
Table of Contents

Return Back to the Sender

Chapter 1 A Quiet Arrival

Chapter 2 Beneath the Surface

Chapter 3 The Hidden Fire

Chapter 4 Protected by Silence

Chapter 5 The War No One Saw

Chapter 6 Divine Reversal

Chapter 7 The Fallout

Chapter 8 What Sin Leaves Behind

Chapter 9 The Choice


Return Back to the Sender

By Victory Richardson

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 A Quiet Arrival
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Royce Martin arrived in Tennessee with a heart anchored in God and a promise she had learned to keep—to herself and to Him. She wasn’t running from anything, though some might have mistaken her calm for escape. She had simply learned that when God said move, obedience didn’t need explanation.

Royce loved the Lord with all her heart, soul, and mind. Not loudly. Not performatively. Her faith didn’t announce itself before she entered a room, nor did it require an audience. It was the kind of faith that steadied her breathing when life pressed in too close, the kind that reminded her who she was when everything else tried to rename her.

She was loyal. Trustworthy. Careful with people’s hearts and her own. Royce didn’t bother anyone—and she expected the same courtesy in return. Peace was not weakness to her; it was discipline.

The move to Tennessee had come with unknowns, but also provision. Her daughter’s mentor—an older woman with a discerning spirit and a practical streak—had helped her secure a job not long after she arrived. Royce thanked God for that kindness daily. She understood that help, when offered sincerely, was sacred.

The workplace was professional enough, structured enough. Royce showed up early, did her work well, and treated everyone with the same cordial respect. She listened more than she spoke. She smiled when appropriate. She minded her business.

It didn’t take long for her to notice the unspoken structure beneath the surface.

Most of her coworkers belonged to the same church. Even her supervisor attended there. At first, Royce thought little of it—church communities were common in smaller places. Familiarity bred comfort, and comfort often looked like closeness.

But closeness, she soon learned, could also look like advantage.

There were inside jokes she wasn’t part of. Conversations that stopped when she approached. Schedules that bent more easily for some than others. Grace extended generously in certain directions, while others were expected to endure without question.

Royce observed quietly.

She wasn’t offended. She wasn’t jealous. But she was not blind.

It struck her as strange—not that they shared a church, but that their faith seemed to end at the edges of their circle. Royce had always believed that church was meant to sharpen humility, not entitlement. That faith was supposed to make room, not quietly close ranks.

They lunched together. They prayed together. They protected one another.

And yet, protection can easily become preference.

There was one exception that caught Royce’s attention—not because it was loud, but because it was different.

Two women. From different ethnic backgrounds. From different denominations. They didn’t quite fit the mold of the rest, yet they moved together with an ease that felt genuine. One leaned toward the other often, lowering her voice, sharing pieces of herself that weren’t meant for breakroom chatter. The other listened attentively—too attentively, perhaps.

Royce noticed things most people missed. It was a gift God had given her long ago, sharpened by experience and prayer. She noticed the way one woman’s eyes lingered just a moment too long. The way silence settled between them, heavy but unspoken. The way boundaries blurred quietly, not in action, but in intention.

One of them was married.

Royce did not judge—but she did grieve.

She had seen this before. Not the exact faces, but the pattern. How faith, when worn publicly but neglected privately, could become a shield for behavior rather than a mirror for the soul. How people could sing hymns on Sunday and rationalize compromises on Monday.

Yes, Lord, she thought once, even church people.

Royce kept her distance. Not out of fear, but wisdom. She understood that not every battle was hers to fight, and not every truth needed her voice. God had taught her when to speak—and when to stay still.

Still, something in the atmosphere unsettled her.

It wasn’t the favoritism alone. It wasn’t the quiet alliances or the spiritual language that masked human flaws. It was the growing sense that her presence—her difference—would not go unnoticed forever.

Royce hadn’t come to Tennessee to disrupt anything. She had come to live honestly, work faithfully, and walk humbly with her God.

But truth, even when silent, has a way of exposing what’s hidden.

And Royce Martin carried truth with her—whether she intended to or not.
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Chapter 2 Beneath the Surface
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Royce had learned long ago that environments revealed themselves over time. You didn’t rush discernment. You let patterns speak. You let God confirm what your spirit sensed.

By her third week on the job, the patterns were no longer subtle.

She noticed how certain names carried weight when spoken aloud—how requests from church members were met with quick approval, while others were met with hesitation or quiet resistance. Corrections were handled gently within the circle, privately and with understanding. Outside of it, standards tightened. Expectations sharpened.

Royce did her work with excellence anyway.

She had not survived what she’d survived by cutting corners. Faith had taught her discipline. Pain had taught her precision. She checked her work twice, sometimes three times, and still found herself double-guessing—not her ability, but the fairness of the system she now stood in.

At lunch, she often sat alone by choice. Not because she was unfriendly, but because solitude had become a form of prayer. She ate slowly, reading Scripture on her phone or simply watching the room. Laughter would erupt from one table—the church table—stories shared, bonds reinforced. Royce noticed how quickly a seat would be saved for one of their own, how easily someone else would be overlooked.

She didn’t envy them. She asked God for clarity.

Show me how to walk here, she prayed. Show me how to keep my heart clean.

The two women—she’d learned their names now—were different. Their lunches were quieter, more contained. One did most of the talking, her voice low, urgent at times, like she was releasing something she had carried too long. The other listened, nodding, offering small smiles that lingered a second longer than necessary.

Royce never stared. She never intruded. But discernment didn’t require proximity.

She recognized emotional intimacy when she saw it. The kind that grew quietly, fed by shared dissatisfaction and unmet needs. The kind that convinced itself it was harmless because it hadn’t crossed a visible line.

Yet, Royce thought, lines are crossed long before anyone admits it.

One afternoon, Royce was called into her supervisor’s office. The door closed softly behind her.

Nothing was wrong—at least, not officially. The conversation stayed polite, professional. Yet underneath it, Royce sensed evaluation. Measurement. As if she were being weighed against something she didn’t belong to.

“You’re doing good work,” her supervisor said, smiling. “Just... keep being flexible.”

Flexible.

Royce nodded, thanked her, and left the office with her posture straight and her spirit alert.

She knew that word. She’d heard it before in other seasons, other places. It often meant bend without question. Adjust without complaint. Accept what others don’t have to.

That evening, Royce sat alone in her small apartment, Tennessee quiet pressing against the windows. She made tea and opened her Bible, not searching for comfort, but confirmation.

Her eyes landed on a verse she knew well but had never needed quite like this:

“Be wise as serpents, and harmless as doves.”

Royce exhaled slowly.

Wisdom did not require confrontation. Not yet. Harmlessness did not mean passivity. God had not brought her this far to make her small.

She thought of her daughter—of the mentor who had helped her, meaning well, unaware of the undercurrents. Royce did not regret the move. She trusted God’s hand in it. But she also understood that every new assignment came with testing.

Faith was never proven in comfort.

The next morning, something shifted.

A comment—quiet, almost joking—was made within earshot. About “outsiders.” About how some people didn’t understand how things worked here. Laughter followed. Royce kept her face neutral, her hands steady.

But her spirit marked it.

Later that day, one of the two women approached her unexpectedly. Just a brief exchange. Polite. Curious. Eyes searching Royce’s face as if trying to determine whether she was safe.

Royce answered kindly. Briefly. Truthfully.

When the woman walked away, Royce knew this was no longer just a job. It was a crossroads.

God was doing something beneath the surface—revealing hearts, exposing motives, and positioning people.

Royce did not yet know her role in what was coming.

But she knew this:
Her faith had carried her through every battle before.
And this one—quiet as it seemed—would be no different.
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Chapter 3 The Hidden Fire
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The truth did not arrive loudly. It never did.

It surfaced in fragments—glances held too long, tension thick enough to taste, words that circled what they refused to name. Royce had learned that the most dangerous fires were the ones kept quiet, fed in secrecy until they consumed everything around them.

Alexus Overton carried her devotion like a wound.

She loved Bria McCray with a depth that had long ago crossed from affection into obsession. It was not the kind of love that wished well from a distance. It was possessive. Demanding. Afraid of abandonment and desperate to control the outcome.

Alexus believed that if she could not have Bria fully, then no one should.

Few people knew the truth beneath their connection. Fewer still spoke it aloud. Both women were attracted to women—a reality they kept buried beneath church attendance, familiar prayers, and carefully maintained appearances. In that environment, silence was currency, and secrets were survival.

Bria, however, did not return Alexus’s feelings.

What bound them was not love, but transaction.

Bria lived with needs she did not know how—or perhaps did not want—to meet honestly. Money came easily when boundaries blurred. What she offered was access, not affection. It was something she had convinced herself she controlled, even as it quietly controlled her.

Alexus mistook proximity for promise.

What followed left scars neither of them could hide forever. Consequences moved faster than repentance. Choices made in the dark brought illnesses that did not disappear with prayer alone—some curable, others not. Bodies told the truth long before mouths did.

And still—Sunday came.

They lifted their hands. They sang the songs. They bowed their heads.

Church people.

Royce did not know every detail at first. God rarely revealed everything at once. But discernment pressed on her spirit like a warning bell. She noticed Alexus’s volatility—the way her mood shifted depending on who Bria spoke to, where she sat, how she laughed. She noticed Bria’s exhaustion, the heaviness she carried even on days she smiled.

Most of all, Royce noticed fear.

Fear hides behind anger. Fear manipulates. Fear demands silence.

The conflict erupted not through confession, but accusation.

Alexus began to unravel.

It started subtly—whispers about Bria, comments laced with venom disguised as concern. Then the possessiveness sharpened. Alexus watched Royce too closely, as if searching for an enemy she could name. Someone pure unsettled her. Someone who walked upright without performance made her feel exposed.

Royce had become a mirror Alexus never asked for.

One afternoon, a rumor slipped its leash. Something untrue. Something cruel. Something designed to shift attention and regain control.

Royce heard it secondhand.

She did not rush to defend herself. She did not retaliate. She took it to God.

Light exposes darkness, she reminded herself. Not force.

But this time, the battle would not stay hidden.

Because secrets, once poisoned, do not stay contained. They spill. They infect. They demand reckoning.

And Royce—steady, faithful
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