she said, referring to the scene Deputy Tim brought Gus and Vanessa to that they believed to be Levi Connolly’s remains.

“That’d be good,” he replied. “There’s still some loose ends to tie up and that’s one of ’em.”

“So, what do we got here?” she asked, snapping on latex gloves.

Gus filled her in on the night’s activities and how it all led them to that spot.

“Alright, let’s take a look,” she said, eyeing a path across the uneven rubble to the bones.

“All we really need is the gender for now,” Gus added. “Male or female. That points us where we need to go.”

Gus and Vanessa followed Pam as she carefully made her way to the body. She knelt beside the pile of bones then took a long metal instrument from her bag and began to separate them.

“Agent, these bones have withstood significant temperatures.”

“They warped like the Philips girl’s?” Gus asked, kneeling beside her.

Pam pushed what looked like a bone from an arm over and it crumbled in the center and broke in two.

“No, these are far worse.”

She pushed a few more bones aside and Gus saw what looked like a portion of a hipbone. Pam leaned closer and studied it for a few moments then knelt straight again and stood. Gus and V did the same.

“Need to get them to the lab?” asked Gus.

Seeing the look on Pam’s face, V said, “Hope springs eternal.”

“That it does,” Pam said, pulling off a glove and folding it into the other. “Sorry, Gus. No amount of analysis is gonna tell us if these bones are male or female. They’ve just been burned at too high a temperature for too long.”

“DNA?” he asked.

Pam shook her head again. “I highly doubt it. They’re close to the state of cremation. We’re not gonna get any DNA from them at this point.”

Carl—who had been searching the woods with his and Hank’s deputies—walked out onto the logging road with his phone to his ear, said a few things then hung up and headed straight for Gus. He gestured to the remains at their feet.

“Anything?”

“Nothin’,” Gus replied.

“Bones are too badly damaged from the fire,” Pam added, as she began leading Gus and V off the rubble.

Carl held his phone up and, to Gus, said, “Well, then, you’re not gonna like this. That was dispatch,” he said. “We just got a call; Tim Gorham’s house burned down last night.”

“What!?” Gus asked, stepping off the ashes. “Anything left?”

“Nothin’ but ashes, I’m afraid.”

Gus looked at the early morning sky. After all he and Vanessa had done, after all they’d been through—a burning motel room, an ambush and gunfight, a near-fatal car crash and explosion—this was what they were left with.

Nothing.

Vanessa finished brushing soot from her boots before straightening and looking at Carl. “Lemme guess,” she said, the eyebrow raised over her swollen eye. “No firefighters made it there either.”

Carl shook his head. “Not a one.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “Someone understood the assignment.”

And once again, Gus’s thoughts went back to what Tim Gorham told him and Vanessa that first morning they arrived, about this godforsaken place.

If things need taking care of, they usually take care of it themselves.

His thoughts were immediately interrupted with a call from behind.

“Agent, you’re gonna wanna see this!”

Gus turned toward the voice and saw one of the CSU techs standing on the far edge of the stone platform by a large cluster of bushes. Several feet in front of him toward Gus was a turned over table and chair.

“What is it?” Gus asked as he and Vanessa and Carl made it to him.

The tech held out a dark-colored laptop computer, its edges chipped and scraped.

“I found this deep in the bushes. It’s pretty damaged.”

He handed it to Gus who immediately turned it around to see what was on it. The screen was cracked in several places, but he recognized what he was looking at.

“It’s the livestream.” he said as Vanessa leaned over to look for herself.

“Yessir,” the tech said, stepping around the computer to Gus’s side. He pointed to the top of its screen. “But they’re using the Tor browser.”

Gus felt Vanessa’s head turn toward him. “That’s for the dark web.”

“And look at this other tab, sir,” the tech said, sliding his finger slightly to the right.

Gus hovered the cursor over the tab and an address for a site highlighted that was several inches long comprised only of random numbers and letters ending with a dot onion domain. He clicked on the tab and the screen blinked once before loading its content.

“Jesus,” Carl said, looking away as the tech did the same.

Gus felt Vanessa’s hand rest on his shoulder as his jaw clenched at what they were seeing. He used two fingers on the laptop’s touchpad to scroll down a few pages then went back to the top. The red and black banner at the top of the site read: The Crimson Ledger. And along its right side was a message box stretching from top to bottom. He scrolled in that for a few moments and saw no fewer than forty or fifty different usernames, most of which with gruesome pictures as their identifier.

“Sam wasn’t working alone.” Vanessa breathed. “She’s a member of something called … The Crimson Ledger.”

“You’re not looking for one killer,” Carl said, “You’re looking at a network.”

Carl got called away by one of his deputies and as the tech resumed looking in the bushes for more evidence, Vanessa leaned in close to Gus so only he could hear her.

She gestured toward the screen. “You ever hear of this before?” she asked softly.

Gus’s head swayed slowly side to side.

“It’s been whispered about for years but never confirmed. A legend agents hear about in dark corners of Quantico. More myth than anything else.”

Vanessa’s hand tightened around Gus’s shoulder.

“That myth just became our reality.”
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Epilogue


Gus was sitting at a small coffee shop in downtown Townsend, Iowa; population 1,256. Townsend was home to the Iowa Muskrats—a semipro hockey team—the National Birders Association, and St. Peter’s College—a private Catholic college and theological seminary. It was midafternoon and the downtown area was bustling with cars and passersby on the tree-lined sidewalks of Main Street.

They had learned a lot in the six months since the fire that early morning at the church grotto in Berridge, Maine. The CSU team had painstakingly processed every inch of Father Benedict’s church, its basement, the large, cavernous area where they found the livestock pens and human-sized wooden crosses and its grotto and adjoining caves. The team had also processed the rubble that was once Deputy Tim Gorham’s home and the Levi Connolly crucifixion scene in the woods. Not to be outdone, the cybercrimes unit had meticulously evaluated the church’s computer, the computer found at the grotto, and had done extensive cyber assessments for Tim Gorham, the former sheriff Pete Torelli, as well as each of the known victims. And, finally, Gus and Vanessa and their team had done the good old-fashioned investigative work into the backgrounds of all the players involved, as well as interviewing all those still alive.

Deputy Tim Gorham had forged Pete Torelli’s retirement paperwork, gotten control of his email and bank accounts, and had arranged for his pension to be auto deposited each month. This led them to conclude that Tim had killed Pete—likely because he sniffed out their murders—and had faked the former sheriff’s retirement and relocation.

They had confirmed Levi Connolly’s remains were those at the crucifixion scene and that the carvings in the trees surrounding the remains had been freshly made. This led them to conclude that Tim had in fact lured Gus and Vanessa to that spot and had planned—with assistance from the hunter Teddy—to kill both of them, only to be thwarted when Vanessa got the jump on the hunter. Vanessa had reminded Gus of that last part several times since.

They had found several large lead crosses in the basement beneath the rubble of Tim Gorham’s house. This, coupled with all Gus and Vanessa had seen in his home office, led them to believe that he and Samantha were primarily responsible for the murders. And, although they knew each murder would’ve required more than two people to commit, after multiple interviews with Juju, Matthew, and others at the church they still had no evidence implicating anyone else. The hermetical seal remained tight.

Gus’s phone buzzed with a new text message, so he turned it over on the table to read it. The sender’s name was Rexy, and its picture was of the Tyrannosaurus Rex in the last scene from the movie Jurassic Park. The message read Still alone?

Gus smiled then texted Vanessa back that he was and asked what was with the dinosaur picture. She immediately replied with an emoji of a face plant and explained that Rexy was the most iconic final girl of all. He asked her how she even knew Rexy was a girl to begin with, to which Vanessa replied with a link to a fandom page explaining how all the dinosaurs in Jurassic Park were designed to be female by manipulating their genetic development.

He chuckled then heard the small, silver bell above the front door chime so looked that way. He watched as their killer entered and went straight to the counter to order their afternoon tea. He knew it would be chamomile, and that it’d have two teabags in it. He knew this because after watching them for the past week, Gus had taken a discarded mug before it was washed and had it evaluated for DNA just to be sure. And now they were.

After paying for the tea—in cash like each time before—they looked toward their usual seat by the window which was now occupied by Gus. He smiled, gesturing to the empty seat opposite him. Their killer’s eyes flicked back to the door to see Vanessa now inside the shop leaning back against it. After a few moments of indecision—and with tea in hand—their killer sat opposite Gus.

“Samantha,” Gus said with a tip of his head. “Or should I say Amy?”

“Whichever you prefer,” she replied.

Her long brown hair had been cropped close to her head and was now a beautiful light blond color. And her square, red eyeglasses had been replaced with contact lenses that made her brown eyes now blue.

“I’d ask what brings you to the small college town of Townsend, but I suspect I know the answer to that. So, I suppose the better question would be, how’d you find … Townsend?”

Gus smirked and leaned back in his seat. “That is an interesting story.”

Samantha took a sip of her tea and rested her elbows on the table. “Please, do tell.”

“Well, at first, we assumed the remains from the fire were yours. After all, you were the one on the cross in the livestream. But then we discovered that was a recorded loop and the blood in the church’s basement came back as Father Benedict’s. So, we couldn’t be sure. And we weren’t able to determine the identity—or even the gender—of the remains from the fire. But you knew that, right?”

“I might’ve known with ample accelerant the fire would burn long and hot.” Sam tilted her head slightly to the side. “Well hotter than the thirteen hundred degrees of a cremation anyway.”

There was a moment of shared silence before Gus said, “The knife.”

Samantha’s lips pursed. “The knife,” she echoed. “Yeah. I regretted that.”

“Why didn’t you toss it in the fire?”

She glanced at the table and her mouth twisted. “I intended to, but the bastard got the jump on me and after the fight and finally getting him back on the cross I was a bit out of it. I was halfway down the logging road before I even realized I still had it in my pocket. I couldn’t go back—it was close to midnight, and I saw you rush out of Tim’s house on the security feed so knew you’d be coming soon. And I couldn’t take it with me, so I just threw it as far as I could into the woods.” She paused. “But that had to have been easily a mile or so from the grotto. I didn’t think you’d search that far out.”

Needle. Haystack.

Gus’s eyes widened. “Normally we don’t. But when we didn’t find it in the rubble I knew you wouldn’t have taken it with you so…”

Samantha nodded. “So, the blood.”

“That’s right. Only Father Benedict’s blood was on the knife.”

“But he’s a man. Wouldn’t it be plausible that he’d overpower me without it?”

Gus shook his head. “There was a lot of his blood in the basement and at the scene. The chances were pretty good he was the one on the cross. So then, we knew who we were looking for.”

Samantha opened her palms to the ceiling. “So, again, why Townsend, Iowa?”

“Amy Malone.”

The corners of Sam’s mouth bent upward. “Too cute?”

“You were in three foster homes after they took you from your mother. Two of those homes later burned down in fires. The third one didn’t, so I wondered why. I’m guessing that was the only home that wasn’t absolute hell for you.” When she didn’t say anything, he finished, “That home was run by an Amy Malone, rest her soul.

“But there’s one thing we don’t know,” Gus continued. “What was Tim’s motivation in all of this? We know about your history with Father Benedict, but what drove Tim?”

Sam shrugged. “When we met, he was already all-in on Father Benedict’s views and beliefs, so I knew he’d be an easy target. I just twisted those beliefs until he could see that he must exact the justice on the sinners that they truly deserved.”

A silence fell over them, only to be replaced with the clinking of silverware from other tables. Gus sipped his coffee, and he let Samantha finish her tea. And when she was done, she looked back to him and exhaled.

“So, what now?” she asked.

“Well, that depends,” Gus said. “We know you and Tim had to have help with the murders; the crosses, the stoning of Adam Carson, transporting and burying the bodies. It’s all too much for just two people to carry out.”

“You want names.”

“For starters,” he confirmed, his voice light, airy.

“I think I can help you with that.”

“Of course you do.”

Sam shrugged and smiled. “It’s God’s will.”

Gus then reached down beside his chair and opened his leather saddlebag. He pulled out the damaged laptop they’d recovered at the grotto—the one with the dark-web site on its screen—and slid it onto the table between them. Sam immediately recoiled at the sight of it.

“I thought you’d recognize this,” he said.

She looked from it at Gus, and he saw the fear in her eyes.

“Care to tell me about The Crimson Ledger?”

Her face had gone pale and he could see her breathing had hitched up. “Agent, you are so far in over your head.” She shook her head.

Gus tapped his index finger on the laptop. “Okay, I guess I’ll start then. The Crimson Ledger’s a forum on the dark web run by someone known only as The Curator. It brings together serial killers from around the country. I’m sure there are other forums for other countries too. They…” He tipped his head toward her. “You share photos and videos and headlines of your”—he did air quotes—“quests, creative ideas for your … activities, and even tips and suggestions for ways to not get caught.” He held her eyes. “That close?”

Sam’s eyes had filled with tears. “Have you gone on the site?” she asked, the fear splintering her voice. “Do they know you know about it?”

“Our cybercrimes guys have spent a lot of time with it, but they’re pretty good at what they do. I doubt anyone knows they’ve been on the forum. But, as good as they are, they still can’t seem to trace any of the players.”

“You have no idea what you’re dealing with,” she said, wiping the tears from her cheeks. “Who you’re dealing with.”

Gus smiled and flattened his hand on top of the laptop. “You’re right, Sam, we don’t. But that’s where you come in. You’re gonna reemerge on the forum; get back in the game.”

“I can’t,” she cried. “They’ll wonder where I’ve been. They’ll know I’ve been caught.”

His eyes narrowed. “Who said anything about being caught? You’re free to go anytime you want.”

Gus stood, put the laptop back in his saddlebag, then slung it over a shoulder.

And as he turned to go, he leaned over a crying Samantha and whispered in her ear. “Because you’re gonna fuckin’ help us catch every last one of ’em.”

To Be Continued
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