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Chapter One
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She kept on running as hard and fast as the pain in her leg would allow. The drug in her system was blurring her vision, and the dizziness had increased from the first second she had been able to stand up.

Rubbing her eyes with one dirt encrusted fist, she thought she could make out the dim, grey outlines of a gravel road just a few yards ahead of her. Since trying to run faster was only increasing the blood flow from the large gash in her upper thigh, she slowed her pace. She ground her teeth to stifle a groan as she pushed with a firm pressure against the source of the red fluid still running down her leg. She stopped, blinked and tried rubbing her eyes again to see what part of the graveyard she was passing through.

In the vivid light of the full moon, the white forms of the concrete tombstones stood in stark, bright contrast to the darkness of the landscape surrounding them. Throughout the cemetery, massive statues of angels, well-known saints and even Christ himself paid homage to the money wealthy families had used to mark the final resting place of their dearly beloved who, although gone, were not forgotten.

The intense moonlight threw sharp dark shadows of each and every tombstone and statue onto the ground as she tried to keep moving toward the road. This night the bare limbs of the large ancient trees overhead swayed to the rhythm of the cold December winds moaning their way through the usual dark silence of the graveyard. Their shadows rippled in an eerie dance across the dirt at her feet. The only other sounds she could hear at this late hour were a few cars moving on Nolensville Road which lay at the bottom of the hill. This street was a main thoroughfare leading out of town, and Noble Hills Cemetery was a large, well-known graveyard located just on the outer edge of downtown Nashville.

The night’s hard frost had turned the dead grass into a white brittle glaze laying on top of the ground. With each step, it crunched underneath her feet. She kept on moving not sure if her captors would risk coming after her out here in the open air of the graveyard. She kept looking back over her shoulder and glancing around looking for any unnatural movements between the tombstone shadows. Still, she saw no signs of her tormentors. She stopped to try and catch her breath. She was feeling weaker than before. She looked at the large wound on her leg that showed through the tear in her jeans. Blood was spurting out in a more rapid flow than ever, and her current activity was not helping that situation one bit. She stopped to lean against a large rectangular headstone. If she could rest for just a few minutes. She sighed.

As soon as the breath had passed between her lips, she heard what sounded like the sudden, sharp snap of a tree limb on the ground. She froze against the cold, hard concrete at her back and shivered. Did she dare move or not?

It sounded like it was coming from behind her. Risking detection, she slipped to the opposite side of the tombstone and fell to a kneeling position. She tried to hold her breath for a few seconds wanting to make as little noise as possible. She pulled the neck of her tee shirt over her mouth to cover the white mist of her breath which showed in the cold night air. She managed to slow her breathing but could not stop the involuntary trembling that engulfed her whole body. She could not tell if it was from the freezing cold or from the terror she had lost control of ever since she had been abducted.

She looked up into the clear night sky at the stars overhead. The city lights dimmed their brilliance but did not mask their glory completely. She started a small prayer. If everything she had been told and believed in all of her life was true then tonight the stars would not be the only ones to hear her silent plea for help.

She could hear someone breathing hard. Again, she froze not moving behind the cold polished surface of the tombstone. Footsteps were coming closer over the hard, frozen grass. She looked up. Over the top edge of the stone, the dark silhouette of an arm was suddenly raised over her head. In its hand was a long dark object. For a heartbeat she held her breath then screamed. The sound echoed and bounced off the surrounding tombstones in the dark night air. The arm was lowered with tremendous force. 

The young girl fell forward hands still grasping at the dark form of the tombstone she had tried without success to hide behind. The slick grey color of the stone was splattered and intermingled with the dark crimson of the warm liquid now running off of it into the dark earth below.

The man started to lean over and pull the young girl’s now lifeless form over toward him but stopped as he heard the sound of an approaching motor. Bright beams of lights signaled up and down through the dark night air as a truck bounced over the rough gravel drive running through this part of the graveyard. The girl’s attacker pulled his hand off of the headstone and risked a quick glance around the edge. He could see the truck approaching at a slow speed down the drive. Still crouching, he started to creep forward on his hands and knees until he reached a spot where he could stand up and run without being seen by the truck’s driver. He disappeared behind the large marble statue of an angel.

The truck stopped close to the tombstone where only minutes ago a life had been taken. As the sound of the engine continued to fill the silence between the gravestones, the driver left the warmth of the cab and walked through the glare of the headlights to the passenger’s side. The truck lights revealed a security patch on the shoulder of the man’s thick coat. After opening the door, the man grabbed the leash of a large German Shepard. Whining, the dog jumped to the ground and started barking.

“Come on, boy. It sounded like it came from over here. Slow down. Wait for me.”

As the man kept a firm grip on the leash, the dog leaned forward against its restraint struggling to find what his sensitive nose tole him was waiting for him within the shroud of darkness that covered the grounds at this time of night. Nose to the ground, he continued with a few more loud barks until he found the unmoving form of the girl still clinging to the cold, immutable form of the tombstone. As the guard’s flashlight scanned the surface of her body, the dog whined and gave one soft paw at her arm. The effects of the night’s violence were vividly apparent.

“What have you found?” The guard leaned over and probed the girl’s neck for any sign of life. “She’s gone, Max. Poor baby, what were you doing out here tonight?” Pulling a cellphone out of his pocket, he continued with, “Tom, call Metro. We’ve got the body of a dead girl out in Quadrant 9, Section 3.”

Once again, his dog started to growl and sniff at the ground. “Gotta go. Max thinks he’s got something else out here. Come as fast as you can. I might need help.” He ended his call. “Max, track, track.” The large dog obeyed and leaned fearlessly against his leash.

As the dog followed the scented trail leading through the dark night, the guard followed shining his flashlight in all directions not wanting to be taken by surprise. Its bright beams moved in random intrusions across tall headstones and the hard, still forms of angels and saints chiseled out of rock.

The pair had not gotten too far from the girl’s body when the dog seemed uncertain and no longer able to move forward. They had come to an overwhelming statue of an angel with one massive concrete arm raised overhead from which extended a large sword. In the other hardened fist, a circular shield was clutched in front of its chest. The dog kept circling over and over again with loud whines of frustration coming from deep within its chest.”

“Did you lose him, Max? I know, I know, try to calm down.”

Patting the dog’s head, the guard continued to move the flashlight in all directions around the larger than life statue but saw nothing moving in the cold indifference of the winter air.

“You’ve done good, real good. Just calm down. All we’ve got to do now is wait for help.”

As he squatted down to pat the dog, he pulled him to his side. The guard looked up into the features of the angel towering over his head filled with the moon’s light and the grotesque shadows thrown down upon its face and knew only a flesh and blood culprit could have done the damage he witnessed on the body laying only a few yards from him. All the man, dog and angel could do was wait for Metro to come and try to solve the sad puzzle of the young girl’s death that night in the silent loneliness of the dark graveyard.
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Chapter Two
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The weary man slumped behind the steering wheel rubbed his eyes and gave a loud yawn. He blinked as the bright lights of an approaching car continued toward him then passed by in silence on the opposite side of the street. It was not the traffic at this time of night that bothered him since there almost was none. It was the dragging of his tired body out of his nice warm bed. Again, he yawned and shook his head.

He reached for an old metal thermos in the passenger’s seat. Deciding he needed caffeine more right now than saving the few minutes he would lose in taking a few gulps from the metal container, he pulled off the road into the empty parking lot of a salvage store and watched the steam rise from the black surface of the hot liquid. The steam felt good on his face as he raised the cup to his mouth. Over the rim of the cup, he watched as a white Metro squad car came roaring past him, blue lights turning and siren screaming. He knew where they were headed. It was more than likely the same place he was supposed to be hurrying toward instead of sitting and drinking coffee in an empty parking lot. With his one free hand, he took the car out of park.

After passing the bright floodlights at the front entrance to the graveyard, the details of the landscape soon disappeared into the pitch blackness of the night. Slowing his car, he strained to follow the rough, gravel drive through this unlit section then mumbled a soft complaint under his breath as the bottom of his car bounced against the frozen top of a deep rut in the uneven ground.

Approaching his destination, he watched the figures of uniformed policemen moving through the flashing blue lights of their squad cars. Yellow crime scene tape was being strung up on the perimeters. The lab boys were already setting up bright lights to get a better look at what had called them all out to this normally deserted spot in Nashville this late at night.

As he left the warm interior of his car, the freezing air hit his face. Wit one quick tug, he made his coat more secure across his chest.

“Detective Douglan, good. I’m glad you’re here. Mark probably needs you over there.”

A young officer pointed to a spot underneath two of the large, heavy lights that had been set up. With an obvious lack of eagerness, the older detective crossed over the rough ground.

“Hey, Douglan, I thought you’d be the one they’d call for this case. This one’s pretty grim.”

Mark was leaning over one side of an ancient headstone set deeply into the ground. Douglan could see dark red splotches covering the grey of the stone. He took a few steps forward and saw the lifeless body of what appeared to be a young woman lying against the stone’s surface. Her hands still gripped its hard edges tight enough to show the white of her knuckles.

Mark stopped taking pictures and leaned over to turn her face toward the detective. Half her face had been beaten in and completely obliterated. Grey brain tissue and blood had splattered onto her shirt, the grass and the headstone. Even after all his years on the force, Douglan was never really prepared for this part of his job and started to feel a slight nausea rising at the back of his throat.

“Good grief, Mark. You weren’t kidding, were you.”

“No, but you haven’t seen all of it yet.” The crime lab tech raised the girl’s left hand and turned it over. “She must have put up a heck of a fight because, see, she’s lost three fingernails and there’s this.” Rolling her body over, he continued with, “I’m no medical examiner, but that looks like a stab wound on her upper thigh. Somebody came after her with a pretty big knife. And that’s not all.” He started to lift the girl’s shirt.

Douglan reached out and stopped him. “Don’t move anything around unless you’re through with all the photos.”

“Oh, we’re through with her. We just need to finish the rest of the scene before it gets trampled on, but I want you to see this.” He lifted the girl’s shirt. Large bruises covered her whose side. “Looks like somebody roughed her up pretty badly before she died.”

Douglan had to turn his head. “I’ve seen enough for tonight. We’ll know for sure after the M.E.’s report. By the way, is he coming out tonight?”

“No, he’s out of town.”

“Well, get the best pictures you can, and let me know if there’s anything else you think I should look at. Right now, I need to ask a few more questions.”

Douglan turned to move toward the officers standing outside the tape line. He walked over to the familiar face of a young officer he had worked with before.

“Pete, what can you tell me about what went on here tonight. Who called this in?”

“Detective, glad to see you’re working this one. We received a 911 call around 1:30 am from one of the security guards working here, a Thomas Lorenzo. When we arrived, the guard who found the body was still on site and brought us over to the girl. He’s here if you want to talk to him.”

“Yeah, I do. Do you have his name?”

“It’s Luther Ryder.”

“Where is he?”

The young policeman extended his arm in the direction of a man standing outside the tape and holding the leash of a large German Shepherd. Douglan walked over and extended his hand. After a few seconds of hesitation, the guard reached for Douglan’s hand.

“I’m Detective Hayden Douglan, Metro Homicide. You’re Luther Ryder?”

“Yes sir.”

“The young officer over there tells me you’re the one that found the body. Is that correct?

“Yes. I was out making my routine patrol through the grounds when I thought I heard what sounded like a young woman scream. Max started getting upset so I took off in the direction that it sounded like it was coming from. When we got here, we found her lying like that up against the tombstone.”

“Did you see anyone else on the premises?”

“No sir, I did not, but Max kept whining and started off over there until he stopped at that large statue. He couldn’t pick up the scent any further of whatever or whoever it was out here tonight besides the girl over there.” He gave a quick jerk of his hand toward the body of the victim being covered and placed on a gurney.

“I’m sorry, detective. In all my years as a guard, I’ve never had to deal with anything this, this bad.” He stumbled over the last few words.

“This one is difficult and a little out of the ordinary. This graveyard has always been quiet after dark. I don’t remember any major crime ever having been reported here. The guards have always done a good job of keeping intruders out.”

“That’s what I don’t understand. We’ve both been here five years, and Thomas and I have never had anything happen to even slightly suggest trouble on the grounds. The worst things we ever see are maybe some punk kids coming in every once in awhile to try and steal a few flowers off a grave, but Max and Ryan have pretty good noses and ears.

“Ryan?”

“He’s the other dog we use. He’s back in the fenced in yard probably getting pretty anxious to get out and see what’s going on.”

“Can you take me over to the statue and show me the exact spot where Max seemed to lose the scent?”

“Sure, it’s right over there.”

The guard started off leading the dog in the direction of a massive stone statue of an angel. Max started to whine still able to detect the scent that had ended at the large concrete base that gripped the angel’s feet in place. He sniffed at the sandaled feet of the tall statue but could go no further. Pulling on the leash, the guard gave the dog a soft pat on the head.

“He can’t find any further trail past this.”

Douglan motioned toward Mark still gathering evidence. “Get one of those lights over here. I need to see from the tombstone over to this. I need photos of the ground in between.”

The lab tech set up one of the larger lights in between the victim’s position at the tombstone and the angel. Douglan bent over and examined the ground.

“This is a mess. You can see where the grass has been damaged, but the guard and the dog came this way too. Just get as many pictures as you can so we can try and separate out three sets of footprints.” As the tech nodded in agreement, Douglan turned to the guard still holding the dog close to the base of the angel.

“So, the dog couldn’t go any further than the base of this statue?”

“This is where he stopped.”

Rubbing the short stubble on his chin, Douglan looked in all directions surrounding the angel statue and could see nowhere the girl’s attacker could have gone unless? There were several large tombstones that were not too far away from the base of the statue with large trees surrounding them that looked strong enough to hold the weight of a grown man. The closest crypt was an older family one, but that would have meant the killer would have had to jump to it, and it was pretty far away. Still, it was his job to consider all possibilities, even the farfetched ones.

“Bring the dog over here.”

Douglan pointed to the foundation of the crypt. The guard led the dog around the entire base of the small building, but the animal showed no evidence of once again picking up the scent of the murderer’s trail.

Douglan looked up at the family name over the entrance. The name Blackwell rose from the surface in large ornate letters of what at one time must have been a beautiful piece of mahogany but which now was deeply chipped and faded. The rest of the crypt was not well-maintained. Dirt and dead leaves covered the front steps while dead vines covered the entire left side of the building. Small chunks of stone and concrete had come loose in places and fallen to the ground. What was left of this particular family in Nashville either did not care about the family burial vault or did not know it existed.

With slow deliberation, Douglan made his way up the two front steps trying to avoid in the darkness damaging any evidence that could have been left behind. At the top, he stopped and pushed against the thick wooden door. It did not budge. He knew better than to try a second time. Permission from the family or a court order would have to be obtained to open the large crypt door.

“Mark, bring a light over here. We need photographs of this too.”

Again, a large light was dragged into position. Mark started snapping photos as fast as he could, but there was not anything of any real interest to capture. If the girl’s killer had been on the crypt, he had left behind no footprints or marks of any kind. Nothing appeared to have been disturbed on the dusty, littered steps or entrance.

“I want this entire crypt dusted for prints. Nobody disappears into thin air. While you’re at it, dust every tombstone within a twenty yard perimeter.”

Mark gave off a low groan then signaled for help. A second tech moved over to start trying to lift prints around the front entrance. Puzzled, Douglan stepped back to let them do their work. This was going to be difficult to explain to the Chief. He had never had a suspect disappear into nowhere before. The dog was obviously trained well or the graveyard would not be using him, and the guard knew how to handle him. At first glance, there appeared to be no good explanation.

“Mark, we’re going to have to use special care with this one. I want more pictures than usual. I want 360 degrees around where the girl was found, every inch of it, for at least 100 yards gone over, and when you get through, go over it again. Since she had been stabbed, check for blood. After that, you can all go home.” He turned toward the guard. “You’ll need to come downtown tonight and give a formal statement, but that’s all we’ll need from you.”

“Sure, anything I can do to help.”

Douglan patted the man on the shoulder and turned to head back to his car. Moving away from the scene in the cold night air, he knew there was nothing else he could do in the darkness of the graveyard for now. It was part of his job sometimes and a very frustrating part of it, but hitting a solid brick wall like he had tonight was something he never liked to do. It was not in his nature to gracefully take no for an answer.
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After he got home, Douglan only had enough time for three hours of sleep. The next morning he could feel the effect of every second of sleep he had lost. In a groggy rush, he showered and shaved, swallowed his breakfast whole but somehow did manage to remember to kiss his wife good-by as she sent him off to work.

He slugged his way through all the photographs from the night before and read over the guard’s statement at least ten more times trying to find what could have been missed. He needed something, anything, to figure out what steps he needed to take next. For right now, all he could do was fill out the usual paperwork and wait for the M.E.’s report sometime today. He would have to hang around for a few hours waiting for the result of the girl’s fingerprint ID to come through and the lab to fax him the autopsy results.

To keep away the annoying feeling of wasting time, he leaned over his keyboard and tapped on a few keys. Everything the department had on Noble Hills for the past few years popped up on his screen. Records showed no major crimes or disturbances. The most recent report was a record of some teenage boys seen stealing flowers from a grave, but security had been unable to catch them. A report with metro had been filed as a precaution. None of the adjoining properties surrounding the graveyard reported any major crimes over the past few years; he found only two stolen cars reported and one purse snatching in a parking lot.

His frustration level was starting to rise in tandem with his fatigue. During his sixteenth trip to the coffee port, he heard a small ping from his computer. Finally, he had received the ID on the girl. Her name was Melinda Sue Montgomery, aged seventeen, and her home address was out on Fairpass Drive in Brentwood, Tennessee, a highly affluent suburb in Williamson County.

The preliminary autopsy report slid in thirty minutes later. Cause of death was blunt force trauma which crushed the right side of her skull by a weapon probably only three to four inches in diameter. The rest would come in a few hours. Wanting to rush the report, he picked up his cellphone. He needed to speak to the M.E. himself.

“Hey, Monique, this is Detective Douglan at Metro. May I speak to whoever is filling in for Gerard today?”

“You’re in luck. Dr. Gerard got back into town and has already jumped on overseeing the autopsy on the girl brought in last night.”

“Great, I need to talk to him if he’s available.”

“I’ll put you through.”

Gerard’s familiar voice came on the line. “Hello, Gerard here.”

“Doctor, hope you enjoyed your trip this weekend.”

“Oh, Douglan, I was expecting a call from you today. The trip was business, a seminar the county required I attend, but it did get my wife and I away from home and the kids for a few days.” The doctor ended with a soft laugh.

“I know how that can be. Sometimes just a change of scene is enough. What I called you about—

“Melinda Sue Montgomery. We are wrapping up the post-mortem as we speak.”

“Is there anything unusual you can give to me in a few words, any traces of DNA or unusual types of injuries, anything I can start working with?”

“Lucky for you there were traces of skin under her fingernails, but it will take a few days to process that. She also looked like someone had been abusive with her. There were multiple contusions, bruises on her back, sides and abdomen, and of course, the deep stab wound to her upper thigh which looked recent, occurring an hour or less before she died.”

“Do you think you are going to be able to identify the type of weapon that made the wound?”

“We will try, but as you know, that can be a very difficult thing to do.”

“Thanks, Doc, that’s all I can ask.”

“Wait, I almost forgot. My brain’s still a little hungover from the weekend. There did appear to be lacerations on her wrists from some type of restraint where she had been tied up. The poor girl was put through something terrible for the duration of at least a few days before she died, but mercifully, there was no evidence of sexual molestation.”

“It’s beginning to sound like she was never going to make it out alive from whoever had her.”

“Whoever did this needs to be taken off the streets and never let back out again, ever.”

“That is my job, and if you can get me those DNA results ASAP, it will make it easier for me to do that. Thanks, Doc, for the updates.”

“You are most welcome. Call me whenever you need me.”

Douglan shut down his phone and swiveled around in his chair. Needing to stand up for a few minutes if he was going to stay awake for the rest of the afternoon, he knew where he should go first. He had a name for the victim, and somebody upstairs could fill in some of the missing blanks he had in his growing file of information. He stretched, stood up, made his twentieth trip to the coffee pot then walked toward the elevator.

“Hey, Murphy, you trying to keep up with this mess on your desk? Yours looks almost as bad as mine.” Douglan slid a finger down the stack of paperwork which had almost concealed the wooden top of the desk inside the cubicle he was leaning into.

“Don’t laugh about this. I’m thinking of threatening to quit if I don’t get some help soon.” The man behind the desk did not look happy with the attempt at humor.

Douglan threw up his hands. “Sorry, just trying to lighten up the mood today. I have been handed one of the most depressing, grisly murders I have seen in a while, but maybe this isn’t the right time.” He hesitated. “But seriously, I need information on a murder victim found last night at Noble Hills. Her name is Melinda Sue Montgomery, and she had to have been missing for at least a couple of days according to what the M.E. says about the injuries on her body.”

“Let me close this page down, and I’ll try to find her for you.” Murphy punched a few keys and pulled up a dark blue screen with a long list of names. Scanning it, he continued with, “Here she is. Melinda Sue Montgomery reported missing one week ago. Whoa, that’s a little unusual.”

“What is it?” Douglan leaned toward the computer screen.

“It says she went missing while at a church youth group event. You would think that would be a safe place for a kid.”

“How did it happen?”

“It seems,” Murphy pushed up his bifocals, “she went outside to her car to get something, maybe her purse, and never came back. Friends at the party noticed she had not come back inside after about twenty, thirty minutes, went to look for her, and she was gone, vanished. She was reported missing right away.”

“Were there any signs of violence?”

“Um, maybe. The department never could be sure. One of the girl’s earrings was found near her car that night with a small trace of blood on it along with her purse. Nothing else has turned up until last night in the graveyard, I mean, when you found her body in the graveyard.”

Douglan let out a low groan. “This is the part I hate the most. I will have to attempt to talk to the parents tomorrow while they’re trying to plan a funeral. Thanks, Murphy.”

After returning to his desk, Douglan spent the rest of the day going over everything gathered from the crime scene and everything sent over by the M.E.’s office. He phoned the Montgomery’s home to set a time which would work for them to meet with him in the middle of the pain and chaos he knew their lives were filled with right now. Time was of the essence. A sadistic killer was out there and on the loose somewhere inside the borders of Metropolitan Nashville.
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Douglan opened his front door that night at about 6:30 thinking Cici would be so proud of him for not getting home too late, but before he could get two steps over the threshold, she met him in the front hallway not looking too pleased.

“You forgot, didn’t you.”

“Forgot, forgot what?”

“Oh, honestly, Hayden. Just once in a while, you need to write these things down. That’s why I bought you that new smartphone, you know the one with the calendar on it, so you could keep up with your personal life as well as you keep up with your work life.”

“You know I’m not good at that. Besides, I think I keep up with our personal life pretty well most of the time, hon.” He tried to look as apologetic as possible still not sure what he had forgotten.

“Samual and Helene, remember. They are coming for dinner tonight. I’ve got all the food ready. Please go clean up a little and try to let go of work for a few minutes if you can.”

“You know this not a good time. I have just started a major murder investigation. Is there any way we could cancel?”

“I am not going to cancel, emphasis on the word not.” His wife’s voice started to get a little louder than her normal speaking voice which was somewhat unusual for her. He knew not to argue anymore as he turned toward the stairs. “They’ll be here in thirty minutes. Go upstairs and clean up. You’ll enjoy yourself after we’ve had time to relax and eat.”

As he came back down, the house smelled of his wife’s homemade yeast rolls and chocolate, and judging by the sounds coming from his stomach, he was hungrier than he realized. He had taken only one step past the bottom of the staircase when the doorbell rang. His wife sped past him, white apron flapping over a blue skirt.

“Samual, Helene, come in. I’m so glad everyone’s schedules could be arranged so we could be together tonight. I have missed seeing you.”

Cici gave a quick hug to both guests as they removed their heavy coats. She pulled Douglan forward and placed them in his arms.

“Come in, come in. I’ve got a nice fire started in the living room. You can warm up in there while I finish a few things in the kitchen.”

“Can I help?” Helene asked.

“No, no, I haven’t got much. Hayden, entertain our company while I set a few more dishes out on the table.”

Douglan unloaded the coats in the foyer closet and sat in a chair opposite the young couple trying to let go of the investigation swirling inside his head. A second cup of hot coffee helped bring him back to life from the stress of the day, and he was starting to enjoy himself as Cici brought out a small tray of appetizers. In a few minutes, his wife called them all to the dinner table, and after a little food, Douglan was able to relax for the first time in the last twenty-four hours.

“So, Samual, how are things going at the church with all the new changes going on all over town?”

“Things are going fantastic. Right now, everybody is excited to see where all this will take us under God’s control of course. We are riding a fresh wave of enthusiasm that I have never witnessed before in my whole Christian experience, and I have been going to church for a long time.” Samuel ended with a laugh.

“I’m happy for you.” Douglan had become fond of the younger man and felt they were developing a friendship he hoped could last a lifetime. He smiled. “That’s great. I know Cici’s become involved with a lot of the reorganizing that has gone on around town. She comes home and tries to keep me up to date on what’s happening in the churches.”

“It’s been like watching your family grow and expand and become more than you ever dreamed it could be. I’m thankful to be a part of the Lord’s family at this particular time in the history of His church.” Samual grinned at his host across the dinner table.

For the rest of the meal, Douglan sat in relative quietness, adding only an occasional word here and there. He watched the others at the table as they were enjoying their food and each other. He needed bright times like this to offset the darkness his job brought into his life. With most of it, he could not discuss the details with his wife. He had co-workers he could talk to, but it would be nice to have someone to talk to that was not a cop. Perhaps, it would help him see things from a different perspective, something he was sure he needed at times.

He wondered if Samual would mind helping with that. There was something he had been carrying around for months. Afraid to mention it to anyone at work, would it be unfair of him to burden the young minister with such a heavy load?

“Hayden, where is your mind, hon? I have brought out your favorite hot fudge cake, and you have ignored it. Are you feeling alright?”

At times, his wife was more sensitive to his moods than he liked. Samual and Helene both stopped in mid-bite to stare at him across the table.

“Oh, you know just the usual stuff at work.” He tried to dismiss his lack of attention at dinner, sat up a little straighter and leaned across the table with plate in hand. “I am so ready for that cake. Don’t short change me. I can use all the sugar I can get.” He finished with a stiff laugh.

After his wife loaded his plate with a large piece of the warm, oozing chocolate cake, he dug in with all the enthusiasm he could muster. He did not want to worry any of the others around the table, at least not tonight. It might not be the best time to unburden himself with what he had been carrying around and worrying over for so long, but with the last bite of cake, he decided if he got the right opportunity that was what he was going to do. For the sake of his own stability, he did not think he could hold it in any longer. He knew he could trust Samual, but he would have to pick the right moment.

The rest of the meal went well. His wife started picking up dessert dishes, and of courses, Helene offered to help clean up. Douglan saw his chance.

“Cici, for once let someone help.” He smiled at the two women. “I’m sure you and Helene have things to say you don’t want to say in front of us two men, don’t you.” He knew his wife well enough to know she would enjoy a little female time.

Cici hesitated. “I would hate for a guest to feel like they have to help, but it would be nice to talk to someone as I clean up.” She looked across the table at the young woman who smiled and started picking up dishes.

Douglan picked up the silver coffee pot and his cup then motioned toward Samual. “Come on, us guys can fend for ourselves for a little while, can’t we?”

He entered the living room, sat the pot on a small table near the fireplace then turned to warm his back in the heat coming from the glowing wood. The soft popping and hissing of the wood and the warmth in the room lent an atmosphere of intimacy and safety from the dark winter chill just on the other side of the walls of his house.

He waited to give Samual a few minutes to settle into one of the armchairs before he dared to start any conversation. He was not sure how to start but did not want to lose his nerve at the last minute. Wanting this conversation to stay between himself and Samual, he watched the door to the kitchen.

Hesitating between sips of coffee, Samual uncrossed his legs and leaned forward in his chair. “Hayden, what is going on? I have known you long enough now to be able to tell when you have something on your mind that is bothering you. So, come clean with whatever it is you need to tell me.”

Douglan cleared his throat and started with, “I don’t know if this is the right time to talk about this or even if I should. All I know is I need to talk to someone soon. I don’t think I can handle by myself any longer what I suspect the truth may be about a particular circumstance left over from last summer’s unusual to say the least events.”

Putting down his cup, Samual answered in a more serious tone. “You know it is a part of my profession to listen to people’s problems and try to help if I an. I am always ready to listen to you. You’re a friend.”

“You might change your mind after you hear what I have to say.”

“Let me be the judge of that.”

“Okay, you asked for it. I will try to be as quick as possible. I don’t want the girls to walk in on us.” Douglan stopped to take a quick breath to steady his nerves. “You remember when we took Antony into custody, and as we questioned him, he said that many powerful and wealthy men around the world were members of the Brothers of True Light?

“I remember all of his testimony in court and what the newspapers wrote about him.”

“I think I may know or I suspect there may be one such person still in Nashville.”

“How can that be possible? Antony said he had killed Petropoulos and the other guy, what was his name, and he didn’t know of any other members of the Brothers still in Nashville.”

“Raoul, the other guy was Raoul. I know, I know.” Douglan moved away from the fireplace to pace the room. “I saw something last fall that made me suspect someone else.”

“Go on, Hayden, you’re starting to make me nervous.”
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