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EPILOGUE

PROLOGUE

The pounding of metal that violently pierced a solid beam of wood echoed throughout abandoned dust filled hallways.  It was an arduous task and more physically challenging than expected.  Perspiration dripped steadily from a crinkled brow.  The salty liquid stung his eyes but did not deter a laser focus on a moment that had been a culmination of perfect planning.  Even a skilled surgeon couldn’t compensate exactly how each metal spike would’ve interacted with live flesh and sinew.  

History books tried to describe such pain but truly couldn’t approach the physical reality of it.  The Romans had franchised the Persian method of execution centuries ago but now he was going to perfect it.  Clayton Menke was determined to purge the sins of a religious institution that had purposefully concealed their atrocities from the world.

Consciousness gave way to an inverted blood-soaked agonizing scream above him.  The healing had begun.
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Willow Darby peered at the clock and spoke out loudly.  “Hannah Darby you’re going to be...”

She didn’t have a chance to finish.  Her daughter appeared behind her after closing the back door.

“I took out the trash already.  Jax has been fed and his litter changed.”

Willow Darby looked into her daughter’s eyes that matched her own emerald-green color and shape.  Hannah then followed her gaze down to the kitchen floor where she was met with an all too familiar sight.

“Don’t look now but I believe that a certain someone doesn’t want you to leave this morning.”  said Willow.

Jax was the family feline that Hannah had rescued from their porch during a harsh storm years ago.  The pair had been inseparable ever since.  Jax’s long bushy tail was wrapped tightly around Hannah’s shin until he decided it was more comfortable to sit squarely down on her right foot.

Hannah scooped him up right away.  His front paws and head were immediately slung over her left shoulder.  The feline purred contently with his eyes closed.  She gently kissed one of his long whiskered cheeks.

“Jax has gotten even more clingy in the last few weeks.” replied Hannah.

A voice from down the hallway got their attention, including Jax’s.  “You’ve always spoiled that creature rotten.”

Both women turned to see June Darby, the matriarch of the family make her way into the kitchen.  Jax followed her every movement.  They had all lived in June’s home together ever since Willow’s divorce from an ex-husband with an insatiable gambling addiction.  He’d even drained the couple’s 401k savings by forging Willow’s signature across a series of documents.

Jax pushed his head up under Hannah’s chin.  She hugged him back tightly.  “You guys have no idea how good he is, right Jax?”

The cat’s audible purring instantly picked up another notch.

June had her back to them after she opened a cupboard.  “I guess the little rascal does grow on you after a while.”

“Did I hear that correctly?  Are you becoming soft in your...?” asked Willow sarcastically.

June stopped her search along the shelf for her favorite mug.  “Finish that sentence with anything resembling age dear daughter and you won’t live to see another birthday.”

Hannah giggled and walked over to a surprised June.  She handed Jax to her grandmother who she often called Nana Bug.  A nickname given to June when Hannah was a toddler. “I have to get school you guys.”

Jax’s eyelids parted at the exchange and his pupils became larger than saucers.  He wanted down right away and let June know it with a painful sounding meow.

“Such a drama king.” said June.

The feline bounded off for Hannah’s room not bothering to look back.  He would typically spend most of his day on her bed until Hannah returned home from school.

“Somethings never change.” added Willow.

“Anyone make coffee this morning?” asked June.

Hannah picked up her backpack from a kitchen chair. “That’s one thing I didn’t get a chance to do Nana Bug.”

June Darby checked the time on their stove.  “Don’t worry about it kiddo, I’ll make some.”  She glanced over at Willow.  “How about some tea?”

“Sounds great, I have a few extra minutes this morning.” replied Willow.

Hannah Darby stood at the back door.  “Remember, I have to work tonight so I won’t be home right after school.”

“Three days this week.  You must be getting more hours.  They must really like you over there at Tribeca’s.” said June.

Hannah started to turn the doorknob.  “Plus, a Saturday over the weekend.  I never knew that place could be so busy all the time.”

Willow quickly altered the course of the conversation.  “Have you given any thoughts about a postsecondary education?”

“Already applied online about a month ago.”

“Which ones?”

“A few majors, including State.”

“You don’t want to go to community college for the first two years?  It would almost certainly be free by the time you added in your grants and...”  Willow didn’t get an opportunity to finish.

Hannah sounded perturbed.  “Can we talk about this later?  If I don’t finish high school, there won’t be a need to discuss any of it.”

June automatically sensed the tension and played peacemaker. “Have a good day kiddo.  See you tonight.

The back door latch clicked into place a few seconds later.  Willow listened for the car’s engine to start out in their driveway before she turned to June.  “Why do you always do that?”

“What?” asked June.

“The constant intermediation when I’m compelled to get across a point that’s valuable.”

“To you.” 

“Yes, to me.” replied Willow.

June Darby watched the car back out of their driveway through the kitchen window.  “But it should be for her.”

Willow looked over June’s shoulder.  “That’s what I meant.”

June turned to look back at her.  “You need to give my granddaughter a little more credit.  She’s much more intelligent than you think.  Maybe it’s not always about the money.”

“I don’t want her to struggle.”

“So, that makes you believe Hannah’s not interested in listening to your advice.”

“What’d Dad always say?  Your actions are so loud I can’t hear what you’re saying.”

“Haven’t heard that in years.” said June.

“The sound of his voice when he used to say it.” added Willow.

Both women grew silent for a moment.

June went and filled a kettle full of water then placed it on one of the stove’s burners.  “Hannah’s a lot like you in some ways.  Just a little less trouble.”

Willow folded her arms.  “Oh really?”

“Alright, I’ll concede a little bit.  Taking my new Buick without permission and getting shot at by an assassin was...”

“Far less than what I used to do?  Keep going, you’re doing great grandma.” quipped Willow.

“Now, what were the odds of that ever happening to anyone?”

“Zero, had she not skipped school with her friends that day for the beach.” said Willow.

“Has it occurred that Hannah may just want some independence.  Allow her to make some decisions, even if you don’t agree with them.”

Willow went to the cupboard in search of her own mug.  “Maybe I’m only looking out for her best interests.”

“Difficult as it may sound you need to give Hannah enough room to grow.” said June.

“Where was all this infinite wisdom when I was...”

“You turned out just fine, didn’t you?” asked June.

“Don’t go there, I paid for my mistakes more than once.”

The tea kettle whistled, and June turned off the burner.  “That’s why we didn’t ground you for a lifetime as a teenager, you were determined to do most of the stuff you did anyway.”

Willow stared inside the white mug that she held.  There were countless scratch marks from where a spoon had run its course.  “That was a long time ago.”

“Right, when my hair color and wrinkle free complexion started its nosedive.” said June.

Willow chuckled.  “Such an ass sometimes.”

“Yeah? And I still can’t seem to get rid of you either.”

Willow went over to June and hugged her.  “Thanks, mom.”

June sniffled slightly.  “Now my eyes are going to be twice as puffy this morning.  They’re bad enough already.”

Willow let her go and opened the refrigerator.  “Let’s have some breakfast.”
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The scheduled arrival of flight 262 from Atlanta had been delayed for the second straight time.  Willow had traversed the inside of Metro Airport to an empty gate yet again.  She had waited patiently for Miles Cooper, her fiancé.  He was an independent journalist and blogger from Australia.  The two had met on Mackinac Island only a few years ago.

Willow finally decided to find a shop and acquire a warm cup of tea.  Her cellphone clattered on the surface of a high-top table as she watched the foot traffic go by her window.  It was a text from Miles.

“Weather delayed us.  On the tarmac now with fingers crossed.”

She tapped out a quick response.

“You might want to start searching for a hotel room.  One more strike and you’re out.”

A blank caption with three dots inside was replaced almost immediately.

“Crossed my mind, I don’t think the airlines will pass out vouchers.  We’ve got some unruly Yanks on board here and the crew is probably wanting to toss them out into the rain at any moment.”

Willow replied.

“Where they from?”

Her phone vibrated once from is response.

“East coast by the sound of their accent.  I saw them drinking at the bar before we boarded.  Doubtful these blokes took a breath between shots.  Probably pissed drunk.”

Willow’s thumbs flew through the alphabet on her screen to answer.

“Odds are that there isn’t an Air Marshal on board to handle it.”

Miles replied.

“Maybe they’ll sleep it off once we’re up in the air.”

Willow watched an elderly man in a wheelchair get rolled by her window before she texted back.

“How was the Congo this time?”

A blank caption with three dots appeared then vanished.  It came back again but left.  She could tell he was giving it some thought.

“Might be on the verge of another civil war down there from what I gathered.  Tutsis and Hutus have never been forgiving of one another.  The populace has yet to oust another corrupt government.  It’s status quo when it comes to collecting taxes from the foreign mining companies.  Bribes, kickbacks, and everything in between where a small fraction enjoy riches while the multitudes languish in poverty.  Absolutely sickening to see a continent let alone a country robbed absolutely blind.”

She could feel his frustration emanate with each word that appeared in front of her.

“Did you get followed around this time?  I remember your last visit, it made me nervous.”

Her cellphone vibrated right away from the return message.

“I was more careful this go around.  Guess experience helps now and again.  I won’t be returning for some time.  I have plenty of material to fill my blog and sell to the major international outlets.”

The text gave her a sense of relief.  Their careers were in direct contrast to one another when it came to travel.  It would be nice for him to be home again.

“Started to have a conversation with Hannah about college.”

An overhead speaker inside the shop announced a flight cancellation to Florida.  She turned away to listen before reading his reply.

“How’d that turn out?”

Willow’s thumbs hovered over the screen for a few seconds before she answered.

“Okay, I guess.  She’s not interested in staying near home.”

His response appeared immediately.

“Which you thought she might consider?”

She sighed before typing.

“Hoped she would, is more like it.”

His next text was an attempt to try and make her feel better.  

“If Hannah behaves the way most American college freshman do, she’ll be home on weekends with her laundry and looking forward to June’s cooking.”

Willow’s stomach felt as though she had jumped from a jet airplane without a parachute.  

“I can’t believe I forgot to stop at Genoche’s for mom.  She even reminded me before I left the house.  There were a few specialty spices needed for one of her recipes.”

Willow quickly opened up a web browser app to check on the business hours.  A green banner notification ran across the top of her screen from Miles.

“Do you still have time?”

She exhaled in disappointment.

“Closed about an hour ago.”

Miles responded almost instantly with a string of angry emojis including his text.

“Your Mum’s going to be...”

She went back and clicked on Genoche’s website.  The import spice merchant wouldn’t open again until eight o’clock the next morning.

“I know...I know.”

June Darby had developed a growing popular online following with a cooking show that was filmed in her kitchen.  The food was undoubtedly delicious, but even more appealing for her audience, was the genuine down to earth senior host that at times would cuss enough to make a merchant marine blush when things went awry on the stovetop.  She had even published a couple of recipe books that had sold several thousand copies.  

Miles texted her again.

“Suggestions?”

Willow checked the time on her phone.  It was nearly six o’clock in the evening.

“We could spend the night down here and pick it up on the drive back provided you arrive in the next few hours.”

The familiar blank caption with three dots appeared and vanished.  It was filled with another response from Miles.

“Two consenting adults with an overnight stay in the big city.  Sounds like serious trouble to me.”

She smiled to herself before her reply was sent.

“The best kind.”

Willow then got the best news of her day when she read his final text.

“Our stars are aligned.  We just got clearance from the tower.  Wheels up in just a few.  See you in a couple of hours.” 

She immediately booked a room for them using a popular travel app.
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A few rays from the morning sunrise had filtered in between a small part in the curtains.  It was enough to cause Willow to stir and flutter her eyes open.  Miles laid next to her nearly dead to the world.  He was sound asleep with a faint sound of a deep snore.

She envied him at times for the ability to simply crash where sleep took priority over everything, had actually snoozed his way through an F1 tornado that passed overtop of their house a summer ago on a hot and humid July night.  Willow watched his chest rise and fall with a slow even rhythm under the sheet of their hotel bed.

Their room was located on the twenty-fifth floor of an older downtown hotel that had been constructed in the 1950’s.  It was only a few blocks away from the city’s dining district which was full of five-star restaurants and chique bistros that would please anyone’s palate.  The couple had barely kept their reservation by the time Miles retrieved his luggage from the airport.

Willow propped herself up and surveyed the accommodations with what little light was available.  Luggage consumed one corner of the room while last night’s clothing occupied another.  A small bathroom was only a few feet away from where they slept.

Spontaneity had its benefits in their relationship but always had adjustments attached to them.  She looked down at the sink where she went to remove a new toothbrush from its packaging.  They had purchased a few last-minute personal items to tide them over for the following morning from a corner pharmacy.

The packaging itself was suspect and caused the toothbrush to fly out somehow when she pulled on it.  She watched in absolute comedic shock when the neon green handle and its attached bristles caromed off the back of the toilet then settled inside the bathtub.  Her morning bathroom routine had been derailed in one fell swoop.  She cursed under her breath when she bent down to retrieve it.

Willow then about jumped out of her skin when she noticed a pair of bare feet standing near the doorway to the bathroom that belonged to Miles Cooper who she thought had been asleep.  He held her cellphone in one hand and a pillow that covered his privates in the other.

“You might want to take this.”

“Who is it?” she asked.

Miles turned the screen toward her while the device vibrated in his hand.

“Fiona Sanders, your Chief of Police.”
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St. Bonaventure had been shuttered for a decade because of dwindling enrollment.  A chronic problem that plagued many religious school districts.  The campus once stood as a powerhouse in the ultra-competitive parochial league inside the city.

The “Red Flyers” had a strong reputation for being an athletic feeder program into the two catholic high schools that participated against public institution of similar size.  St. Bonaventure’s daily school uniforms were clearly distinguishable from its peers with crisp tailored navy-blue blazers and pristine white dress shirts.  Students were required to adhere to the strict dress code at all times.

St. Bonaventure’s decline didn’t occur overnight, but there were road signs that administrators turned a blind eye to or simply ignored altogether.  There were no talks of consolidation mentioned, at least not in public.  The final graduating class requested a time capsule in the event their beloved school ever resurrected itself.

Willow Darby turned into the parking lot inundated with tall overgrown dark greenish colored weeds that protruded through gaping cracks of an eroding parking lot.  Some of the foliage had stalks thick enough to disable an average store-bought weed whacker on a full throttled encounter.  She listened to the intermittent dull thudding sound underneath her cease when the black Dodge Charger rolled to a stop.

There was an established perimeter with yellow police tape that flapped gently in a cool early morning breeze.  Two uniformed officers stood at the school’s back entrance accompanied by Chief Fiona Sanders.  She was dressed in an impeccable dark Saint Laurent pinstripe pant suit.  Not a single strand of hair out of place and the perfect amount of makeup.  No matter the occasion, the woman’s wardrobe was always on point.  Willow Darby was convinced at times her boss never slept and was immune from humidity that derailed most women’s hair days.  She rarely cursed and didn’t have any noticeable wrinkles.

“We received an anonymous call earlier.  Sounded like a younger male, probably a teenager, his voice cracked every few seconds.  Stumbled upon our victim when they were trespassing inside the building.  They left in a hurry according to him.” said Fiona.

“Anyone get a trace on the 911 call for a follow-up?” asked Willow.

“We have the address after we’re done here.” replied Fiona.

They heard the sound of a vehicle approach them.  It was a news van from one of the local stations.

Willow wondered aloud.  “Do these people have a life outside a police radio?” 

Fiona watched the van park about a couple hundred feet away from Willow’s Dodge Charger.  “We’d better get moving.  The M.E. is waiting for us inside.”

Willow went to take a step then turned.  “Kelvin is here?  That’s a surprise, they normally dispatch a field technician.” 

The pair of uniformed officers guided them down a hallway with powerful flashlights.  Darkness engulfed the somewhat narrow space littered with broken desks and shards of glass that crunched under their feet every few steps.  Flashes of colorful spray-painted graffiti from the most notable taggers in the city covered lockers on both sides of them.

A set of metal double doors were propped open with broken pieces of cinder block.  Kelvin Hubbard from county Medical Examiner’s office stood with one of his field technicians near the gymnasium entrance.  There was a gaping hole in the roof and light from an overcast sky partially revealed a warped wooden floor.  

The gruesome display greeted the group where crows rested on both sides of a large wooden beam about nine feet above the fieldhouse floor.  A vertical post of similar thickness was fastened to the patibulum.  Their morning feast had been disrupted and they cawed and squawked from the intrusion.  Most flapped loudly and retreated up into the darkness of steel supports while a few remained defiant.

They stood speechless for a moment or two.  Willow finally broke the silence.  “I’ve never seen anything...”

“Nor have I.” added Kelvin.

The deceased had been crucified.  Their lifeless form hung from what appeared to be metal spikes driven through wrists and feet.  An avian presence and exposure to the elements had aided in advanced decomposition.  Bits of dried flesh hung from a jawbone in plain view.

A wooden sign nailed above the beam had a message carved into its surface.  It read “sins of the father.”

“Whoever did this had to have left tracks.” said Willow.

“I thought the same thing except...”  Kelvin stopped mid-sentence and pointed the beam from his flashlight where they stood leading to the execution site.  The area had been wiped entirely clean.

“That means...” said Willow.

Kelvin finished her sentence.  “We essentially covered their tracks with our foot traffic through the hallway.”

A rumble of thunder could be heard in the distance.  It was violent enough that it shook the interior.

Fiona looked up through the roof’s opening at a sky that continued to grow ominously darker.  “We need to get the scene processes.  Obviously, the sooner the better.”

Seconds later, a streak of lighting ripped through the sky above them.
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