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Chapter 1
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Sheriff Daniel Mercer had seen dead men before.

He had seen them in wrecked trucks, burned trailers, motel rooms, riverbeds, and once in the frozen aisle of a grocery store after an old farmer’s heart gave out between canned beans and motor oil.

But he had never seen one lying in the center of a cornfield flattened into a perfect circle.

The old Black man lay on his back, gray beard damp with dew, white hair pressed against the dirt. His coat was dark from the morning wet. His arms rested at his sides. His shoes were clean.

Too clean.

No mud on the soles. No broken stalks around his body. No trail leading in.

Two hundred feet of corn had been pressed flat around him. Not cut. Not trampled. Pressed.

Every stalk bent in the same direction, as if something massive had passed over the field and told the earth to bow.

Mercer stood at the edge of the circle and did not step inside.

Not yet.

His boots sank slightly into the wet soil, but the field in front of him looked untouched except for the impossible ring. That bothered him more than the body.

Deputy Hale came up behind him, breathing hard from the walk through the rows. He stopped a few feet away and looked at the body, then at the field, then back at Mercer.

“Sheriff?”

Mercer kept his eyes on the dead man. “What?”

“You need to see this.”

Hale held out a plastic evidence bag. Inside was a folded piece of paper, damp at the edges but still readable.

“Found it in his coat pocket.”

Mercer took the bag.

The handwriting was neat. Old-fashioned. The kind of handwriting men used back when schools still cared about such things.

There were only two lines.

If you see this, contact Caleb Raines.

Tell him the days of Noah were never over.

Mercer read it twice.

Then he looked back at the dead man in the field.

“What kind of preacher leaves a note like that?”

Hale swallowed and looked past Mercer toward Ward, then quickly away again. “The kind who knew he’d be found.”

Mercer did not answer.

He stood there with the evidence bag in his hand, feeling the damp creep through the cuffs of his pants, and made the call himself.

He did not like doing that.

Sheriffs were supposed to call coroners, deputies, state police, grieving wives, angry husbands, and occasionally a judge who had been sleeping off bourbon and bad decisions. They were not supposed to call strangers named in dead men’s pockets.

But the note had not left much room for interpretation.

Deputy Hale read the number from Ward’s phone. Mercer punched it in and waited.

One ring.

Two.

On the third, a man answered.

“This better be important or illegal.”

Mercer looked at the dead man in the field. “It may be both. Is this Caleb Raines?”

“Depends who’s asking.”

“Sheriff Daniel Mercer, Harrow County, Kentucky.”

A pause followed. Not confusion. Measurement.

“Well, Sheriff, I haven’t been to Kentucky in years, so unless your county has a very long memory, I’m guessing this isn’t about me.”

“You know a Dr. Elias Ward?”

The silence that followed was the first honest thing Mercer had heard all morning.

When Caleb spoke again, the joke had left his voice. “Yes.”

“How well?”

“Well enough to know you didn’t call me before sunrise to discuss theology.”

Mercer glanced at Hale. The deputy raised his eyebrows like he had heard enough to dislike the man already.

“No,” Mercer said. “I did not.”

“What happened?”

“Dr. Ward was found dead this morning.”

Another silence came through the line. Shorter this time. Controlled.

“Where?”

“In a cornfield outside Harrow.”

“A cornfield.”

“Yes.”

“Was he farming?”

“No.”

“Then that seems odd.”

Mercer almost smiled. Almost.

“Mr. Raines, this is a serious matter.”

“Sheriff, a dead theology professor in a cornfield at sunrise is serious by definition. I’m asking why he was there.”

“That’s what we’re trying to determine.”

“Cause of death?”

“Unknown.”

“Signs of violence?”

“Not obvious.”

“Suicide?”

“No.”

“You said that fast.”

Mercer looked past Ward’s body to the flattened circle stretching around him. “Because he was lying in the center of two hundred feet of flattened corn.”

Caleb did not answer right away.

Mercer looked across the field while he waited. Dawn was beginning to thin the darkness, and the place looked worse in the light. The bent stalks shone wet and black. The circle was too clean. Too deliberate.

Finally Caleb said, “Flattened how?”

“Pressed down.”

“By what?”

“If I knew that, I would have led with it.”

A quiet breath came through the phone. Not laughter. Close.

“You’re doing better than most sheriffs.”

“I’ll try not to let that go to my head.”

“Any tracks?”

“No.”

“Footprints?”

“Ours. Now. None before that.”

“Vehicle marks?”

“No.”

“Storm damage?”

“No storm.”

“Animals?”

Mercer looked at the perfect curve cut through the corn and felt his patience thin. “Not unless deer started practicing geometry.”

This time Caleb did laugh, once.

“Good answer.”

“I’m glad my homicide scene is passing your test.”

“You haven’t called it homicide yet.”

Mercer looked at Ward’s body again. The dead man lay too still in the center of all that order.

“No,” he said. “I haven’t.”

“But you called me.”

“There was a note in his coat pocket.”

“What did it say?”

Mercer looked down at the evidence bag. The paper inside had already begun to feel heavier than paper should.

“If I am found, contact Caleb Raines. Tell him the days of Noah were never over.”

For a moment, even the field seemed quiet.

Then Caleb said, “Read it again.”

Mercer did.

This time Caleb did not interrupt.

When the sheriff finished, Caleb asked, “Was there a Bible?”

Mercer’s jaw tightened. His eyes moved to the book lying open near Ward’s right hand. It had been there when they arrived, pages wet at the edges, one torn strip of paper pressed between them like a marker.

“Yes,” Mercer said. “It had a strange, torn bookmark in it.”

“Genesis six?”

Mercer turned slowly toward Hale.

The deputy looked away.

“How did you know that?”

“I didn’t,” Caleb said. “I guessed. I hate being right before coffee.”

Mercer stared at the dead man.

“Mr. Raines, who was Dr. Ward?”

“To most people? A retired professor. Pastor before that. Smarter than the men who ignored him and kinder than the men who quoted him.”

“And to you?”

Caleb took longer with that answer. Long enough for Mercer to hear the faint crackle of the line. Long enough for the humor to drain from the call completely.

“He was the last man I knew who could talk about truth without trying to sell it.”

Mercer said nothing. That answer did not sound rehearsed. It sounded paid for.

Then Caleb asked, “What else did you find?”

“That’s enough for a phone call.”

“No, Sheriff. That’s enough for a headline. You called me because you found something you don’t want to say out loud.”

Mercer looked toward the markings cut into the dirt around Ward’s body.

He had been avoiding them. That was the truth of it. The body he understood. The field he could pretend to study. But the markings were different. They had intention in them.

Some looked like letters. Some looked like animals. One looked too much like something that should not have wings.

Mercer lowered his voice. “There are symbols around him.”

“Paint?”

“No.”

“Blood?”

“Some.”

“Cut into the ground?”

“Yes.”

“How many?”

“I didn’t count.”

“Count.”

Mercer looked at the phone. “Now?”

“You’re standing there, aren’t you?”

Mercer did not like him.

He also did not think Ward had chosen him by accident.

He turned and counted the marks slowly, moving his eyes around the ring. Hale watched him from the edge of the circle, saying nothing, one hand resting near his belt like that would help if the ground decided to move.

“Twelve,” Mercer said.

Caleb was quiet.

Mercer waited.

Then Caleb said, “Of course there are.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means Dr. Ward wanted me there before somebody else gets there.”

“Who?”

“The kind of people who flatten fields without leaving tracks.”

Mercer looked across the corn. The rows beyond the circle stood straight and dark, hiding whatever they wanted to hide.

“That supposed to be funny?”

“No,” Caleb said. “That one wasn’t.”

Mercer heard movement on the other end. A drawer opening. Keys. Maybe a zipper.

“How fast can you get here?” Mercer asked.

“Depends how many laws you want me to break.”

“Preferably none.”

“Then don’t ask questions you won’t like the answer to.”

“Mr. Raines.”

“I’m leaving now.”

Mercer glanced back at Ward’s body.

“You believe what the note said?”

“About the days of Noah?”

“Yes.”

Caleb did not answer right away. When he did, his voice was flat.

“I believe Elias Ward knew exactly whose name he put in his pocket.”

The line went dead.

Mercer lowered the phone.

Deputy Hale looked at him. “Well?”

Mercer stared at the flattened circle, the old professor, the open Bible, and the twelve symbols carved into the dirt.

“He’s coming,” Mercer said.

Hale swallowed. “That good?”

Mercer put the phone in his pocket. “I don’t know yet.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


Caleb hit the interstate before six.

The road out of the city was wet and half-empty, the kind of morning when headlights looked tired and the sky could not decide whether to stay night or become day. He drove with one hand on the wheel and Ward’s name sitting heavy in the passenger seat.

Elias Ward.

Caleb had been in Bible college when he first met him, though met was probably too generous a word. He had shown up late to Ward’s class, sat in the back row, and spent the first ten minutes deciding he would hate him.

That had been Caleb’s habit back then.

The school called the course Biblical Interpretation. Caleb called it one more required stop on the long road to a degree he was no longer sure he wanted. By then, he had already learned that Bible colleges could smell like fresh paint and chapel carpet while hiding the same rot as anywhere else. Maybe worse, because everyone knew how to say grace when they meant be quiet.

Ward had walked in without notes. No laptop. No polished slides. Just an old Bible, a dry-erase marker, and the slow confidence of a man who had long ago stopped needing a room to like him.

He was older by then. Gray at the beard. White in the hair. A little slower than the old sermon clips Caleb had seen online, where Ward had paced behind pulpits with fire in his voice and a Bible raised in one hand like he intended to split the room open with it.

Back then, people had called him a Pentecostal firebrand. Not the polished kind. Not the stage-light, smoke-machine, offering-bucket kind. Old school.

The kind who preached with sweat on his forehead, Scripture in his bones, and no patience for men who used the Holy Spirit as an excuse to act foolish.

Ward believed in fire, but he hated wildfire. He believed God still spoke, but he had no use for people who blamed God for every thought that wandered through their heads.

That had made him loved by some.

A problem to others.

Over the years, people had worn him down. Not sinners. Ward had always been patient with sinners. It was the church people who did it. The committees. The spiritual climbers. The prophets-for-hire. The line of bishops. The men who wanted his endorsement but not his correction. The ones who mistook volume for anointing and called every warning “religious.”

Eventually, Ward had stepped away from the pulpit.

Not bitter. Not exactly. Just tired in the way faithful men get tired when they have spent too many years pulling weeds from soil everyone else keeps watering.

So he turned to teaching.

Caleb used to think that meant Ward had mellowed. Later, he realized Ward had not lost his fire.

He had aimed it better.

That first morning, Ward wrote one sentence on the board.

The text is not afraid of your questions.

Then he turned around and looked straight at Caleb. Not near him. Not past him. At him.

“You’re late,” Ward said.

Caleb leaned back in the chair. “Traffic.”

“You live on campus.”

A few students laughed.

Caleb did not.

Ward capped the marker. “Try again.”

Caleb could have lied better. He usually did. But something about Ward made lying feel like showing up to a gunfight with a spoon.

“I didn’t want to come,” Caleb said.

Ward nodded once, as if that was the first honest answer of the morning. “Good. Then we can begin.”

That was Ward.

He never wasted time fighting the wrong battle.

For the rest of the class, he talked about Scripture like truth was not fragile. Like God was not nervous. Like questions were not enemies unless a man’s faith was built out of slogans and fear.

Caleb had heard preaching all his life. He had heard men thunder. He had heard men beg. He had heard men use tears like punctuation.

Ward did none of that.

He taught, with authority.

And somehow that was worse.

By the end of the hour, Caleb had filled three pages of notes and still disliked him on principle.

Ward caught him at the door.

“Mr. Raines.”

Caleb stopped. “You know my name?”

“I make it a practice to learn the names of men who plan to be difficult.”

“That seems inefficient.”

“Only if I’m wrong.”

Caleb almost smiled. Almost.

Ward handed him a book. Thin. Worn. No dust jacket. The blue cloth cover had faded almost gray, and the title was stamped in cracked gold letters.

The Discipline of Truth

“Read the first chapter before next week,” Ward said.

Caleb looked at the book. “Sounds cheerful.”

“It is not.”

“What happens if I don’t?”

“Then you will remain exactly as you are.”

Caleb looked up. “That supposed to scare me?”

Ward’s eyes were kind, but not soft. “It should.”

Caleb went home and read all of it.
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Caleb reached Harrow early that morning.

The town looked like it had been built around the idea that nothing important would ever happen there. One main road. Two gas stations. A diner with a cracked sign. A brick courthouse with white columns and a flag that hung heavy in the wet morning air.

Then came the sheriff’s cruisers.

They were parked along a narrow county road three miles east of town, red and blue lights turning slowly against the mist. A state police SUV sat crooked near the ditch. Yellow tape ran from a fence post to the open door of a patrol car, then disappeared into the corn.

Caleb pulled onto the shoulder behind a mud-splashed pickup and killed the engine.

For a moment, he stayed where he was.

The field stretched out beside the road, green and high and too still. Morning fog clung low between the rows. Beyond the tape, deputies moved in slow, careful lines, not talking much.

That told Caleb more than the phone call had. Cops talked when they understood a scene. They got quiet when they did not.

He stepped out of the car, slung his bag over one shoulder, and walked toward the tape.

A young deputy moved to block him. “Road’s closed.”

Caleb looked past him toward the field. “I’m not here for the road.”

“You press?”

“Worse.”

The deputy frowned. “Excuse me?”

“I was invited.”

“By who?”

“The dead man first. Your sheriff second.”

The deputy did not like that answer. Caleb had found that people rarely liked true answers when they came out wrong.

“Name?”

“Caleb Raines.”

The deputy’s eyes changed. Not much. Enough.

He turned and called over his shoulder. “Sheriff.”

A man in a brown jacket and campaign hat looked up from beside a cruiser. Mid-fifties. Broad through the chest. Gray mustache. Tired eyes that had been awake too long and trusted too little.

Sheriff Daniel Mercer.

He walked over slowly, studying Caleb the way men studied dogs that had come onto their property without barking.

Caleb let him.

Mercer stopped on the other side of the tape. “You Raines?”

“That’s what my mail says.”

“You always joke at death scenes?” Mercer asked.

“Only when the dead man mattered.” Caleb looked toward the field. “And this one does.”

Mercer looked him over. “You don’t look like what I expected.”

“Most people expect taller.”

“I expected older.”

“That’s kinder than taller.”

Mercer did not smile.

Caleb glanced toward the corn. “Where is he?”

Mercer held the tape up. “This way.”

Caleb ducked under.

The ground was wet but not muddy enough to hold much shape. He noticed that immediately. The road shoulder had tire ruts from the cruisers. Boot prints near the tape. A crushed cigarette by the ditch. Deputies had been careful after the tape went up, but somebody had paced before then.

Caleb pointed to the cigarette. “One of yours?”

Mercer looked down. “No.”

“Local?”

“Could be.”

“Fresh?”

Mercer’s eyes narrowed. “You been here thirty seconds.”

“Filters don’t stay white long in wet grass.”

Mercer looked at the cigarette again. Then he looked at the young deputy. “Bag it.”

The deputy moved.

Caleb followed Mercer into the rows.

The corn closed around them fast. Tall stalks brushed Caleb’s sleeves. Wet leaves dragged across his jacket and left cold lines against the fabric. The smell was rich and damp. Soil. Rain. Green things bruised by weather.

Twenty steps in, Caleb saw the first deputy standing alone between two rows, face pale, hands on his belt.

Thirty steps after that, the rows ended.

The circle opened in front of them.

Caleb stopped.

For once, he had nothing clever to say.

The flattened corn spread out in a wide ring, almost perfect, pressed low to the ground. Not broken. Not shredded. Bent. Every stalk laid over in the same direction, following the curve like water circling a drain.

At the center lay Dr. Elias Ward.

The distance softened him at first, making him look like a dark shape dropped in the middle of the field. Then Caleb’s mind filled in the details the way grief always did. The white hair. The long coat. The hands that had once held chalk, Bibles, and paper cups of bad coffee after late classes.

Caleb took one step forward.

Mercer caught his arm. “Stay on the path.”

Caleb looked down.

A line of evidence flags marked a narrow route through the flattened corn. Yellow. Yellow. Yellow. Then red near the body.

“You made a path?”

“No. Found one.”

Caleb looked at him.

Mercer nodded toward the ground. “Only place the stalks were already separated enough to walk through without doing more damage.”

Caleb followed the flags with his eyes. The path curved toward Ward, but not directly. It bent twice, like whoever made it knew where not to step.

“Who found him?”

“Farmer. Earl Pruitt. Owns the field.”

“He walk in?”

“Got about ten feet, saw Ward, backed out, called us.”

“Smart man.”

“Scared man.”

“Those are cousins.”

Mercer studied him again. “You always talk like that?”

“Only when I’m nervous.”

“You don’t look nervous.”

“Then it is working.”

They moved along the marked path.

The symbols became visible halfway in.

Caleb saw the first one cut into the dirt between the flattened stalks. Three lines crossing inside a crude circle. Not deep. Precise. The edges were clean, as if made by a narrow blade.

He stopped.

Mercer stopped with him.

“You recognize it?” the sheriff asked.

“No.”

“That a no, or a not-yet?”

Caleb looked at the mark for another second. “Not-yet.”

Mercer said nothing.

They kept walking.

More symbols appeared. Some small. Some nearly three feet long. Twelve in all, set around Ward’s body like hour marks on a clock.

Caleb counted them twice.

The sheriff had been right.

Twelve.

Of course twelve.

Religious people loved numbers. So did liars. Caleb had spent half his career proving the overlap was not accidental.

At the center of the circle, the smell changed.

Not rot. Ward had not been dead long enough. Something sharper. Like rain on hot stone. Like old smoke.

Caleb stopped six feet from the body.

Dr. Elias Ward lay on his back, eyes closed, coat dark with dew. His face looked smaller than Caleb remembered. Gray, washed out, and older in a way age had never made him.

Death had reduced him to what was left.

Caleb swallowed once.

That was all he allowed himself.

Mercer watched him. “You okay?”

“No.”

“Need a minute?”

“Would it help?”

“No.”

“Then no.”

Caleb crouched, careful not to touch anything.

Ward’s shoes were clean.

Too clean.

No mud packed in the treads. No broken stalks caught in the laces. No burrs. No field trash. For a man found in the middle of a wet cornfield, Ward looked like he had been placed there, not walked in.

“You saw the shoes,” Caleb said.

Mercer nodded. “First thing that bothered me.”

“Only first?”

“We’ve had a busy morning.”

Caleb looked at Ward’s hands. Empty. Palms down. Fingernails clean. No defensive wounds he could see from where he crouched.

“Where’s the note?”

Mercer pointed back toward the road. “Evidence bag. In my cruiser.”

“And the Bible?”

“Same place.”

Caleb stood. “You said it wasn’t open.”

“It wasn’t.”

“But something marked Genesis six.”

Mercer’s jaw shifted. “Yes.”

“What?”

The sheriff looked toward the road, then
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