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      We shall overcome because the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.

      –Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., “Remaining Awake Through a Great Revolution.” Speech given at the National Cathedral, March 31, 1968.

    

  


  
    
      Dear Reader,

      

      I’ve never added a content warning to any of my stories. For me, the title, blurb, and genre would have been warning enough. But for this story, it’s not evident in the title.

      I needed a warning when writing this. There are some deeply troubling elements that I’ve never wanted to dig into. Mostly dealing with the cruelty my ancestors had to endure. For some, like me, these topics would be too much. So, I want to caution you in a way that does not give away the story.

      The past is rife with injustice and cruelty. I touch on these things a bit. But the present is also filled with its troubles because human cruelty is forever present in our daily life. If you have trouble reading about hatred and the many ways in which women can be mistreated, then I advise you to read no further.

      If you do decide to continue reading, I hope you find some sliver of hope in this story.

      

      Sincerely,

      C. Vonzale Lewis

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Her life was dwarfed, and wed to blight,

        Her very days were shades of night,

        Her every dream was born entombed,

        Her soul, a bud, —that never bloomed.

      

      

      

      
        
        Georgia Douglas Johnson

        “Foredoom”
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      The middle of our one-room precinct, sitting across from my partner Raphael Sinclair at our shared desk, was the wrong place to be obsessed with learning about my lineage. There was no privacy in this small space. Only the chief had the illusion of such with her glass-enclosed office on the opposite side of our open-floor breakroom.

      At any moment one of the other three detectives could find my feverish study of the journal I held in my hand more interesting than the case they were supposed to be reviewing.

      But I didn’t care. I was too caught up in a snare of discovery and sense of betrayal.

      A spasm of pain shot down my legs. The knot just above my tailbone throbbed. Dryness clawed at the back of my throat. But I ignored all of it. And just kept reading.

      We are lost in the midst of imbalance. I shall find the point of intersection.

      
        
        BALANCE

        I will kill all the good and save all the evil and still it won’t work.

        NO NO NO NO. GOOD MUST WIN. NOT EVIL.

        THERE IS NO BALANCE

      

      

      “There is no balance,” I whispered, trying out the words written in the journal and searching my mind for the meaning missing from the page. Had she given up trying to find the balance? Or had she concluded there wasn’t a way to keep it?

      “What?” my partner, Raphael, asked.

      “Nothing,” I said and finally picked up my coffee and took a drink. The creak of the rotating ceiling fan needled at my nerves. They still hadn’t repaired our air-conditioning. Nervous energy sent electric pinpricks along my bare arms, making me flush.

      Last weekend, I’d started to clean the attic in my childhood home. It wasn’t the first time since my mother’s passing five years ago that cleaning out the house became my priority. And each time I tried, I always ended up with piles of stuff I could never give away. Too much history in those walls. Both good and bad. The bad memories kept me from ever living there. A promise to my dying mother kept me from selling it.

      All the women on my mother’s side of the family had kept journals. Some filled with love and adventure and others filled with their own variations of the practices and rituals passed down from my 5th great grandma, Felicia LaRue, who lived in the house in the late 1800s. Most of her earlier journals were dedicated to her craft. Over the years, her entries had grown darker and more fatalistic in nature. Like something or someone had corrupted her soul. But it never spoke of specifics regarding what had caused this shift in her being.

      I’d made a home for the journals I could display on a bookshelf, handcrafted by a local carpenter, and had arranged them by date. My one contribution to the home, aside from the yearly maintenance and overall upkeep of the place. It made me feel more like a caretaker than a previous occupant of the house.

      And now, I had to find a place for the diaries I’d recently found buried in a box of sewing material, bound together with red velvet fabric. Because these could not go on display. While the dark content reminded me of Grandma Felicia’s journals, these ramblings were much more and everything to do with the torment and cruelty of being a Champion for Good and Evil.

      During Mardi Gras earlier this year, I’d met the human embodiment of evil. He called himself Papa Sin. And after helping me solve a case in which he was directly involved, he told me I was a Champion for Good and Evil. And six months later, I still had no idea what that enormous title entailed.

      I kneaded the small of my back with my fist, trying to work out a knot. I’d been hunched over for what seemed like hours now, furiously reading each page with a single-minded determination to find answers to my dilemma.

      The first in this series of journals written by my grandma Lucille had already shown signs of her mind breaking. Incoherent thoughts intermingled with details of people she encountered. Individuals she had judged to be either good or evil and the small influences she’d had on their lives. She sounded like a master manipulator—whispering in a person’s ear—swaying them one way or the other. All to restore balance. At least that’s what she had written about herself.

      I convinced him to kill his friend. It was the only way to restore balance.

      My memories of my grandmother had always been filled with joy and happiness. She’d come to live with us after my father’s death. The abuse my mother and I had endured for years had been kept from her, and she spent her last days helping us heal. Now, those memories were tainted with the knowledge of all the twisted things she had done.

      Would I become like her?

      There had to be more journals, ones she began when she first met Papa Sin and Mama Root. Right? I kept going back to that thought. Yet every search since had yielded no results. The frustration of it was wearing on me.

      “Learn anything?” Raphael asked abruptly.

      “Well,” I said with a sigh, looking across the desk at him. “I might end up going crazy.”

      Raphael tilted his head to the side. “We won’t let that happen.”

      I gave him a quick smile and looked away. I wish he could stop my eventual descent into madness. Because despite only seeing two instances of my ancestor’s struggle with mental health, I knew they all had. I just hadn’t found all the proof yet.

      The precinct phone rang, pulling everyone’s attention. “Silverwood Police Department. How may I direct your call?” Our receptionist looked at us, then after a beat, frowned and shook her head. “No, Mrs. Clark, they haven’t moved the grocery store. Is Billy around?”

      The Silverwood, Georgia police department had five detectives and twenty patrol officers for the twenty-seven thousand residents, most of whom were well into the senior years. We had our share of crime but most of it occurred during and after the tourist season.

      On days like this, Chief Declouette had us going through what she’d dubbed as the ‘Fresh Eyes’ review. Old cases were brought out and exchanged between the five detectives to see if we could find any new leads. No one liked that sort of scrutiny of their work.

      My partner Raphael and I were looking through an old hit and run. My quick read-through let me know we were never going to solve it. The driver wasn’t a local. The plates were stolen. And every drunken eyewitness statement read like a fever-dream, with varying degrees of lunacy intertwined. Rarely did we find witnesses who astutely observed what was going on around them. Which meant most statements were filled with fabrications and embellishments with only a kernel of truth thrown in. And it was our job to weed through all of it.

      With a heavy sigh, I returned to my own search. And tried not to think about how it was also turning out to be pointless.

      The next few pages were more of the same. It was as if Grandma Lucille’s mind was slowly deteriorating. Like she was screaming in her head and nobody was listening. One entry was dated the year before she died. All I remember from that time was the joy she had in my college acceptance. I pictured her on the day I left. Mouth stretched wide in a smile, while tears of joy streamed down her face. “You have somethin’ in you that will make you a great officer, my little Beatrice. Somethin’ great.”

      Now her words held a deeper meaning. She had known what I was and would become one day. Police. Why didn’t she warn me? Why didn’t she tell me about all the horrific things she had done and the ways in which I might be forced to do the same?

      But I wished she’d told us she was suffering.

      I turned the page.

      This was the end of everything. I read the date. A few weeks before she died, she had covered the page with a single message:

      We are born in sin. We are born in sin. We are born in sin.

      And the last line:

      Just twisted souls upon the Tree of Life.

      None of her previous journals had references to Christianity or any other religion, so why was she talking about sin?

      I got up and went to the breakroom, needing a minute to think. The coffee was gone, and my throat was still dry. After retrieving a bottle of water from the refrigerator, I cracked the sealed cap, leaned against the counter and sipped—thoughts on that single line.

      Just twisted souls upon the Tree of Life.

      The first idea that came to mind was puppetry. Our souls like marionettes hung from branches, jerking and dancing until their strings tangled. Was that what Champions were? And what would that make the Tree of Life? The puppeteer, a great manipulator.

      I rubbed the knot on my back again, wondering if there would be any point in requesting an ergonomic chair. I needed to move. Do something. All this sitting around couldn’t be good for me.

      “Well, damn,” one of the detectives yelled out. “It’s been three months since his execution and seems one of them streaming services is doing a documentary on the Pasadena Butcher.”

      Everyone groaned. I hated those shows. Always romanticizing and embellishing on the life of some deranged killer for ratings. Completely forgetting about the pain their victims’ families endured. In this case, the Butcher had killed over sixty women before he was caught, not by a confession but a selfie one of his victims had sent before her death.

      I returned to my desk and sat down heavily in my uncomfortable chair. I might have to buy my own. Raphael spared me a brief glance, then resumed his reading, a smile stretching across his face.

      I looked down at the journal again.

      We are born in sin. We are born in sin. We are born in sin. Just twisted souls upon the Tree of Life.

      “Damnit!” I yelled.

      Raphael looked up. “You all right over there?”

      I stared at him, shaking my head. “I’m missing something. I know I am.”

      He just stared at me, his warm brown eyes assessing. “Take a break.” A smile slowly stretched across his face. “Look at it with…fresh eyes.”

      “You are not funny,” I said, laughing. “I’m almost done.”

      “Good. Then we can go grab some lunch at Lewis’ Catfish and Po Boys.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      I flipped through the last few pages, all covered in the same message. My hopes of learning anything more died with each page turned. Something had driven my grandmother to this point of hopelessness. To the point that she stopped trying to find balance and focused all her energy on sin.

      I got to the last page of the journal and stopped.

      A phantom pain slowly crawled down my spine.

      Unable to breathe, I stared at the macabre drawing of The Tree of Life. Its vines were twisted and grotesque. Limbs withered with decay oozing out of the cracks. Done in a realistic style, the ink drawing seemed to pulse with life. I ran my finger along the page and could feel the rough indentations her pencil left on the cream-colored paper. Resting in the thick of brambles and dead leaves were tiny boxes filled with a single phrase.

      We are but twisted souls on The Tree of Life.

      Something about the tree mesmerized me, as if I were being pulled into the space where it existed on those cream-colored pages. I could almost feel a cool wind caressing my face. Smell the damp soil in which this twisted, majestic oak rested. The branches moved, swaying in the breeze. I lifted my hand and ran a finger along the ridge-covered leaf. Like a message in braille had been imprinted on them. I closed my eyes against the wind and concentrated on what I was feeling.

      Just twisted souls upon the tree of life.

      My heart pounded in my chest; the sound pulsed against my eardrums. A hollow ache formed in my throat. Raw and unyielding. I swallowed the emotion. The world tilted and filled with a dark pulsing sky. It reminded me of the first time I spotted the Sin Exchange. A way station that sat at the crossroads, connecting the entire world to a single pop-up shop where Mama Root tended her herbs.

      “We are born in sin. We are born in sin. We are born in sin,” A soft voice chanted in my head. My chest heaved and the image blurred. I was once again sitting rooted in my chair, eyes glued to the image. The ink on the page swirled, the branches forming words…no, names…I touched the page and felt warmth on my fingertips.

      “Bee!”

      I jerked, and slammed the journal shut—the sound suddenly cutting off. I shook my head and stared across the desk at my partner. His image wavered for a bit; I blinked a few times bringing him into focus.

      Before I could show Raphael what I’d found, a commotion broke out at the front of the precinct. I turned and found a woman standing in the lobby with tears in her eyes.

      “I’d like to talk to someone about my aunt’s murder.”
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      The woman, now talking to Sgt. Dennis in a harsh whisper, seemed familiar. It was as if we had encountered each other sometime in the past, and a significant detail about her had stayed with me subconsciously. Since her aunt lived here, she must have visited Silverwood before, and I’d simply ran into her. No. It was much more than that. A possible witness in a crime I investigated. No, that wasn’t it, either.

      Tall, with brown skin, she wore her jet-black hair in a tight French braid that trailed down her back. She’d dressed for the weather in a green short-sleeved top with V-shaped neckline, allowing for a hint of cleavage. Cream and gold decorative earrings dangled from her ears and only a faint hint of makeup accented her face.

      How did I know her?

      I concentrated on her voice. Her Patois had a blend of southern and western inflections, making it difficult to determine where she was from. But if I had to hazard a guess, I’d say she was from out west. Maybe even California. She had what people often described as ‘vocal fry’—a low rumbling sound at the end of her sentences.

      As she listened to the Sergeant’s responses, the look she gave him was laced with scorn and challenge. It reminded me of us southern women. We tended to cut with words and looks. Which meant she either grew up in the south or visited frequently.

      Again, where had I seen her before?

      “And I’m telling you,” she said carefully, voice raising slightly. “She was killed. Now, do I have to come around the desk and assist you with doing your job, or are you going to get someone with more authority and patience to come talk to me?” She paused, let out a long breath. “I’ve traveled too damn far to get turned away.”

      “Ma’am,” Sergeant Dennis said, his patience sounding a little frayed. A red flush spread across his neck and his back stiffened.

      “No. Not ma’am,” she said through clenched teeth. “My name, once again, is Odette Palmer. You can call me Odette. Ms. Palmer. Mrs. Palmer. None of the ma’am shit.

      I’m here to talk to someone about my aunt’s death. Get. Someone. Over. Here. Now! You wasted my time on the phone and now you’re wasting it here. In person, mind you.”

      Despite the harshness in her words and manner, there was a vulnerability about her that reminded me of a scared child lashing out and using verbal abuse to hide their fear and vulnerability.

      “And I’ve told you,” Sergeant Dennis said, his voice deepening. “Over the phone and now here in person that Ms. Albright died of natural causes. Our coroner ruled as such. So, it is.” He sighed and sprayed his big, beefy hands on the desk. “I am truly…truly sorry for your loss. But that don’t change the circumstances,” he said, head shaking. “I wish you had trusted me instead of traveling all ’cross the country for no reason.”

      “You don’t seem to be listening. I can write it down for you if you’re having trouble. Or you can get me someone who does have comprehension skills.”

      “Calm. Down.” While he didn’t yell the last statement. The attack on his intelligence had gotten his back up. And he knew very well that you should never tell a woman to calm down.

      I slipped the journal back into my desk drawer and stood. “We better go handle this,” I said and started for the front, trusting my partner to follow.

      I stopped just to the right of Dennis and placed a hand on his shoulder. He sighed loudly and turned to me. “This is Ms. Albright’s niece, Ms. Odette Palmer.” Exacerbation laced his tone. “No need for you to intervene. I have it under control.” The tightness around his eyes suggested otherwise.

      “Are you a detective?” she asked, turning her dark hazel eyes on me.

      They say the eyes are the windows to our souls. It was a deep way of saying that to read a person one must make eye contact. What I saw in Odette Palmer's eyes was sheer terror and pain.

      “Yes,” I said softly. “I’m Detective Monroe,” I glanced over my shoulder. “And this is my partner, Detective Sinclair. Do you need help?”

      She nodded, tears welling up in her eyes, and let out a sigh of relief. “Yes,” she said, head still going up and down. “Yes.” Her shoulders slumped as if all the fight had drained out of her. All she needed was someone to show a little compassion.

      Raphael stepped around the desk. “Why don’t we go somewhere to talk,” he said, reaching for her. She looked up at him and nodded again. He guided her out of the waiting area and toward the hallway leading to our interview rooms.

      When they were out of sight, I turned to Seargent Dennis. “What’s going on?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “She called a few days ago, claiming someone killed Ms. Albright. Told her she was mistaken, then she became…” he trailed off, looking a little guilty. “I didn’t handle it too well. I’ll admit that. But Beatrice, you know. We get all kinds callin’ in here claiming this that and the other. I tried to be sympathetic.” He flung his hand toward the hallway. “But you seen how she acted.”

      I didn’t respond. His accusatory tone got under my skin. While the woman had been a little abrasive, I didn’t believe for a second she’d started off that way. Sgt. Dennis had a way of getting under a person’s skin. Old school and not afraid to use colorful language when he wanted to. He was bullish and stuck in his ways and really didn’t like anyone contradicting him. But under all of that bluster was a really good officer. He knew his job. He just wasn’t keen on adapting to any new avenues of policing.

      The chief had been trying to get him to retire, but the man refused to leave.

      “Well. We’ll talk to her now,” I said, staring at him. “Might have helped when she called as well.”

      He frowned. “I didn’t see…”

      I shook my head, cutting off his next words. “It’s all right.” I started toward the hall, then stopped. “Can you get me the file on Ms. Albright's death? I’ll go over it with her,” I said.

      “I can do that,” he said, softening his tone.

      I shook my head at him and walked away. Sgt. Dennis and I got along most of the time. Mainly because I gave as good as I got, which earned the respect of him and a few of the older officers on our team. Didn’t stop us from butting heads, though. Nor did it stop the occasional questioning of my skills.

      It was standard procedure for all reported deaths in Silverwood to be looked at by a detective. It was one of the many changes Chief Declouette implemented when she joined our team. Of course, those changes took place under our previous mayor, who was a lot younger and more forward leaning. The recently elected mayor felt old ways worked best and didn’t like the way “A young head-strong black woman was changing things in his town.”

      While I couldn’t speak to the past, I knew of at least one case in Silverwood being mishandled due to the “old way” of doing things, leading to a perpetrator going free.

      
      I stopped at the first interrogation room on the left, next to the stairs that led down to the medical examiner’s office. Past the stairs were the town offices, housing all the government agencies. The top floor was reserved for our mayor. I didn’t think it was wise to house us all in the same building. If a fire broke out, we’d lose everything. But no one asked my opinion. So I saw no point in giving it.

      Before I could step inside and join my partner, Detective Gautier came jogging up to me, manilla file in one hand and a tablet in another. Despite the relenting heat of the south, Gautier always wore a suit. Reminding me of those models in the mens’ magazines. Handsome and a year younger than me, he was a recent hire from the Savannah Police Department and the most meticulous investigator I ever met.

      “Dennis gave this to me,” he said, thrusting the file toward me.

      “He just happened to have it on hand, huh?”

      We usually logged all our reports online, but some of the older detectives preferred to still work from paper. Which led to extra work, as we used both methods to keep the peace. I didn’t mind
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