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  Chapter one
A Wolf in Vestments


Ezra Pike was the local Protestant preacher in Golden City. This morning, he was sitting on the shaded porch of his church, sipping coffee from a tin mug. The congregation was gone, and his coat was off. 
He was enjoying the quiet when he saw Vance Brinshaw, the sheriff, walk up the steps, hat in hand, and lean against a post, casual but alert.
This is not a good thing. He only comes this way when there’s trouble.
Ezra Pike smiled when he saw him. “Sheriff Brinshaw. To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“Just passin’ through,” Vance said, tipping his hat. “Thought I might sit a spell. Stretch my legs.”
“Of course, of course. Always welcome on the Lord’s porch.” Ezra gestured to the rocker beside him. “Coffee?”
“No thanks,” Vance said, settling into the chair. “Already had mine. Strong enough to kill a horse.”
Ezra chuckled, his eyes flicking toward the churchyard. “God bless a potent brew. What brings you out this way? Ain’t Sunday.”
Vance let a beat pass. “I’ve heard a few things,” he said. “Not from any one person, mind you. Just bits and pieces floating around town.”
Ezra Pike raised an eyebrow. “Such as?”
 “Such as some of your parishioners having second thoughts,” Vance said. “One woman claims she signed her land over to the church without ever understanding what the paper said.” He paused just long enough for the words to settle. “Then there was the widow who died last week. She left her homestead to the congregation, despite never attending your services until this year.” His gaze remained fixed on Ezra. “Seems like an odd coincidence.” 
Ezra Pike didn’t blink. “The Lord moves hearts in mysterious ways, Sheriff. Sometimes a soul finds peace only near the end.”
Vance nodded slowly. “Mmm. I’ve seen that. But I’ve also seen a man named Israel Godsell. Took land from homesteaders by bullet, not scripture. Said it was all for a noble cause, too.”
Ezra Pike’s smile faltered, just for a second. “Are you comparing me to a murderer?”
“No,” Vance said, eyes steady. “Not directly. Just saying that when folks get rich off other folks disappearing or dying, it don’t much matter what they say their purpose is.”
Ezra Pike leaned forward, voice low and honeyed. “Sheriff, I serve God’s will. There is no stealing and no threatening. I offer sanctuary. If the faithful choose to leave their blessings to the Lord, that is their grace.”
“And if the unfaithful start asking questions?” Vance asked.
Ezra Pike’s smile returned, sharper this time. “Then I pray for them.”
There was a long pause. Only the creaking rocking chairs and a chirping mockingbird made a sound.
Vance stood slowly, adjusted his hat. “You enjoy your coffee, Reverend. Just remember, the law still holds in Golden City.”
Ezra Pike nodded once. “And I thank God for men like you, Sheriff. May He guide your hand.”
Vance stepped off the porch without looking back.
Ezra watched the sheriff descend the steps, the damnable brim of his hat casting a long shadow like a blade between them. Sunlight glinted off the polished badge on Brinshaw’s chest—bright, smug, righteous. Ezra’s lips twitched in what might’ve passed for a smile from the street, but inside, a storm was building.
The nerve. That sanctimonious bastard had looked him straight in the eye, tipped his hat like a gentleman, and issued a threat wrapped in civility. The law still holds in Golden City. 
Even here.   
Ezra’s jaw tightened. Behind the porch post, his fingers curled into fists. His heart beat a slow, heavy rhythm, each pulse full of venom.
He’d known this moment was coming. The hints, the looks, the soft-spoken jabs from Brinshaw over the past month had added up. The sheriff wasn’t a fool. He might play at being deliberate and dull-eyed, but underneath that dusty coat was a bloodhound’s instinct. Ezra had underestimated him.
But not again.
He turned, lifted his coffee cup, and took a sip, the ceramic trembling just slightly in his grip. Bitterness—strong, over-boiled. It fit the moment. He set it down slowly, carefully, like a man laying the final stone on a grave.
Who did Brinshaw think he was, walking up like a messenger of God, spouting off about the law? Ezra had been preaching longer than that man had been shaving. He’d buried more secrets than the sheriff had seen crimes. The people in this town worshiped him, hung on his every word, kissed his ring—paid his bills without even knowing it. He had Golden City by the soul.
And what did Brinshaw have? A badge, a pair of dusty boots, and some half-witted deputies who couldn’t find their way to a brothel without directions.
Ezra’s breath hissed through his teeth. He wouldn’t let anyone threaten him. Not by a man who still thought justice came with a warrant and a gun. No, Ezra operated in shadows, in whispers from the pulpit, in ledgers cooked clean as daylight. He stole with a smile and a benediction—and nobody ever questioned the preacher.
But Brinshaw just had.
Ezra turned back toward the doorway, his silhouette falling across the floorboards like a stain. Something deep in his chest curled and coiled, slow and reptilian. If Brinshaw wanted to test him—if he thought his little sermon in the sun had shaken Ezra Pike—he was a fool.
Ezra would show him.
He’d remind the town that God’s man stood above the law—not beside it. He’d make an example of someone soon. Quietly, publicly. He’d humiliate Brinshaw, tear down that calm, unreadable mask, and expose the man beneath.
And when the sheriff finally came for him, he’d find the pews full of loyal voices, all preaching Ezra’s innocence. He’d find no proof, no witnesses, no case. Only smoke. And faith.
Ezra smiled as he stepped inside and closed the door behind him.
“God guide your hand,” he muttered to himself, voice low and cold. “Because you’ll need it.” 

      ***The door creaked open, and Reverend  Pike stepped in, all black coat and gleaming boots, smiling as though he’d just descended from a mountaintop.
Wesley Kingston’s smile faded the moment he saw him. 
Wesley didn’t need to be close to the man to know what he was. Years behind that counter had taught him to spot a false preacher from a mile off. Gossip flowed through his store like dust through a screen door—most of it harmless, some of it sharp enough to bleed. But now and then, something stuck.
He remembered the widow Mathers—quiet, proud, barely getting by after her husband died in that mining collapse. She used to come in every Wednesday, exact change, a worn list clutched in her hand. Then, one week, she stopped. When Wesley asked around, someone said she’d given nearly everything she had to Ezra Pike for a promised “deliverance.”
No one ever saw her again.
That wasn’t the only story. He’d heard about others—sick folks told to stop taking medicine and “trust in the Lord,” folks shamed in public then bled in private for donations, good people who walked into that chapel needing hope and walked out hollow-eyed and poorer.
Ezra called it faith. Wesley called it fraud.
So, when the preacher crossed his threshold, Wesley didn’t see a man of God. He saw a leech in silk, and it soured his stomach every time. 
Amanda Brinshaw stood near the canned goods with little Paula at her side, clutching a stuffed rabbit nearly as big as her head.
Ezra’s eyes settled on them with unsettling purpose. 
Wesley didn’t like this one bit. He glanced around the store, his jaw tightening, wishing either Sylvester or Darius were nearby. The two deputies were usually underfoot, leaning on the counter or pestering him to let their sweethearts clock out early. Annoying as that was, he’d have taken it right now.
Where were they when someone actually needed throwing out?
He flicked a glance toward the back room, but no help was coming. Just him, Ezra Pike, and a growing weight in the air that made Wesley’s skin itch beneath his collar. Something was off—more than usual. And if Ezra was stirring up trouble, Wesley wasn’t sure how long he could keep from speaking his mind.
“Amanda,” Ezra said smoothly, almost too gently. “Such a joy to see you in God’s house of provision.”
She turned, offering a polite but wary smile. Paula peeked at him from behind her mother’s skirts.
“Well now,” Ezra said smoothly, eyes landing on the little girl. “What a beautiful child.”
Amanda shifted slightly, instinctively protective, but kept her tone light. “Thank you.”
Ezra Pike stepped closer, hands folded behind his back. “Children are blessings. Purest form of the Lord’s grace. Yes, children are such a blessing. Innocent, pure, but so fragile, too.”
Amanda blinked, smile tight.
“Until the sins of the parents visit them. I’ve seen it myself,” Ezra went on. “A child stricken with fever, a horse throwing a boy from the saddle, and always, always it followed a parent’s disobedience. Ignoring the Lord’s word can bring consequences. Sometimes, the smallest lambs suffer for the sins of the shepherd.”
Amanda stood still for a beat. Her fingers twitched slightly as she picked Paula up, holding her in her arms.
“I’ve seen it, dear lady. Again, and again. The sins of the father poured out upon the heads of their little ones. Fire. Disease. Tragedy.” He gave Paula a pained look of false sympathy. “Sometimes I think God cries for the children most.”
Amanda stepped back a pace, her face drained of color, her arm protectively sweeping around Paula. Her smile didn’t falter, but her eyes cooled. “I doubt the Lord would intentionally hurt a child to punish a parent.”
Ezra offered a soft chuckle. “You’d be surprised what the Lord allows, Mrs. Brinshaw.”
From behind the counter, Wesley’s head lifted. His brows drew together as he watched the exchange.
Then suddenly—like the strike of a rattlesnake, swift and dangerous—Dinah Kingston, Wesley’s niece, snapped, “Enough.” Her voice cracked through the store like a whip. Wesley noticed Ezra startle—actually jump. Ezra Pike did not know what was coming.
Wesley did. He’d seen Dinah cow gunfighters and murderers when she was mad. And when she got that fire in her eyes, he usually stepped in, tried to calm her down, smooth things over before it went too far.
But not this time.
This time, he stayed right where he was, arms folded behind the counter, and let it burn. Ezra Pike deserved every bit of the hell Dinah was about to launch him into. 
Ezra blinked and turned, only now noticing her. “Miss Dinah. I was simply—“
“You were threatening a woman and a child under the guise of piety,” Dinah snapped. “Do you think we don’t see what you are? You think God doesn’t?”
Ezra raised his hands in false humility. “Now, now, I understand your passions run high—“
“My passions?” Her voice rose, sharp as broken glass. “You smug, two-faced, snake-tongued bastard, you think you can waltz in here and rattle people like a tambourine and call it holy?”
“Miss Dinah,” he began, voice stiffening.
She stepped forward. “Get out of my store.”
“I am a man of God—“
“You’re a man of rot,” she hissed, jabbing a finger at the door.
Customers stopped in their tracks. Ezra, visibly flustered now, tried to regain composure, but Dinah stood like stone, eyes blazing. 
Behind the counter, Wesley watched—silent, unmoving, arms folded.
Ezra backed toward the door, attempting to maintain the remaining shreds of his dignity.
He hit the threshold, and once he was safely on the front walk, he turned and raised his arms toward the sky. “That woman is possessed! A demon burns in her bones—I felt it!”
Wesley leaned on the counter and watched through the window, unamused.
Inside, Dinah huffed, her face flushed, and her jaw clenched tight. Without a word, she spun on her heel and marched toward the back room.
A moment later, she reappeared—with her Winchester in hand.
She was loading it as she walked, each click of the lever sharp and deliberate. Her lips moved in a low mutter. “Sorry, bastard, I’ll show him a demon, see how holy he feels with lead in his boots.”
Wesley didn’t move. He just sighed and muttered, “Lord help him now,” before reaching behind the counter and flipping the CLOSED sign.
Dinah stormed out, her rifle in hand. “This demon’s got good aim,“ she shouted, firing a shot inches from his boot. “Now go, get out of here before I put a bullet between your eyes!”
Wesley just grinned. He knew Dinah was a terrible shot with a rifle or a pistol, but Ezra didn’t know it. 
Ezra stumbled backward, tripping into a barrel of apples.
Paula started crying inside. Amanda pulled her close, trembling.
Dinah fired again, this time hitting the dirt near his heels. “Don’t you ever come near a child to prove a point, you twisted, black-hearted crow. Go back to your roost.”

      ***The crack of gunfire echoed down Main Street. Inside the sheriff’s office, both Darius and Sylvester jolted to their feet. 
“Was that—?” Sylvester started.
Darius was already out the door, revolver in hand. “That came from Wesley’s!”
They sprinted across the street, boots pounding, pushing through the gathering crowd just as Dinah lowered the smoking barrel of her Winchester. Ezra Pike stood on the walkway, pale and wide-eyed, his robes dusted with splinters and apple peelings.
“Deputies!” Ezra cried, stumbling toward them like a prophet in distress. “Help me! The woman is possessed! She’s threatened to kill me!”
Darius stopped cold. He looked at Dinah first—her eyes were filled with unspent fury, mouth set in a line that dared anyone to come closer. Then he looked at Ezra, who reeked of fear and self-righteousness.
Darius took a breath and said, calm but deadly serious, “If you know what’s good for you, Reverend, you’ll get away from here as fast as your feet can carry you.”
Ezra blinked. “But—she—“
“Whatever she told you,” Darius cut in, “you’d better take it to heart. She’s not the forgiving kind.” He glanced at the Winchester still resting in Dinah’s grip. “She’ll carry that gun everywhere now. Might even sleep with it beside her bed. Just in case she runs into you again.”
Sylvester let out a low whistle. “Better pray she don’t.”
Ezra looked around wildly, but no help came. The crowd was silent. Watching.
Without another word, he turned and shuffled off, his dignity trailing behind him like the hem of his dusty robe.
Dinah lowered the rifle, but her glare followed him all the way down the street.
Darius knew Dinah was too angry to talk to right now, so he walked past her and into the General Store. 
The moment he entered, a wave of voices crashed over him—customers crowding around, all talking at once, hands gesturing, faces flushed.
“He threatened Amanda!”
“I never did trust that man.”
“He’s not right in the head, that one.”
“Okay, okay, I only got two ears. One person at a time.” 
“He accosted Amanda,” one woman said. “All in the name of the Lord; he’s a blasphemer.”
The others nodded in agreement.
“Amanda, are you all right?” Darius asked.
She took a breath, steady but sharp. “No. No, I’m not. That man just threatened my child and did it with a smile on his face.”
The room erupted again. Darius had to hold up his hands once more, calming them down with a few quiet words and a steady look.
She reached into her satchel and shoved the receipt for the flour onto the counter. “I’m going home to tell Vance what happened.”
And with that, she turned and stormed out, skirts swishing around her ankles, Paula, wide-eyed and silent, scrambling to keep up with her mother’s quick strides.






  
  Chapter two
The Martyr


The next day, Ezra Pike was at the church, having a meeting with his deacons. He used them to “encourage” his congregation to give to the Lord. They weren’t too smart, but they were strong, loyal, and obedient, and that was all Ezra wanted from them. 
Ezra Pike stood at the front of the sanctuary, robes pristine, arms crossed behind his back as he surveyed his “deacons” seated in the first pew.
Three men. Broad-shouldered, slow-eyed, and devoted to Ezra like hounds to a master. Saul Ketter, Orville Dunn, and Big Lou—men more familiar with fence posts and bar fights than scripture. Ezra preferred it that way.
He smiled thinly.
“Brothers,” he began, his voice smooth as warmed oil. “We’ve had a bit of trouble this week. Trouble stirred up by women.” He let the word drip from his tongue like poison. “Women too quick to speak and men too slow to stop them.”
Saul nodded gravely. Orville scratched his stubbled jaw. Big Lou blinked as if still working out what was being said.
Ezra stepped down from the dais, his boots clicking softly on the floorboards. “Now I know the Lord teaches patience, but sometimes. . .” he paused, laying a hand theatrically on his chest, “Sometimes, we must remind the flock who their shepherd is. Remind them that questioning authority is the first step toward chaos.”
“The Brinshaw woman,” Orville said. “She stirred things up?”
Ezra’s smile returned, tight and cold. “Indeed. And her husband, the sheriff, thinks he’s the voice of justice.” He spun. “But he has no authority in this house. This house belongs to God—and God has placed me over it.
“And the Kingston girl—she threatened me!” Ezra cried, eyes wide and wild. “I swear, Beelzebub possesses that woman himself!” 
Big Lou muttered with a laugh, “She’s a feisty one.” 
“What was that, brother Lou?”
Lou looked like he’d been caught stealing from the offering tray. “I said amen to that.” 
Ezra paced slowly before them. “We shall pray, of course. Pray that the Lord removes this obstacle from our path.” He looked at each man. “But if prayer fails, we remind the congregation where their loyalties lie. Who feeds their souls? Who has the power to condemn or bless?”
“They ain’t part o’the congregation, Ezra,” Orville said. 
“They are in this world, and this world belongs to God. They are in his congregation, and they will need reminding of that.”
“Should we talk to some men?” Saul asked, voice low.
Ezra nodded once. “Yes. Quietly. A little encouragement. The Lord loves a cheerful giver, but He also respects discipline.”
Before any of them could respond, heavy boots sounded on the front steps. 
Ezra turned toward the entrance, the words welcome, my child ready to slide off his tongue.
But it wasn’t a child.
The doors burst open with a thunderous crack. Ezra flinched. Vance Brinshaw strode in, flanked by Sylvester and Darius. The sheriff’s hat was low over his brow, his mouth set in a grim line. He wasn’t smiling. Not even close.
The three deacons half-rose from their pew, eyes darting between each other like cornered dogs. Ezra straightened his shoulders, trying to summon authority into his spine, but his voice betrayed him.
“Sheriff,” he said, forcing a smile. “This is a house of the Lord—”
“This is a den of thieves,” Vance growled. “And you’re the worst one in it.”
Ezra sputtered, “Now see here—”
But Vance was already closing the distance. “You threatened my wife. You threatened my little girl.”
Ezra took a step back, lifting a hand. “I only spoke the truth. Then I was attacked and almost killed by that redhead niece of Wesley’s. I swear, Sheriff, that woman is unhinged. Possessed, I tell you—possessed by Beelzebub himself!”
“Funny,” Vance said, unbuckling his gun belt and handing it to Darius, “because I was just thinking the same thing about you.”
Ezra barely had time to suck in a breath before Vance’s fist connected with his jaw. The preacher went sprawling backward into the first pew with a yelp more animal than man. His legs tangled in his robes, knocking over a hymnal stand as he tried to scramble up.
Vance didn’t wait. He grabbed the front of Ezra’s collar, hauled him to his feet, and drove a hard right into his stomach. Ezra doubled over with a wheeze, face going red as the wind left his lungs.
“Sheriff!” Saul Ketter barked, half-rising from the pew.
But before he could take a step, Darius moved like a whip crack—pistol drawn, expression cold. “Sit. Down.”
Orville hesitated, fists clenching, but Sylvester stepped up beside him, gun pointed steady at his chest. “Not today,” Sylvester said. “You so much as twitch and I’ll knock your teeth down your throat.” Big Lou didn’t move at all. He just sat frozen, sweat trailing down the side of his temple.
Vance threw Ezra across the aisle like a sack of grain. The preacher hit the floor hard, rolled, and came up coughing.
“I didn’t touch your wife!” Ezra wheezed, trying to crawl backward.
“You didn’t have to.” Vance closed in again, steps slow and deliberate. “You opened that poisonous mouth and dared to speak about my little girl.”
Ezra raised a hand, his lip split and bleeding. “It was just a warning—spiritual guidance!”
Vance grabbed him by the collar again and slammed him against the altar rail. “You so much as say my daughter’s name again and you won’t need God to meet your maker.”
Another punch. This time across the face.
Ezra sagged, dazed and bleeding, but Vance wasn’t done. He grabbed him by the back of the robes and dragged him down the aisle like yesterday’s garbage.
“Get the door,” he barked.
Darius kicked it open with his boot.
Vance shoved Ezra out into the sunlight. The preacher stumbled, then dropped to his knees, coughing blood onto the steps.
Vance stepped out behind him, fists still clenched, chest heaving. “You’re under arrest for disturbing the peace, threatening a child, and impersonating a man of God.”
Sylvester stepped forward, snapping cuffs onto Ezra’s wrists as Darius kept the deacons under guard inside.
“You can’t do this,” Ezra gasped. “I am the Lord’s anointed!”
Vance leaned down, voice like gravel. “No. You’re just a coward with a Bible.”
He turned to Sylvester. “Get him out of my sight.”
As they dragged Ezra away, Vance looked once more at the open church doors, then turned and walked down the steps, brushing blood from his knuckles.

      ***When the cell door slammed shut, the iron rang like a bell tolling doom. 
Ezra Pike sat on the cot of the small room like a cornered animal, blood crusting on his lip, one eye already swelling shut. His robes hung askew. 
Vance stood outside the bars, hands resting on his belt, jaw tight enough to crack stone. “You can sit in there,” he said, voice low and cold. “Rot, for all I care. Let’s see what your God does for you now.”
Ezra looked up, his fists curling. “You have no charges. No evidence. This is unlawful!”
Vance took a slow step closer. “I have charges, and I have witnesses, and I’ve seen men hang for less. If I hear so much as a whisper that you’ve laid hands—or threats—on anyone else in this town, you won’t be waiting on a trial. You’ll be waiting for me.”
Ezra opened his mouth, but Vance was already turning away. “Watch him,” he said over his shoulder.
Darius leaned back against the wall, arms folded, eyes like flint. “With pleasure.”
Vance stepped into the fading afternoon light, the door behind him groaning shut with a heavy thud that echoed through the jail like a warning.
Ezra stood still in the dimness, the weight of silence settling in. Then, quietly, he muttered to himself, “This town will learn. They all will.” And in the darkness behind the bars, he smiled. 

      ***The next morning, the jail was quiet. 
Ezra hadn’t asked for a lawyer. He’d asked for visitors. Over and over. Vance denied every request. “Damn snake,” he muttered, rubbing the back of his neck as he paced the office. “I’d rather chase a gunfighter through the hills than deal with a man like that.”
Darius grunted from the desk. “Gunfighter only shoots you. Ezra gets inside your head.”
As if summoned by the mention of his name, the door opened and in walked Saul Ketter, Orville Dunn, and Big Lou—the so-called deacons.
They removed their hats, but not out of respect. More like performance.
“Sheriff Brinshaw,” Saul began, solemn, “we’ve come to speak on behalf of our preacher, Reverend Ezra Pike, an anointed man of God.”
Vance leaned on the desk, arms crossed. “You’ve got one minute.”
Orville took over, voice syrupy. “The Lord speaks through Reverend Pike. He has been chosen to lead, to guide, to correct sin in the hearts of this town.”
“That man hasn’t been chosen for anything, and all he does for this town is fleece its pockets dry,” Vance muttered.
Big Lou cleared his throat. “If you persecute him, you persecute the Lord Himself.”
Vance’s eyes darkened. “You listen to me. I don’t give a damn if you think he walks on water. He threatened my wife. He terrified my daughter. That man’s lucky he’s behind bars and not six feet under.”
“He was warning them,” Saul said, voice rising. “Speaking prophecy.”
Vance stepped forward. “He speaks poison.”
“You’ll answer for this, Sheriff,” Orville said, lowering his voice. “You think you’re just jailing a man, but you’re jailing the mouthpiece of God. You’ll bring judgment on yourself.”
Vance took a step closer, his voice now a cold growl. “Out. Now. Before I decide to give you the same beating I gave him.”
The three exchanged a glance, then turned toward the door.
But just before stepping out, Saul looked back over his shoulder. “You think you’ve silenced him,” he said quietly. “But a voice like his doesn’t stay caged. You can lock a man away—but you can’t lock out the wrath of Heaven.”
The door clicked shut behind them.
Vance stood still for a moment, jaw clenched. Then he muttered, “We’ll see about that.”

      ***Later that day, inside the sheriff’s office, Vance paced, his fists clenched and his jaw tight. Another crash—glass shattered as a rock punched through the front window, trailed by a smear of rotten peach. 
“I swear,” Vance growled, “if I step back there, I’ll put a bullet between that man’s eyes before he can say amen.”
Sylvester leaned against the wall, arms crossed, a bruise blooming on his jaw from an earlier scuffle. “That crowd’s not leavin’. Been chantin’ for hours. Pike’s got ‘em thinkin’ he’s the damn messiah.”
Darius peeked through the jagged remains of the window, ducking just in time to avoid a flying turnip. “We’re about three tomatoes away from a full-blown riot.”
The door burst open.
Mayor Tilwell stormed in, red-faced and sweating, trying to look authoritative but clearly terrified. His hat sat crookedly, and he had half-buttoned his coat.
“This has to stop,” he snapped. “The town is in chaos. Commerce has shut down. Mothers are pulling their children out of school.”
Vance didn’t stop pacing. “You want to stop it? Haul in the lunatics throwin’ cow shit at my door.”
“I can’t arrest fifty people, Vance!” the mayor shouted. “I either release the preacher, or I put half the town behind bars. And we don’t have the cells for it.”
Vance stopped cold. His hand twitched near his holster. Silence dropped like a stone. When he finally spoke, his voice was low and flat. “If I let him out, I’ll kill him.” No one argued. After a moment, Vance turned to Darius, jaw clenched, voice sharp. “Do it. But don’t talk to him. Don’t touch him. Just open the damn door and let him crow.”
Darius nodded grimly. “Don’t have to like it.”
Outside the jail, the crowd surged forward, pressed to the porch like bees to honey. The chanting stopped the moment the door creaked open. Ezra Pike stepped out slowly, hands raised like Moses parting the Red Sea. He had brushed his coat clean, and slicked back his hair. He looked like a man freshly released from political imprisonment—not a con artist let out of a jail cell.
“Praise be to God,” he declared, his voice rising over the hushed crowd. “He has heard your cries! He has sent His faithful to deliver His servant.” The crowd erupted. Cheers. Amens. Women weeping openly. Someone broke into a hymn.
Mayor Tilwell stood beside him awkwardly, dabbing sweat from his brow with a spotted handkerchief, looking as if he’d rather vanish.
Ezra turned and laid a hand theatrically on the mayor’s shoulder. “And you, sir, are a servant of the Lord, whether you know it or not. Blessed be the leader who does the Lord’s will.” Then he turned back to the throng and lifted both arms high. “They tried to silence me! But the truth cannot be jailed! I am a martyr for the word of God!” The crowd howled its approval. Someone dropped to their knees, sobbing into the dirt.
From the porch, Darius and Sylvester watched in silence—like men witnessing the beginning of something they didn’t understand.
Sylvester muttered, “This town’s gone mad.”
Darius crossed his arms, his jaw set hard. “Not mad,” he said quietly. “Just blind.”
They turned without another word and stepped back inside, leaving the “prophet” to bask in his glory. 






  
  Chapter three
Exile


Graham Cavendish stood at the edge of the bustling stage station in Denver, boots planted on dry, cracked earth as his eyes swept toward the towering silhouette of the Rocky Mountains. He had never seen mountains like that before—vast, jagged peaks that seemed to claw at the sky, their snow-laced tips gleaming like the edges of broken glass beneath the afternoon sun. They looked ancient and indifferent, as if they had been here since the beginning of time and would remain long after men like him came and went. 
Around him, the noise of the world churned. Travelers moved past in waves—dust-covered miners, merchants arguing over crates, a harried mother tugging two children along by their sleeves. A few nodded to him in passing, tipping their hats or offering a polite “sir,” before hurrying on. But Graham barely noticed. His thoughts were elsewhere, stuck in the same quiet refrain.
How in God’s name have I come to this place?
A year ago, he’d been in England—his world a narrow corridor of weathered stone, clipped hedges, lukewarm tea, and quiet expectation. Not always pleasant, but known. Here, everything was wild, unfinished. The very air tasted of dust and brass. Men wore pistols openly, women didn’t avert their eyes, and the land stretched on forever.
He glanced toward the line of stagecoaches. One driver shouted his name, gesturing toward the half-filled vehicle bound for Golden City.
Golden City. They’d told him it was only a half-hour ride from Denver, nestled in the foothills. That was his destination. But whether it would be his beginning or his end, he wasn’t sure.
He climbed aboard.  
Graham sat quietly on the stagecoach as it left the station, bound for Golden City. Across from him sat a pair of pretty young women, along with an older man and woman. The girls were still in their teens, fresh-faced and soft-spoken. He assumed the older couple were their parents.
He reclined in his seat with the easy confidence that had always defined him, a trait that had never sat well with the cardinals in London or the more rigid priests with whom he had trained. He wore a dark suit, simple and neat, with the only hint of his vocation being the white collar at his throat. Without it, he could have passed for any businessman heading west.
They had barely left the Denver station when the older woman addressed him. “Is Golden City your final destination, Father?”
“It is,” he replied. “Do you live there yourself?”
“Yes. This is my husband, Lowell Sawtell, and our two daughters, Peggy and Harlene.” The girls blushed when he looked their way.
“Very nice to meet you, young ladies,” he said with a warm smile.
They giggled and looked away. He couldn’t help it, he was a natural charmer. It was another mark against him in the eyes of some in the priesthood.
“I’m Gertrude Sawtell,” the woman continued. “Will you be starting a Catholic church in Golden City?”
“That is my purpose,” he said. “Is your family Catholic?”
“Oh, heavens no,” Gertrude said quickly, sitting up a little straighter and lifting her chin. “We’re Protestants.”
Father Cavendish smiled and gave a polite nod, letting the conversation drift into silence. His gaze turned to the passing scenery.
He had had this same exchange countless times since coming to America. He’d been told there was a strong Catholic presence out West, but he had yet to meet any of them.
What awaited him in Golden City was still a mystery. He didn’t know if Golden City would welcome, ignore, or oppose him. A bishop in Denver was supposed to visit once he settled in, and Graham sent word of his arrival.
The road stretched ahead, winding toward the mountains. Graham watched the landscape blur through the window. The family chatted softly, Mrs. Lowell scolding the girls when their laughter grew too loud. Dust curled into the cabin. The rhythmic creak of the wheels was oddly soothing.
And that was when the question returned—unbidden, unshakable.
How in the world did I get here? Then he remembered. 
London 1875    It was dark. Not just outside, but in his head—thick, swaying, swimming darkness. He could hardly see. The world tilted around him, his vision blurring every time he blinked. He had drunk too much—far too much—and his legs weren’t entirely convinced they could hold him up. His eyes felt heavy, fighting to close even as he stood upright, leaning against the garden wall for balance.
He did not know what time it was. Maybe four in the morning? The servants would stir soon. That gave him a narrow window to sneak into the house before anyone saw him. If he could just reach the stairs. If he could just make it to his room.
The scent of the woman he’d trysted with still clung to him—heavy perfume, sweet and cheap, mixed now with the sharp tang of spilled gin and the sour stink of cigar smoke embedded in his clothes. It turned his stomach. Another odor, more troubling, made him pause.
Had he—? God, had he pissed himself?
He didn’t have the strength or clarity to check. Just get inside.
The back door leading into the pantry was unlocked, as it always was for the morning staff. He eased it open, careful not to let it creak, and slipped inside. Every step was an effort, each movement exaggerated in his attempt to be quiet. Through the pantry, he crept toward the darkened kitchen.
Then—clang.
His foot caught on something. A bucket. It toppled over, crashing against the wall with a metallic rattle that echoed through the silence. Graham stumbled, lost his footing, and hit the floor hard. Pain bloomed in his knee and elbow, but it barely registered.
“Ohhh,” he groaned, barely a whisper. And then he gave up. Right there on the cold stone floor, with the stink of gin and shame and perfume in his nose, Graham closed his eyes. And passed out.
He woke with a jolt as cold water splashed over his head.
“Ahhh!” Graham shouted, instinctively covering his head with both hands and pressing his face to the cold stone floor. The world spun as pain ricocheted through his skull. Water dripped from his hair, soaking his shirt and pooling beneath his cheek.
When he finally dared to lift his head, he stared into the disapproving face of Tutt, the family butler. The man stood over him, bucket in hand, with the familiar look of long-suffering patience stretched to its limit.
“Lord Graham,” Tutt said crisply, “I have instructions to see you fed and then sent to bed. I believe your room is a more suitable place to sleep off whatever it is you’ve been doing.”
Graham groaned, dragging himself to his feet. Every muscle protested, his knees wobbling and his back screaming. His head throbbed as if someone were pounding a hammer behind his eyes.
“Just some toast will be fine for now, Tutt,” he mumbled, shielding his eyes from the lantern light.
“Yes, sir,” Tutt replied with a stiff nod, turning toward the kitchen.
A few minutes later, Graham accepted the burned slice of buttery toast without a word, chewing as he trudged up the stairs one creaking step at a time. The bread was slightly blackened, but his stomach welcomed it, nonetheless.
His room was dim, the curtains still drawn. The sight of the bed—fresh linens, fluffed pillows—nearly undid him. But the stench of himself hit him full in the face, and he winced.
He reeked. Gin, perfume, smoke, sweat—and possibly worse. He couldn’t crawl into clean sheets smelling like that.
A porcelain basin sat on the table near the washstand, filled with cool water, a clean cloth draped beside it. It would have to do. Stripping off his foul clothing, he tossed the bundle into a corner and began scrubbing at his skin. The water turned gray quickly, and still the scent lingered faintly in his hair.
He found a pair of clean drawers and slipped them on. Then he pulled back the covers and slid into bed.
The moment his head touched the pillow, Graham was asleep.
He didn’t know how long he’d been asleep when a voice pulled him back to consciousness. “Lord Graham, your father wishes to see you in his study.”
Graham cracked one eye open. His mouth was dry, his head still pounding. As he shifted, he felt something tug at his cheek. A long, glistening string of drool stretched from his mouth to the pillow, catching the light like a thread of glass. He groaned and wiped it away with the back of his hand, squinting up at Tutt, who stood as prim and upright as ever near the doorway.
“What?” Graham mumbled, barely upright. “Now?”
“I have laid out clothes for you on the settee,” Tutt said, unmoved. “There will be coffee and a few sandwiches waiting downstairs. But I suggest you don’t keep your father waiting.”
Graham rolled onto his side, already dreading the conversation. “Ah. One of those meetings.”
“Yes, my lord,” Tutt said evenly, turning to go. “It is.”
And with that, he disappeared down the hallway, leaving Graham alone with a dry mouth, a sour stomach, and the creeping sense that whatever came next would not be pleasant. 
“Good morning, Father,” Graham said cheerfully as he strolled into the study. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?” He smiled and stood tall, hands clasped behind his back like a schoolboy trying to look innocent.
His father looked up from his desk with an icy stare. “For your information, Graham, it’s three o’clock in the afternoon.”
Unbothered, Graham moved to the sideboard where Tutt had left a pot of coffee and a plate of sandwiches. “Ah. Even better,” he said brightly, and sat down. He poured himself a cup of coffee—black—and began eating, ravenous. With his mouth half-full, he tried to flash a grin at his father.
The elder man didn’t return the smile. He glared instead.
“I’ve had enough of your drunken carousing,” he snapped. “Coming in at all hours of the night—stinking like a brothel. It’s time you grew up and did something useful with your life.”
“Where’s Mother?” Graham asked, reaching for a second sandwich.
“She’s gone into town,” his father said curtly. “She won’t be here to save you from me this time.”
Graham shrugged and took another bite.
“I am well aware,” his father went on with biting disdain, “that for someone of your caliber, finding suitable employment may prove difficult. But this estate cannot afford to support your laziness indefinitely.”
Graham tried to interject, but his father steamrolled over every attempt.
“As you know, your brother—to his honor—“ Graham rolled his eyes. ”—joined the military and has become a highly respected officer.”
“Yes, because you bought his commission, not because he earned it,“ Graham said quickly, before his father could interrupt again. He stuffed another sandwich into his mouth, muffling any further commentary.
His father’s glare sharpened. 
Graham chewed. “How will the estate support your beloved Reginald when he returns with his leg blown off?” Graham asked through a mouthful of bread. “Will you make him get an occupation? I’m sure there are plenty of opportunities for a one-legged man in the city.”
“That’s enough, Graham.”
“Oh, right,” Graham continued, undeterred. “And what if he blames you for forcing him into the military? What if he drinks and carouses just to forget he’s only half a man now? Will you have Tutt throw cold water on him when he collapses in the pantry at dawn?”
His father sat back slowly in his chair, his mouth a hard, thin line.
“You have two choices,” he said at last. “The same two I gave your brother. The military. Or the church.”
Graham had expected this.
“Actually,” he said, wiping his fingers on a napkin, “I’d like to start my own business.”
His father exploded. “To do what? You don’t know how to do anything except drink, chase women, and bring disgrace to this family!”
Resentment swelled in Graham’s chest, hot and bitter. If you ever bothered to know anything about me. If his father had shown the slightest interest, he would’ve known that Graham was a master carpenter. That he had a gift—an eye for design and hands that could coax beauty out of raw wood. His mother knew. Every piece of furniture in her room had been made by him—her closet, her chest of drawers, her dressing table, her armchair, and the carved bedframe he’d built.
But of course, his father didn’t know. Because he’d never asked.
“I want your decision by the end of the day,” his father said, standing stiffly and walking out of the study.
Graham picked up another sandwich, bit into it, and muttered under his breath, “Yes, Father. Lovely chat, as always.”

      ***The stagecoach hit something in the road, causing Graham to bounce hard in his seat, pulling him out of his memories. 
“Not used to riding a stagecoach, I assume, Father,” Lowell Sawtell said, as he grinned at Graham’s surprise. 
“Not like this, I have to admit.”
Lowell just snickered, and his wife gave the man a look which could have communicated a lot of different things, all of which Graham could only imagine were unpleasant.
Eventually, he settled back and fell into his musings: The whole situation was ridiculous. What was a man like Graham Cavendish supposed to do in the church? He didn’t know the first thing about God—or whether there even was one. He certainly wasn’t a preacher. He hated sermons, hymns bored him, and the only books he ever read willingly were steamy, scandalous adventures that would make any bishop faint dead away.
He might have been a degenerate—as his father so fondly labeled him—but at least he was an honest one. Graham didn’t pretend to be something he wasn’t. If he joined the church, all he’d be doing was lying. And Graham Cavendish was many things, but he’d never been a good liar. He simply didn’t care enough about what people thought of him to fake it.
He’d tried once, long ago. Attempted to please his father. He’d straightened his posture, nodded when he should, smiled politely, and used that affected tone meant to sound distinguished. It had lasted all of fifteen minutes before his father criticized him anyway, saying he looked stiff, sounded unnatural. Then Chad, the eldest, had decided Graham was mocking them and tattled to their father like a schoolboy.
That was the end of that.
He hadn’t bothered since. Somewhere along the way, he’d come to an obvious conclusion: no matter what he did, no one in that house would ever be happy with him.
Well, not no one. His mother liked him. That was enough.
This whole church thing really would not work. Graham knew it. If he went through with it, he’d only wind up disgracing the family more than his father already claimed he had. The whole idea was absurd.
“Bishop Hyde will be here any minute,” his father had told him. “Do me a favor—for once in your life—don’t speak. Just listen to the man and agree with everything he says. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes, sir,” Graham had replied, expression blank.
He’d heard his father muttering under his breath as he walked away—something about idiots, morons, and people who couldn’t do a damn thing for themselves. Nothing new.
“Graham, are you sure about this?”
The voice pulled him out of his thoughts. Sylvia Cavendish had just entered the study, looking pale and concerned. She crossed to him quickly, her skirts swishing softly over the floor.
“Your father only told me last night,” she said. “I couldn’t believe it.”
Graham stepped toward her and hugged her gently, pressing his cheek to her temple for a brief moment.
“There isn’t much I can do about it, Mother,” he said quietly. “It’s this or the street.”
“That is nonsense,” she snapped, drawing back. “I’ll speak to your father—surely—“
“No, don’t.” He shook his head. “It’ll only make his point for him. I can do it. At least it’s not the military. I just have to learn a few things. That’s all.”
Before she could reply, the front door opened, and his father’s voice rang through the hall. “Ah—Bishop,” Lindop Cavendish said warmly. “Come in, come in.”
Graham turned just in time to see his father crossing the foyer, hands extended, a broad and entirely false smile plastered across his face. His tone had transformed, suddenly cheerful and polished, his posture straight and welcoming. He looked like a different man.
Graham stood still, watching the scene unfold. He marveled—truly—at how quickly his father could change. From bitter and cruel to gracious and pious in the space of a breath.
It disconcerted him more than he cared to admit.
Everything in him wanted to say something. Something dry and cutting. A remark about the miraculous healing power of the church, perhaps. Or how Bishop Hyde must be some sort of saint if he could turn a grumbling tyrant into a pleasant gentleman with a mere entrance.
But he said nothing.
What was the use? No one would understand, least of all his father. And if he made a scene, it would only strengthen his father’s resolve to be rid of him—and more importantly, it would hurt his mother. She was the only person in the world who loved him as he was. And he couldn’t afford to risk that.
So instead, Graham straightened his cuffs, offered a polite half-smile, and waited to play his part.
“Graham,” the bishop began pleasantly, “your father tells me you’re seeking an occupation in the church.”
Graham resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Correction: My father is seeking an occupation in the church for me. But he had the distinct feeling that the bishop already knew that.
Ah well. The games had begun. Very well then—he’d give them a show they wouldn’t soon forget.
“Yes, Your Grace,” Graham said, adopting an airy, reverent tone. “I’ve long contemplated the peaceful and selfless life that comes with true faith in the church. And I believe the time has come for me to take up that cross and follow my heart to my destiny.”
From the corner of his eye, he saw Lindop Cavendish stiffen. The man looked as if he might leap across the room and throttle him.
Graham pressed on.
“My father tells me you are an excellent teacher in these sacred matters—skills which, I must humbly admit, I have yet to gain. But with your wisdom and example, I feel certain that, should God’s smile shine upon me, I might one day become a simple and devout man. A shepherd to the flock, caring only for the spiritual well-being of my sheep.”
The bishop blinked.
The Duke—now unmistakably red in the face—looked ready to explode.
“Let’s allow Graham and Bishop Hyde a moment alone,” Sylvia suggested, gently taking her husband’s arm and steering him out of the room before he could protest.
Once the door closed behind them, Bishop Hyde chuckled—then tried, unsuccessfully, to stifle it. “That was pretty good, young man,” he said, grinning. “I think there’s hope for you after all.”
“Excuse me?” Graham blinked.
“That bit about your destiny,“ the bishop said, waving a hand. “Brilliant. I’ve heard a lot of nonsense in my time, but you delivered it with flair.”
Graham hesitated, unsure whether to be insulted or relieved.
“Listen,” Hyde continued, leaning casually against the fireplace, “I know exactly what’s going on here. I’ve had my fill of young men forced into the church to avoid disgrace—or worse. But I’ll say this, it’s better than the military. Less likely to get yourself killed.”
That, at least, was comforting. Graham exhaled, shoulders easing.
“But what do I actually do?“ he asked. “I know nothing about God. Or anything about, well, anything.”
“That’s fine,” Hyde said easily. “You don’t need to know anything. The church has a library full of books written by people far more devout than either of us. I’ll stop in on Sundays to help you with the sacraments and routines. You’ll pick it up. You’ve got wit, and people like wit more than holiness.”
Graham gave a half-smile, still uneasy. “I just hate pretending. I feel like that’s all I’ll be doing.”
“No, no,” the bishop said, shaking his head. “You’re not pretending. You’re providing. People want comfort. They want someone to listen, to smile at them, to ask about their sick aunt, and to bless their children. That’s what they expect. You give them what they need—even if you don’t always feel it. They give their tithes, they want hope. That’s the exchange.”
“Hope for sale,” Graham muttered.
“Exactly,” Hyde said brightly.
Graham leaned back in the chair. “And women?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “Am I expected to be celibate now?”
Hyde chuckled again. “Officially? Yes. Unofficially, some of the clergy have arrangements. Quiet ones. Mistresses, discreet companions. But no taverns, no brothels, nothing public. You’re not expected to be a saint, just to look like one.”
“What about alcohol?”
“Do you like wine?” the bishop asked, flashing a grin. “You’ll fit in just fine.”
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