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To my beloved late wife, best friend,

and absolute love of my life, Melissa.

Who always believed in me,

in us, even when times seemed its darkest.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

––––––––
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The Catholic Church has been mired in controversial practices for centuries.  Having grown up Lutheran, I’m fascinated by the history of Martin Luther and his 95 Theses, exposing the corruption of the Church.  Even in recent years, the Church is battling scandals from deviant sexual behavior to cold-blooded murder—for more information on the latter, watch the Netflix documentary series The Keepers.  On the former, check out the riveting 2015 movie Spotlight.  I’m not judging an organization based on a few bad apples—or a systematic hierarchy of bad apples.  Bad apples can be found anywhere, from those in Hollywood and all levels of politics to seemingly wholesome nonprofits and businesses large and small.  I will do my utmost to be as respectful of the Catholic Church as a whole as possible.  They have done a lot of good, and still do, in our local communities.  The controversies are in no way a reflection of Jesus Christ and His awesome Message.

––––––––
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For the latest news on upcoming publications, consider joining my mailing list: Author Mark S. R. Peterson

Want more to read?  For a list of all my books by your favorite retailer, please click on this link for a complete listing.

For more thriller books in the Central Division Series, please click on this link.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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PROLOGUE
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Father Malcolm Bridges steps outside, and has little chance to breathe in the crisp September night air when a hooded figure suddenly appears out of the darkness and shoves him back inside.  “Take anything you want,” Malcolm says, tripping and falling back onto the tiled floor.  “But we don’t have much.  The collection from this evening’s Mass has already been deposited.”

Mary, his secretary, had departed over a half-hour ago, so there’s little chance of anyone hearing him cry for help.

The figure levels a silver-plated pistol at his head, then flicks the gun toward his private office door.  He is wearing all black, from a black zip-up coat with the hood up to black sneakers.  A black balaclava and sunglasses conceal his face.  Covering his hands are latex gloves.

“I’ll have to unlock it,” Malcolm says, getting up onto his knees.  He slowly moves one hand to his pant’s pocket.  “I’m just getting the key.”  He takes out the wad of keys.  There isn’t a single door on the grounds that he can’t open.  Even a few that Danny, the groundskeeper, doesn’t possess.

“Whatever you’ve done, I forgive you.  God forgives you.  God sees whoever is behind the mask.  He sees what is in your heart.”

“Open.  Now.”  The intruder’s voice is low, raspy, as if whoever this is is deliberately trying to hide all aspects of their identity.

Father Bridges has recently come out of retirement—a forced retirement, to be exact.  With all of scandals the Church has experienced over the years, and the number of those going into the clergy are at an all-time low—that doesn’t even count an ever-dwindling congregation membership, for never in his life has he ever seen so many empty pews—it was either close and consolidate with the larger Churches or bring back a few retirees for one last chance at redemption.

As he unlocks the door, his first thought is a weapon.  He doesn’t own a gun—signs lining the property of the Heart of St. Anthony Cathedral clearly show that firearms of all kinds are strictly prohibited—and the closest knife is in the kitchen of his rectory, a mere one hundred and seventy-five feet away.

He shames himself for thinking of a weapon.  The only thing resembling it would be one of his pens.  Prior to joining the Church, Malcolm was a Marine.  He served briefly during the Vietnam War, and was sent home after being shot in the stomach and left shoulder.  That was when he found his calling in the Church.

The intruder shoves him inside.  That’s when he hears the metallic clunk.  His unwanted guest has brought a bulging bag that he sets onto the hardwood floors.

“Please let me know what you want, my child,” Father Bridges says.  “The Church is very generous to those in need.”

The masked man tosses a silver flask at him, which he deftly catches.  “Drink.”

“I’m sorry, my child, I do not-”

“Drink.”  The intruder levels the pistol right at him again.  He doesn’t know the make or caliber, but judging from the side of the muzzle he guesses it to be a .38.  “Now.”

Malcolm picks up the flask.  There is an engraving along the side—similar to his old one—but in the dim light he can’t decipher it.

Fourteen years, six months, and . . . twelve days.

He unscrews the top.  The sweet odor of vodka wafts out.

“Dear Lord, please forgive me,” he says, then takes a swallow.  The warmth courses through him, flooding back a host of awful memories he vowed to never face again.  He kicked his alcoholism cold turkey before, all with the help of God.

“More.”

Pausing to shake the exhilarating feeling, something hard is pressed to his forehead.

“More,” the intruder hisses.  “Now.”

During basic training, along with countless hours of hand-to-hand combat, he was taught how to disarm an enemy at such close range.  He could do it now, through instinctual muscle memory.

But instead of disarming the intruder physically, he uses his greatest strength: his words.

“Please, Lord, forgive me,” Father Bridges whispers, then drinks more, draining the flask.  It’s straight vodka, like he used to drink it.  No fancy drink for him.  It is also his favorite brand.  But he suddenly fears something has been added to it as the flask slips from his fingers, landing on his stomach.

Then, as he looks up at the intruder, his vision swirling, he says, “I forgive . . .”

* * *
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Father Bridges jolts awake to an intense pain in his right wrist.

As the pain starts to subside, he finds himself unable to move his arms and legs.  It then takes a moment to register that he is on the cold hardwood floor, completely naked.  The pain in his right wrist burns.

A dark shape moves across his sight in front of him, then an immediate pain ignites through his left wrist.  He tries to cry out, but there is a tightness across his chest.  His arms are straight out on either side of him, held down onto the floor.

He peers over at his hands.  Through swirls of tears, he notes a leather strap secured around each wrist.

The intruder, still clad in black, stands over him.  In his hands is a nail gun, with a large battery pack secured to the bottom.

“Wh . . . wh . . . why?”

Instead of his legs being strapped together, to complete what appears to be a symbol of crucifixion, they are spread far apart, exposing his genitals.  A leather strap is secured to each ankle.

Father Bridges gasps, staring up at the ceiling.  “Why are . . . you . . . doing . . .”

“You know why,” the intruder says in a hiss.

Two more quick bangs resonate around the room and his ankles feel like they have been lit on fire.  He screams, his voice hoarse and raw.  He struggles to breathe.

Ever since he was little, holding his mother’s hand while walking into the St. Paul Cathedral, he was always fascinated by the crucifixion of Christ Jesus.  It was such a torturous way to die, and yet He did it to save us.  From his studies, most who were crucified lasted a handful of days, while the Son of God endured only a few hours before breathing His last, forgiving those who had done it to Him.

It was all done according to God’s Divine Plan.

“Father, for . . . forgive me . . . and . . . a-and him,” he says, glancing over at the attacker.

“No!”

Something hard smashes into the side of his head.

Dear Lord, let my death be swift.

“No, you don’t get to do that!”

This time, the intruder’s true voice shines through.  He sounds, for some odd reason, familiar.  Not a recent familiar, but . . .

A solid thud emits from between his legs.  Then, something wooden is shoved up against his balls.  He doesn’t dare look down, no matter how much he fears what may be happening.  A warmth cascades across his buttocks and a horrid stench of excrement soon follows.

The intruder cackles.  “You shit yourself!  You seriously fucking shit yourself!  That’s how you’ll be remembered, you know that?  Father Shitter!”

Where do I know that voice?

The voice is slightly higher-pitched, with a bit of a Southern drawl.  Not a Deep South, but possibly . . . Tennessee or Kentucky.  One of his first assignments was at a cathedral near Knoxville.  He was an assistant priest.  He loved the people there, and considered them a degree kinder than even those in Minnesota.

The intruder presses something up against his right thumb.  He peers over and sees the masked face lit up by the ambient light of his cell phone.

His stomach churns.

“No . . . what do . . . you-”

“Shut the fuck up, old man!”

Seconds slog their way into minutes for what feels like forever.

The masked man chuckles.  “Ah, there they are.  I knew it.”  He turns the screen in Father Bridges’s direction.

From the first sight of bare flesh, he knows what it is, what the intruder has been looking for.

Revenge.

Or retribution.

Possibly both.

Tears flood his vision as he squeezes his eyes shut.  The intruder slaps him across the face.

“Look!”

He does.

Why God?  Why didn’t you warn me to delete those pictures?

Taking a deep breath, he opens them.  He stares at the naked flesh, the undeveloped genitals.  The intruder flips to another picture.  The small buttocks fill most of the screen.  Another flip and another of his pleasures stares at him.

He struggles to keep his eyes open, knowing that God indeed told him to delete them forever, to cleanse himself from the sexual pleasures that are not only wrong in His eyes but in the public’s.

But, of course, he didn’t listen.

Again.

And now he’s going to pay the price.

Again.

After a few dozen pictures, in a variety of sensual poses, the intruder growls.  “That’s the one.”

It doesn’t take Father Bridges by surprise that, even in this uncompromising position, the pictures cause an arousal.  He still doesn’t know how the intruder found the cell phone.  He had it secured away in the back of a drawer, behind a false wall.

Then, the intruder does something quite unexpected—aside from crucifying him to the floor, of course.  He grasps his erect penis and starts stroking it.

“No, please no.  Please stop-”

It has been over a week since he last masturbated, so it doesn’t take long for him to ejaculate.

“There you go, you sick fuck!”

Then, the intruder presses his still hard penis against what appears to be a block of wood, brings the nail gun around-

“No!”

A pain even more severe and intense jolts through him.  Even more than when his wrists and ankles were nailed down.

The intruder stands over him, chuckling.  He whips off the sunglasses and balaclava.

Father Bridges’s screams cease into a gasp.

“Ah, you recognize me.  Good.”

The intruder—no longer just an intruder but actually has a name—takes out a knife, flicks open the blade, and quickly draws it across Malcolm’s throat.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Kolin Raynes, investigator for the Minneapolis PD’s Violent Crime Unit, merges onto I-94 and punches the accelerator of his unmarked Dodge Charger.  The red and blue LEDs along the front and rear windshield, and the grill, flash like an obnoxious Christmas tree.  The siren is off.

“This one will be high profile,” Minneapolis PD Captain Lewis Mack says over the speakerphone.  He is the head of their investigative unit.

“I’ve been through high profile cases before, sir,” Kolin says, glancing over at one of his partners, Investigator Kelly King.  His cell is attached to the hands free mount on the dash.  Even though emergency personnel are exempt from Minnesota’s new hands free law that went into effect last year, departments across the state have put policies in place that strongly encourage officers, even in their official capacity, to also go hands free.

“I know you have,” Mack says.  “But Kelly hasn’t.”

“But she’s been on the front page of the Minneapolis Times, been featured on the Twin Cities Crime Blog, and was even interviewed by WLOK for a feature story last year,” Kolin says.  “What makes this one so different?”

“Because this one may go widespread nationally,” Mack says.  “If not internationally.”

“Okay, what gives?”

“The vic’s name is Father Malcolm Bridges.”

Kolin swerves over when he nears the exit for Lyndale Avenue.

Kelly crosses her arms.  “Name sounds familiar,” she says.

“That is why this may go so high profile,” Captain Mack says.  “Father Bridges was a priest at one of the cathedrals in St. Paul several years ago when rumors of him having sexual encounters with underage children started swirling around.  Our colleagues with the SPPD and the BCA investigated the matter, and, before the DA could bring the case before a grand jury, attorneys from the Archdiocese came in and offered an agreement.  Now, the contents are confidential, but Father Bridges was sent away and never heard from again.”

“Until now,” says Kelly.

“Exactly.  And I have it on good authority that the Archdiocese will not stand in your way this time.  If you need anything, all you have to do is ask.  Quote, unquote.”

Kolin frowns.

“I’ll take that with a grain of salt,” she says.

“I know you will,” Lewis says.  “Good luck.”

He disconnects the call.  “What a wonderful time for Simon to go on vacation,” he says.

“Can you blame him though?” she asks.  “A week in the Smoky Mountains, renting a cabin near Gatlinburg.  Heavenly.”

“Been there?”

She sighs, peering out the side window.  “When I was younger.”

* * *
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Kolin has always been amazed by the unique architecture of Catholic churches, and the Heart of St. Anthony Cathedral in Minneapolis is no exception.  It’s a tall, brick structure with bell towers that reach high into the sky, stone angels peering down from the roof.  It’s a sharp contrast to the simple, white, boxy Lutheran church he went to as a youngster in Hibbing.

The media is already out in full force, clamoring for any breaking news clip for the ten o’clock shows, which are literally minutes away.  Kolin and Kelly rush through the onslaught of reporters—many they know on a first name basis—with a flurry of “No comments at this time.”  The officers along the perimeter lift the yellow crime scene upon sight of their badges.

“Where is it?” Kolin asks one of the more senior officers.

Sergeant Keith Reynolds points along the side of the gigantic cathedral.  “Just past the rectory, along the back.  The coroner's waiting.  ETA on Forensics is about ten minutes.”

Oh, this definitely can’t be good if Dr. York beat the crime scene techs.

At least a dozen officers are milling about outside, between the rectory and the small building, speaking in low voices.  That is, until Raynes and King arrive.  Then, they stare at the two investigators.

Sergeant Cassandra Miller-Hayes shakes her head.  “Thank God it’s you two on tonight.  Okay, what we have so far is this: Mary Simpson, the church secretary and the priest’s personal assistant, left at eight, but came back around nine because she forgot her apartment keys.  That’s when she noticed the office door was open.  She thought it was strange for the priest to leave it open.  Especially at night, with the temperatures starting to drop.  Then, as soon as she got inside, that’s when she saw . . . him.  On the floor of his office.  ‘Kinda like Jesus.’  Her words, not mine.”

“Quiet night to have two sergeants helping with the crime scene, huh?” asks Kolin.  Having two like this would be the equivalent of two convenience store managers managing the same store.  At the same time.

A waste of manpower, if you ask me.

“Orders from the Police Chief himself,” she says, nodding.  She leans closer to them.  “Rumor has it that he got a call from the Mayor . . . and the Governor.”  She slugs him softly on the shoulder.  “And don’t you know that we’re never supposed to say we have a quiet night.  It jinxes everything.”

“I’ll talk with Mary, if you wanna check out the vic,” Kelly says to Kolin.

“That’s probably a good idea,” Sergeant Miller-Hayes says.  “She’s really shaken up.  Only a few of us have . . . peeked in at him.  Dr. York is the only one in there right now.”

As Kelly makes her way to the rectory, Kolin steps inside.

Dr. Janice York, dressed in her usual white protective gear, stands next to a bloody naked man on the floor.  The man is spread eagle on the floor, blood pooling all around him.  He notes the secretary's statement about him looking kinda like Jesus.  Because he does.

Only much, much worse.

He slips booties over his shoes and snaps on a pair of gloves.  Even though the motive may be clear, this one may be a pure forensics play.  He isn’t going to take any chances of destroying evidence, especially with the advances science has made in DNA processing and identification.

And that even includes the new realm of forensic genealogy.

As he crosses the threshold into the office, he freezes.  “Is he . . . nailed to the floor?”

Dr. York turns to him.  “Thank God it’s you.  Yes, he is.  Very cleverly too.  The killer secured the victim to the floor by leather straps, around each of his wrists and ankles.  Then, what appears to be a long nail has been driven right through the leather restraints.  I don’t need to tell you that may be your motive.”  She points at his genitals, which has also been nailed onto a block of wood.  Twice.

Either a motive or some kinky sex thing that went far too wrong.

“Unfortunately, I don’t want to assume a motive, no matter how clear it may seem,” he says.  “It’s driven us down the wrong path before.”

This is especially true with his very first case with VCU, where his oldest daughter Claudia was abducted by the serial killer Marie Sandberg, better known as The Video Slayer.  He made many assumptions on that case.

All were wrong.

Next to the victim’s right hand is a cell phone.  He snaps a few pictures of its location, then retrieves it.  He needs the victim’s thumb to get into it.  He doesn’t want to destroy any potential evidence by moving the body, so he shifts the thumb a little to activate it.

Immediately, the image on the screen causes his stomach to churn.

Okay, all assumptions aside, that may definitely be the motive.

The naked toddler stands in the middle of what appears to be a bathroom.  He’s facing the camera, arms wide as if expecting to be picked up or given a hug.

As the screen fades, he slips it into a clear evidence bag, wincing at the perverted sight.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Kelly eases into the rectory, closing the door behind her.

Past the cramped entryway is a small kitchen.  Seated at the tiny table on the far end is a plump woman in a long black dress.  Her hair is also black, with a few streaks of gray.  Cigarette smoke lingers heavily in the air, with at least three used cancer sticks crushed out on a saucer dish in front of her.  The woman clutches a new one near her mouth, her hands shaking.

“Mrs. Simpson?”

Mary almost drops the cigarette, as if startled by her sudden presence.  “It’s . . . Ms.  Never been . . . married.”

“I understand.  Can we talk a bit?”

Shrugging, Mary stares straight ahead, into what may be the living room.  “Told the cops . . . out there what . . . I know.”

As a typical rebellious teenager, Kelly went through her smoking phase.  But that phase only lasted until she turned eighteen when it was legal.  Still, with the smoke already causing her to be lightheaded, Kelly says, “I know you did, Ms. Simpson-”

“Mary.  Please, no . . . no one calls me . . . Ms. Simpson.  Just Mary.”

Kelly takes a folding chair from next to the table—clearly, Father Bridges never had any company, due to the lack of available seating.  “Okay, Mary.  I know you told the cops what you saw.”  She glances at the closed door.  “But it’s just us.  No one else.  My name’s Kelly.”  She wants to hand her a business card, but there is no available space on the table either.  Even the saucer dish is only two-thirds on the table.  A simple push could send it toppling over the edge.  “What do you do for Father Bridges?”

“Secretary is my . . . title.”  She takes a long drag.  Smoke exhales from her nose in a long stream, like a snake slithering toward the ceiling.

“But you’re much, much more than that, aren’t you?” asks Kelly.

Mary nods.

“You care for him.  On a personal level.  Don’t you?”

Mary peers at Kelly, scowling.  “Of course.  But I’m not-”

Knowing how her tone could’ve been taken, Kelly holds her hands up.  “My apologies, Mary.  I didn’t mean to say that there was anything inappropriate going on between you two.  You and Father Bridges are clearly faithful servants of God.  And very good friends.”

Mary nods.  “We are.”

“And you were here late tonight?”

“We had Mass.  At six.  I left . . . about eight.”

“What about tonight’s collection?  From Mass, I mean.”

“Oh, we never see it.  We know what was collected, but . . . you think whoever did that meant to rob Father Bridges?”

Kelly leans forward on the chair.  It has very little cushion, so her ass is riding right on the metal framing.  “We don’t know anything at this point.  But, with God as my witness, we’re gonna find out whoever did this horrible crime to Father Bridges.”

Mary drops the cigarette onto the saucer dish, then folds her hands.  She closes her eyes and whispers a silent prayer.

Kelly gets a text.  What Kolin sends doesn't surprise her.

“Have you been Father Bridges’s secretary for a long time?”

With her hands still shaking, Mary lifts the still burning cigarette from the dish.  She takes another long drag, almost down to the filter.  “He’s only been with . . . our church less than . . . a year.  Was retired, from what I know.  But I’ve been with the church for . . . oh Lord, going on thirty years.  Maybe more.”

“Do you live far from here?”

“Along Chestnut.  Twelve blocks or so.  Mondale Heights.  Apartment two.  Just me and Chester.”  Before Kelly can ask who the mystery man is—seen as though she isn’t married and unlikely she has a male roommate—she adds: “Aren’t supposed to have pets.  But Dale and Nancy are good Catholics.  And their children moved away long ago.  They treat Chester like one of their own.  And Chester is such a good tabby.”

A cat.  Of course!

For the first time since Kelly’s entrance, Mary grins.  She puts out the cigarette with such grace and finesse, despite her still having the shakes, then folds her hand on her lap.

“So you left around eight, you said?” asks Kelly.

Mary nods.  “Always when we have Mass at night.  Wednesdays, like tonight, and Saturdays.”

“Then you left for home?”

“Yes.”

“Straight to the apartment?  No side trips to the store or cafe or anything?”

“No, ma’am.  Already ate.  Father Bridges had food delivered.  We always do after Mass, once the congregation leaves.  There’s a food truck.  Home Sweet Cooking, it’s called.  Those who run it are also good Catholics.  Father had his usual veggie wrap—he’s a vegan, you see.  I had a ham and swiss wrap.  With a pickle on top.  And their homemade waffle fries with ranch dressing, of course.”

“Mass was at six?”

“Always is, like I said.”

“About what time does it get done, when everyone’s gone?”

“Oh . . . I’d guess . . . almost seven tonight.  Not many out tonight.  Wednesdays are a little lighter.  I think . . . maybe thirty, thirty-five.  Don’t take them long to leave.  Saturday night Mass has a little more, but of course the biggest day is Sunday morning.  Mass then takes quite a bit longer, with fellowship afterward.  You a church girl?”

“When I was younger,” says Kelly.  Much, much younger.  “But, with work lately, it’s difficult to go back.  Or find a church.  And before you ask, I didn’t grow up Catholic.  My parents weren’t good about church, and from what I remember it was more of what you call . . . non-denominational.”

“A Bible-based church,” Mary says.

Kelly shrugs.  “Something like that.  Again, from what I remember.  But I’ve been meaning to go back.”

Grinning, Mary says, “Funny how people always say that.  No offense, but most who say that don’t really mean it.  Just a way of making them look a bit more Christian when they’re around people like us.”

Duly noted.

“Anyway,” Kelly says, “back to tonight.  You left around eight and then got back around when?”

“Nine.  A few minutes after, I think.”

“And you came back why?”

“Forgot my apartment keys.”

“And you made no side trips, right?”

Mary nods.  “Right.”

“Why so long?”

“Pardon?”

Kelly leans forward, more to adjust the hard seating to another portion of her ass than to close the distance between them.  “You were gone roughly an hour.  Driving twelve or so-”

“I don’t own a car, miss.  I walk.  Never owned a car.”

“What about in the winter?  Does anyone give you a ride?”

Mary sighs.  “I walk, I said.  Okay, once or twice a year, maybe, someone gives me a ride.  I don’t mind.  I love walking.  Even when it’s forty or fifty below, I walk.  I got me a good parka, cap, and gloves to keep me warm.”

“My apologies on assuming you drove,” Kelly says.

Once again, Kolin is right.  One should never assume anything.  Gather as many facts and then after see where the pieces lie.  Like a big fucking puzzle.

“When you came back, did you see anyone?”

“Like who?”

“Anyone leaving the back of the church?”

“No.  Saw the office door was open and wondered why Father Bridges would’ve . . . done that.”  Mary takes a deep breath, then wipes her eyes.  “He never leaves the door open, you see.”

“And you saw no one leaving as you came up?”

“I told you I didn’t.”

“There wouldn’t happen to be any cameras around the Church property, is there?” asks Kelly.

“No.  Never really saw the need for it.  Until . . . until now, i guess.  But we always keep the lights on and doors locked after hours.  We did . . . oh Lord, what was his name?  Two boys.  Not boys, really.  Think they were around twenty-five.  About . . . months ago, last winter, they tried to break into the church.  But Father Bridges sat them down and talked to them.  Cops still arrested them, but best my knowledge they got . . . oh Lord, what is it called?  Not parole, but it’s a P word.”

“Probation?”

“That’s it.  And two week’s worth of community service.  Father Bridges insisted they do some work around the church.  They did good, those two.”

“You wouldn’t remember their names, would you?”

Mary shakes her head.  “I think one was Carl, but don’t swear to me on it.”

Kelly stands.  She takes out a business card.  Mary takes it.

“Investigator,” Mary says, reading the card.  “Violent Crime Unit.  Well, what I seen qualifies as one.”

“Would you mind it if I contacted you later, to see if you notice anything missing from the office?”

“I’ll do my best.  I doubt . . . there would be anything to steal.  And Father didn’t keep anything of value.  Didn’t have much here either.”  Mary adds this last part while motioning around the rectory.

“Did Father Bridges have any enemies that you know of?  Any threats?  I didn’t see any record of the PD receiving any, but there might’ve been some he didn’t report.”

Mary shakes her head.  “Everyone in his type of position gets people they offend.  Goes with the territory.  Not everyone are good Catholics, you see.  Or else the world would be . . . a better place.”  Kelly starts to ask something, but Mary holds up a hand.  “I know what you’re asking for.  When I get a chance, I’ll go through his correspondence.  I’ll call.  Nothing sticks out.  At least . . . none that would do what was done there.  Yes, there were some who didn’t like that the Church allowed him to come out of retirement.  But to do that?  I . . . I just don’t know.”  She wipes her eyes.  She takes out her pack of cigarettes, her hands starting to shake again, but then puts it away.  “My Lord, I gotta quit.”

“Did . . . did Father Bridges have a computer?  Or a cell phone?”

For the first time, Mary chuckles.

“Did I say something funny?”

Mary wipes her eyes.  “It’s nothing like that.  It’s just . . . well, you’d have to know the conditions of his return.  It’s part of the reason they allowed him back to preach.  He has an old computer in his office, but it doesn’t have internet on it.  He writes his sermons, letters, what have you.  Then he prints them and gives them to me.  And a cell phone?  No.  He’s not allowed.”  She glances at the business card.  “Kelly, if his past is connected with . . . what happened, years ago, Lord have mercy.”

“Did Father Bridges ever say anything to you that, thinking about it now, may lead you to believe someone wanted to harm him?”

Shaking her head, Mary says, “Father was private about many things.  We talked some.  I know he was in the military before joining the clergy.  Marines, I think.  He liked to stay in shape.  He wasn’t a fanatic or anything though.  Jogged a few miles a day.  He liked to keep life simple.  Be . . .”  She sobs, tears streaming down her cheeks.  “B-Be more like the L-Lord, he . . . h-he always told me.”  She scans the tiny room, then grabs a napkin from the kitchen counter.  She dabs at her eyes.  “Sorry, just saying that and seeing . . . seeing him.  You know.”

“When you came back tonight, you didn’t see anyone leaving the church, right?  Is that correct?”

Mary sighs.  “I told you.  I saw no one.”

“Just checking.  Need anything from me?  No?  Well, my number and email is on the card, if you think of anything.”

As Kelly puts her hand on the door knob, Mary says, “I saw Beth Ann though.”

“Who’s-”

“Christianson is her last name.  She might’ve been coming from the church.  I don’t . . . think so though.  She was on the other side of the street about . . . two blocks away.  She was walking pretty fast.  But she might’ve been exercising.  She does that.”

Kelly steps back into the kitchen.  “Beth Ann a member of your congregation?”

“Once or twice a month, nowadays.  Used to be every Sunday and Wednesday, like clockwork.  Until her husband passed.  That was . . . oh Lord, three or four years ago.  It happens with widows.  And widowers.  Either they go more often.  Or not much.”

“What made you think of her?”

“You asked if I saw anyone.  I didn’t.  Except her.”

“Was she at Mass tonight?”

Mary closes her eyes briefly.  “No.  I would have remembered her.  It was our usuals, for a Wednesday.”

Kelly receives another text.  Forensics is here.
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CHAPTER THREE
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“Was he really . . . ?”

Kolin nods.  “That isn’t the worst part,” he says.  He tells Kelly about the rest of the mutilation, all the while receiving a constant stream of texts from media outlets—mainly Bernie Ping, a college buddy from Bemidji State University and now a station manager at WLOK TV, and Dexter Grant, AKA The Twin Cities Crime Blogger.

He doesn’t respond to any.

Not yet.  He knows they’re just doing their job and can’t fault them for it.

“And his cell?”

“Straight to Forensics for analysis.  Now I know why Captain Mack said this will probably go international.  That little boy was the last photo he looked at.  More than likely there are more.  I didn’t want to contaminate it by scrolling through it.  There were also stains along his thighs that Dr. York said appeared to be semen.  Probably his, given its location.”  He sighs.  “Well, let’s get this over with.”  He strides over the line of reporters, all vying for a media bite to share to their starving audience.

Kelly grins.  Better him than me.

* * *
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Struggling to stay out of the limelight, Kelly takes out her phone.  She records the line of onlookers, knowing any one of them could be the UNSUB.

There are five women in the Metro area with the name of Beth Ann Christianson, but only one fits the bill as she lives between the Church and Mary Simpson’s apartment on Chestnut.

She agrees with Kolin that this may be a pure forensics play, but there are still plenty that they can do.  With the advances in DNA, even in the last few years, she wonders why anyone would even bother committing such a crime nowadays.

Smirking, she definitely knows why.

With the right precautions, it can still be done right.

“Ma’am?”  An officer comes up to her.  He looks to be barely out of high school.

Probably is.  And he called me ma’am.  Ugh!

“Yes?”

“The . . . the bishop is here to see you.  And him.”  He motions to Kolin, who’s constantly telling the media that this early on in the investigation, it’s harmful and narrow-sighted to think about motive.  Even though a few reporters seem to already know the name of the victim, Kolin still does a masterful job of skirting the information with the usual, “The victim’s name will be officially released once next of kin has been notified.”

She texts Kolin, then follows the officer over to the parking lot.  It’s vacant, save for a long white GMC Yukon XL in the middle.  The rear passenger’s door is open, and a short, bald man in a simple gray suit stands with his hands folded in front of him.  He has the typical clerical collar and a crucifix around his neck.

“You are one of the detectives?” he asks, his voice soft.

“Investigator Kelly King,” she says.  She hands over her card.

“When I spoke with your captain, he assured me he had his absolute finest looking into this matter.  He’s a fine man, himself, your captain.  A very good Catholic.”  He shakes his head.  “My Lord, where are my manners?  Bishop Ferdinand Maxwell.”  He peers up at the cathedral roof.  “I was the priest of this parish for almost ten years.  Then I moved up north, to a town an hour or so from the Canadian border.  I moved back here. . . almost a year and a half ago when I became bishop.  The Church here was in trouble.  I was the one who brought Father Bridges out of retirement.  With conditions, of course.”

“What were those, sir?” she asks.

“Investigator, let me be clear on one thing.  No one will stand in your way.  I know the reputation the Church has had over the years.  Even the Pope himself is working to amend them.  But as you know, there are many who . . .”  He leans toward her.  “Many who wish to brush events under the rug, so to speak.”

“I understand, sir.”

“I spoke with the Pope not more than thirty minutes ago on this matter.”

The Pope?  Impressive.  Or am I just walking into a shit storm?

“He and I think much alike on this,” he says.  “We pray for Father Bridges and those involved in this.  You will find no secrets regarding his past.”  He sighs, staring at the ground.  “If it is the past that has caused his gruesome demise.  I have heard rumors of what was done—no, no, I’m not asking for details.”  He peers up at the cathedral’s silhouette etched across the dark skyline.  “I suppose I’ll conduct Mass here this weekend.  It would be good to meet everyone again.”  He sighs.  “Would you mind if I prayed for you?”

Okay, this night just got stranger.  I have never been asked to pray for me by something like this guy.

Sure, she’s had victim’s families pray that they catch a killer and such, but not in this way.

“I don’t mind at all.”

* * *
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Lewis Mack sits on the edge of the bed, cell phone in one hand and remote in the other, staring at the flat screen TV hanging on the wall.

“Can you turn it down a little?” Clarice asks.

“Sure,” he says, pressing the down button the volume two notches.  “Sorry, Honey Bunny.”

“You coming to bed soon?”

“In a minute.”

WLOK isn’t reporting much more details than the others on the heinous murder of Father Malcolm Bridges.  In fact, news stations around the country are using WLOK footage of the church.

“That Kolin?”

“Yes.”

Clarice slips out of the covers, and crawls next to him.  She lays her head on his thigh.  “He seems to be doing well.  I always thought Simon was the one who usually did the media bits.”

“It’s just him and Kelly tonight.  Simon’s on vacation.  Smoky Mountains.  His family’s renting a cabin near . . . Gatlinburg, I think.”

“Ah, good for them.  And in the fall like this, I bet the trees are gorgeous.  We should go there in the fall one year.”

Lewis and Clarice have been married for almost thirty years.  They spent their honeymoon in the Smoky Mountains, hiking many of the nature trails, sleeping in an old Army tent her uncle Jack lent them, and seeing many sights in Gatlinburg and nearby Pigeon Forge.  It wasn’t quite the commercial tourist trap it is now, which suited their meager budget all the more.  In fact, they made the trip in his slightly used 1979 red Ford Fiesta, that he aptly named The Red Dot.

“How about next year, to celebrate our thirtieth?” he asks, setting the remote on his lap.  He then slips his hand gently across her back, underneath her flannel pajamas, and caresses her smooth butt.  Just then, he realizes something is missing.  “Run out of underwear?”

She peers up at him, grinning.  “Nope.”

Just then, his cell buzzes.  A text.  From Kolin.

He gently slides out of his wife’s embrace and stands.  Instead of texting back, he calls.  As soon as Kolin answers, he asks, “Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

Clarice shifts back to the head of the bed.  Even without him telling her, she knows it’s going to be a long night in a lonely bed.
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Working alongside Simon Templeton for so long, Kolin has developed a habit of arriving at work early.

And today is no exception, despite how little sleep he gets.

But as he strides over to his desk, he notices Kelly is already at her desk, hunched over her laptop.

“Autopsy is still pending,” she says.

“Patience,” he says.  “Dr. York and her team are amazing, but I’m sure they have a backlog.  I wouldn’t expect her to get to ours for another few days.  Besides, we know how he died.  I’m more interested in what Forensics turns up.”

“Know those two thugs that Mary mentioned, who tried breaking into the church?” she asks.  “It happened in late January this year.  I found the report.  Carlos and Jesus Keep.”

“Brothers?”

“Cousins.  From a devoid Catholic family too, from what I read.  About two dozen petty and misdemeanor charges between them, most for larceny.  Anyway, their aunt apparently had breast cancer and was very behind on bills.  She even got an eviction notice, which prompted the boys to act—oh, by the way, they also lived with their aunt, so there’s a personal motive too.  The Church had just held a benefit for one of their members, which I guess brought in quite a crowd, and they thought the money collected would still be there.  It wasn’t.  So they started to rummage around for-”

“I’m going to stop you right there,” says Kolin, holding up a hand.  “What we saw last night was not something two petty thieves would do as revenge.  Or for money.  This was personal.  Deeply personal.  We need to dig into everyone from his past, everyone who had close contact with him.  Including Mary.”

“I got a feeling that there might’ve been . . . oh, you know, something might’ve been going on between them.”  She shrugs.  “She seemed pretty shaken for only having known him a short period of time.”

“Don’t dismiss that it could’ve been what the UNSUB did to him that shook her up,” he says.  “This one may well go into the archives of true crime history as one of the most bizarre murders since . . . well, since Jack The Ripper or the Zodiac Killer or even the Black Dahlia.”

“You do realize those are all unsolved crimes, right?” she asks.

He cocks his head a little, staring off into the far corner.  “You’re right.  No, this can’t go unsolved.  Okay, I want to review all surveillance or home security footage from the surrounding neighborhood.  We need to know who was moving in and around that area.  Including that lady Mary saw.  Beth Christianson.”

“Street patrol is still canvassing the area for surveillance and possible eyewitnesses.  We each have an email from a lieutenant stating we should have their findings by late this morning.”

Kolin sips his coffee.  “Good.  I hadn’t opened my email yet.  Was gonna wait until I got here.  One more thing.”  He closes his eyes briefly.  He should’ve slept in another hour or two.  Oh, well.  Nothing he can do about it now.  “We also need to find out everything in Father Bridge’s past.”

“Remember what the bishop said?”

“I know what he said.  He also said there may be people who will want to brush events under the rug.  You told me that, right?  We need to run independently of what they feed us.  There can be no surprises on this one.”

She crosses her arms.  “It’d be interesting to compare the two.  You think they’re still going to cover it up?”

“I don’t know.”  He sits, then sighs.  “When there are people of power at work, you never know what to expect.  You ever watch that Netflix show The Keepers?”

She clenches her fists.  “Of course.”

“That’s why.  It’s not that I don’t trust them, it’s just . . . hell, I don’t trust them.  Or anyone in power like that.”  He opens his laptop.  He peruses the inventory collected by Forensics, starting with the room where Father Bridges was tortured and murdered.

* * *
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“Did you see the email that just came in from Forensics?” Kelly asks.

Kolin peers at his laptop screen.  He sees it, but he’s got another dozen or so before he gets to it.  And nothing about the subject line screams at him that it’s urgent.

“They can’t be done, are they?”

“No,” she says.  “They found a hair on his upper chest.  A single hair, six-point-seven centimeters in length.  It’s a different color hue and texture than the victim.  DNA results will take a while to come back.”

“I told you this case may be a Forensics play.  That it?”

“Yes.”

Next to the laptop is a printed street map, magnified on the area surrounding the Heart of St. Anthony Cathedral.  A good third of the streets have been covered and reported back with copies of surveillance tapes or footage from home security systems.

He’s surprised at the speed at which the patrol officers have been able to obtain the info.  He’s equally surprised at the amount of willing participants.  When it comes to a high profile case like this, to be known as the one who helped break the case could have lucrative perks and fame for years.

He closes out the latest video attachment, marks it on the sheet, and goes on to the next email.

So far, he’s found nothing out of the ordinary.  But out of the ordinary is not where leads are usually found.

“What time are we meeting with Danny Robison?” she asks.  Danny is the full-time groundskeeper for the Church.

“Nine.”

“AM or PM?”

“AM, of course.  Why?”

She chuckles.  “Don’t have a watch, do you?”

He opens the next email, then gestures to his cell without looking at it.  “That’s my watch.”

“Think we can get there in ten minutes?”

He touches
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