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“Truth is what survives the edit.”

— Elijah Cross
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Prologue: Prodigal Return​
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The email had arrived three days ago, clinical and efficient, like everything Naomi touched.

Elijah—Your father passed Monday morning. Services Friday. 2 PM. Family visitation Thursday evening. Your presence is expected. —N

No condolences. No pleasantries. Just facts and expectation.

I’d read it seven times before I understood what bothered me: she hadn’t said Dad or Father. Just your father, like he was a role I’d inherited rather than a relationship I’d lived.

Maybe that was the only honest thing she’d written.

Beneath her signature, a corporate footer ran in smaller type:

Cross Meridian Church—In partnership with Novus Vitae Therapeutics—Solace Wellness Initiative

A QR code sat beside it, branded with the church logo. Scan for grief resources. Your pain, measured and managed.

At the bottom edge of the email, a tiny batch stamp read SLC-19-07-B, so faint it looked like a printer hiccup.

Someone had scribbled a broken circle beside it, like a symbol that refused to close.

I didn’t scan it.
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I’D BEEN DRIVING FOR six hours when I crossed the state line into Kentucky three hundred miles of interstate, watching Tennessee flatten into rolling farmland before the road climbed again into the Appalachian foothills, where Ash Hollow clung to the valley like a scar that wouldn’t heal.

The last time I’d made this drive, I was heading the opposite direction everything I owned crammed into the backseat, a promise to myself that I’d never come back. I’d kept that promise for five years. Long enough to build a different life. Long enough to almost forget what it felt like to carry my father’s name like a weight.

Almost.

The radio cycled through dead zones and gospel stations. I kept it on out of habit background noise to fill the spaces when my thoughts tried to get too loud. Static crackled, voices fading in and out like ghosts.

A preacher’s voice broke through:

...and the Lord said, “I know thy works, that thou art neither cold nor hot.”

I changed stations.

Another voice. Younger. Smoother. The delivery came from media training, not seminary.

Pastor Caleb Cross showed us what faith looks like in action. He built more than a church he built a movement.

I killed the radio entirely.

Funny how they always talked about him in the past tense now. Like he’d already become a monument instead of a man.

Maybe he always had been.
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MY PHONE BUZZED IN the cupholder. I glanced down without slowing.

Naomi Cross (Mobile)

I let it ring out. Watched the missed call notification appear. Waited.

Thirty seconds later, it buzzed again.

CMC Operations

Ignored.

The operations number was new. Five years ago, Cross Meridian had an office line and an answering service staffed by volunteers. Now they had a call center. Infrastructure. The kind of organizational machinery that doesn’t sleep.

A minute passed. A text notification lit up the screen:

We need to coordinate arrival logistics. Press is already gathering. Family unity is essential. Call immediately. N

Family unity.

That was the phrase Naomi used when what she really meant was: Don’t embarrass us. She’d been saying it since I was twelve, pulling me aside after services to correct my posture, my tone, the way I stood during prayer. This family has a legacy to protect, Elijah. Act like it.

I wondered if she’d ever loved him, or if she’d just been managing him all along.

I put the phone face-down on the passenger seat and focused on the road. The highway climbed through dense pine forest, winding higher into hills that felt like they were closing in. Ash Hollow sat in the valley below like something trapped between mountains, a town that couldn’t quite decide if it wanted to grow or die.

My father had made that decision for it.

Another text arrived. I didn’t look.

Then another.

By the time I hit the next exit, I had four more notifications. Naomi never gave up. That was one of the things that had made her so effective when my father built his empire she treated every obstacle like a problem to be managed, every person like a variable to be controlled.

Including her own son.

Especially her own son.​
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Chapter One: The Good Reverend Dies Twice
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The highway into Ash Hollow had turned into a memorial.

Every third billboard bore my father’s face arms spread, eyes lifted, teeth whiter than a resurrection.

PASTOR CALEB CROSS, 1958–2025.
WELL DONE, GOOD AND FAITHFUL SERVANT.
Under the verse, a corporate footer ran in smaller type: In partnership with Novus Vitae Therapeutics—Solace Wellness Initiative.

Presumably, the same QR code sat beside it like an altar call for the anxious. Scan here for a personalized prayer plan. Your grief, translated into metrics.

The Cross Meridian Church logo sat in the corner like a sponsorship deal with God.

Yard signs sprouted along the roadside: REMEMBER PASTOR CALEB. ASH HOLLOW STANDS WITH CROSS MERIDIAN. PRAY FOR OUR LOSS.

Half of them were stapled crooked, already sun-faded, like the town couldn’t decide if this was tragedy or brand rollout.

I flicked through radio stations, but there was no escape.

“...heaven gained an angel this week, folks”
“legacy of miracles, of bold faith”
“if you’d like to sow a memorial seed in Pastor Caleb’s honor...”
I killed the radio. Drove the rest of the way in silence just the hum of the engine and the low static buzz of a town canonizing a man I’d spent my adult life trying not to become.

They say the Lord works in mysterious ways.

In Ash Hollow, that usually means somebody’s lying.
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THE CHURCH PARKING lot was already overflowing by the time I pulled in pickups, Cadillacs, a charter bus from the Cross Meridian campus an hour away. Folks weren’t just here to mourn. They were here to witness something. Caleb Cross always drew a crowd, even for his own death.

A row of white Cross Meridian vans hugged the back fence, flanked by two satellite news trucks and a mobile production trailer. Temporary floodlights were rigged on stands, aimed at the front steps for the evening broadcast. Volunteers in matching black HOMEGOING SERVICE shirts darted back and forth, rehearsing where to stand, where to walk, who to hand tissues to once the cameras rolled.

As I stepped out of my car, the humid air hit like a wet towel. Voices drifted from near the side entrance two men, low and tense.

“...can’t have them dragging up what happened to that reporter out by the Hollow,” one hissed. “The press loves anniversaries.”

“Town made its peace with that,” the other muttered. “Official story is he was trespassing. Tragic accident.”

“Yeah, well, last thing we need is Bell’s name in anybody’s mouth the same week the pastor goes home. We’re not losing the narrative on his homegoing.”

Ash Hollow. Family land. My father’s private retreat. Years later, people still lowered their voices when they talked about the journalist found dead on our property. Officially: an accident. Unofficially: a ghost the town kept trying and failing to bury.

Keys jangled. A door shut. Footsteps scattered before I could see which faces matched which lies.
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INSIDE, THE SANCTUARY sweltered with candle heat and human breath. Fans waved like surrender flags. The air tasted like perfume sweating through wool, like old wood soaked in a century of hallelujahs, like funeral flowers trying their hardest to smother the stench of grief.

I stood in the back, letting my eyes adjust to the theatrical lighting. Because that’s what this was a production. The sanctuary had been transformed into a television set that happened to house a corpse.

Professional cameras on tripods lined the back wall, staffed by crew in black Cross Meridian Media polos. A control booth had been erected in the choir loft three monitors, a mixing board, two operators whispering into headsets. I watched them frame shots: close-up on the casket, wide angle on the overflow crowd, slow pan across Naomi’s profile.

They were editing this in real time.

A woman in a sharp blazer late thirties, tablet in hand, Bluetooth earpiece moved through the crowd like she owned the grief. She’d stop at certain pews, lean in, whisper something. The mourner would nod. She’d make a note on her tablet and move on.

I recognized the choreography. She was casting.

Picking which tears would be broadcast. Which testimonies would be recorded. Which faces would represent the “Cross Meridian family” to the millions watching at home.

I pulled out my phone and took a photo. Then another. The cameras, the control booth, the woman with the tablet.

Documentation. In case I needed proof that my father’s funeral was being focus-grouped.

“Sir, photography isn’t permitted during the service.”

I turned. A young man in a black suit, earpiece visible, name tag that read GUEST SERVICES. Not an usher. Security, dressed as hospitality.

“Service hasn’t started,” I said.

“Even so.” He smiled, professional and empty. “We ask that guests respect the sanctity off.”

“I’m not a guest. I’m family.”

His smile didn’t waver. “Then you understand how important it is to maintain the reverence of the moment.”

I pocketed my phone. He didn’t move. Waited until I turned it off, showed him the dark screen.

“Thank you for your cooperation,” he said, and melted back into the crowd.

I counted four more just like him. Strategic positions corners, aisles, near the exits. All young, all fit, all wearing the same bland smile.

This wasn’t security for crowd control.

This was security for narrative control.

I moved along the side wall, keeping to the edges. The sanctuary could hold eight hundred; today it held closer to a thousand, standing room only. Overflow screens had been set up in the fellowship hall, the chapel, even the parking lot. Thousands more were watching on Cross Meridian’s streaming platform.

My father had always preached that the church wasn’t the building; it was the body of believers.

Turned out he’d meant the broadcast audience.

Near the front, I spotted the VIP section roped off with velvet cords like a nightclub. Donors, I assumed. People who’d given enough to earn proximity to power, even in death.

I recognized a few faces. Senator Patricia Kimmel, who’d campaigned on “faith and family values” while quietly accepting Cross Meridian PAC money. Judge Harold Vance, who’d ruled in the church’s favor on three separate zoning disputes. Dr. Marcus Holt, who ran the largest psychiatric practice in the county and happened to be a Solace Wellness Initiative “partner provider.”

They weren’t here to mourn.

They were here to be seen mourning.

A hand touched my shoulder.

I spun too fast, ready for another security guard with another polite threat.

Instead, I found myself face-to-face with a man I’d seen in photographs but never met in person.

Roland Vexler.

He was shorter than I’d imagined maybe five-eight, with silver hair slicked back and a face that looked like it had been carved from something harder than bone. His suit probably cost more than my car. His smile cost nothing but meant everything.

“Elijah Cross,” he said, extending a hand. “I don’t believe we’ve been properly introduced. Roland Vexler.”

I didn’t take his hand. “I know who you are.”

“Of course you do. Your father spoke of you often.” He lowered his hand, unbothered. “He was proud, you know. Even when he was frustrated.”

“Is that what we’re calling it? Frustration?”

“I’m calling it what it was a father who wanted his son to understand the work. The legacy. The infrastructure your family built.”

Infrastructure. Same word Naomi used. Same word I’d seen in the Solace documents.

“You mean the money laundering?” I kept my voice low, conversational. Anyone watching would think we were exchanging pleasantries.

Vexler’s smile didn’t flicker. “I mean the partnerships. The systems. The future your father envisioned before his heart gave out.”

“Convenient timing.”

“Tragic timing,” Vexler corrected. “For all of us. Caleb was irreplaceable.”

“But the work continues.”

“The work always continues.” He glanced toward the casket, then back to me. “That’s what faith is, isn’t it? Building something that outlasts you.”

“Is that what you call Solace? Faith?”

“I call it evolution. Your father understood that the church needed to adapt. That people’s spiritual needs could be met more effectively through data-driven pastoral care. That confession without measurement is just noise.”

I felt my jaw tighten. “You turned confession into a product.”

“We turned confession into transformation.” Vexler’s voice was calm, almost gentle. “People come to church seeking change. We give them the tools to measure it. To prove it. To quantify their spiritual growth in ways that feel real.”

“By scoring their guilt.”

“By acknowledging their struggle.” He tilted his head, studying me. “You’re a journalist, Elijah. You understand the power of framing. We didn’t invent sin. We just gave it a metric.”

Across the room, the woman with the tablet caught Vexler’s eye and made a small gesture time to move.

Vexler straightened his cuffs. “Your mother has asked me to extend an invitation. Private reception after the service. Select guests. She’d like you to attend.”

“I’m sure she would.”

“She’s trying to protect you, you know. From yourself, mostly. You have a habit of asking questions that make things harder for everyone.”

“That’s called journalism.”

“That’s called recklessness.” Vexler’s smile finally faded. “Your father built something beautiful, Elijah. Complicated, yes. But beautiful. If you tear it down, you won’t just hurt the institution. You’ll hurt the people who depend on it. The families. The staff. The thousands of believers who’ve found healing through Solace.”

“Healing,” I repeated. “Is that what you call it when you track their confessions and sell the data to insurance companies?”

Vexler’s eyes went flat. “I’d be careful with accusations like that. Especially at your father’s funeral.”

“Is that a threat?”

“It’s a courtesy.” He adjusted his tie, the gesture almost bored. “The kind your father would have extended to me. The kind I’m extending to you. One time.”

He turned to leave, then paused.

“Your father understood the work. He helped build the systems. He knew the importance of progression.”

Then Vexler walked away, disappearing into the crowd like smoke.

I stood there, hands shaking, trying to process what he’d just confirmed.

Caleb helped build the systems. Naomi knew. And of course, they never said a word. I pulled out my phone again and started typing a text to Mays then stopped when I felt eyes on me. The security guard from before was watching from across the room, no longer smiling. I put the phone away.

Near the casket, I noticed something I’d missed before: a small table set discreetly to the side. Donation envelopes. QR codes. A sign in elegant script reading MEMORIAL GIFTS. Honor Pastor Caleb’s legacy through the Solace Wellness Initiative. Your contribution funds healing for families in crisis. Beneath it, in smaller print: All donations are tax-deductible. Privacy-compliant data collection optional for participants.

They were fundraising. At his funeral. For the system that had consumed him.

I took a photo quickly, before security could stop me then moved deeper into the crowd, looking for Grace, looking for answers, looking for anything that might help me understand how a church had turned into a machine and nobody seemed to notice. Or worse how they’d noticed and decided it was progress.

My father lay at the front of it all, staged like a miracle.

The coffin was gold-trimmed and velvet-lined, so oversized it looked commissioned for an emperor instead of a preacher. He would’ve adored it the spectacle, the pageantry, the whispered reverence. Caleb had always known how to turn a moment into a monument. On the wall screens, his face looked decades younger. The Cross Meridian media team had erased every wrinkle, softened every shadow, layered on the glow of a saint. Even in death, my father had a marketing department.

I slipped into the last pew. People noticed. They always noticed. Being the prodigal son in a small town is like being a ghost everyone pretends not to see you, but their eyes slide right through you all the same.

Naomi sat in the first pew, polished and unbreakable, her back straighter than the steeple above us. My mother didn’t grieve; she coordinated. Her black silk dress fell flawlessly, not a single tear threatening her mascara. Beside her, Grace looked camera-ready even in sorrow curls perfect, expression composed, hands folded exactly right. A living Cross Meridian billboard who happened to share my DNA.

Some kids get casseroles and soft shoulders. We got schedules and strategy.

From the back, for a second, Grace looked like an actress playing herself.

I kept my eyes fixed on the hymnal in front of me, counting scuff marks in the wood as if they were safer than faces, when I felt movement at the far end of the pew.

“Elijah.”

Grace’s voice was soft, but it still landed like a bell. I looked up. She’d slipped away from the front row, trading the good-daughter spotlight for the shadows beside me. Up close, the polish started to crack faint smudges beneath her eyes, a tightness in her jaw that no amount of setting powder could erase.

“You made it,” she said. Not accusing. Not relieved. Just tired.

“Would’ve been hard to miss,” I said. “He’s on every billboard between here and the state line.”

The corner of her mouth twitched, like she wanted to smile but the muscles had forgotten how.

“It’s been...a lot,” she admitted. “Planning. Meetings. People dropping off casseroles and questions.” Her gaze flicked toward the cameras. “There’s always someone watching.”

I’d seen this staging before in a dozen cities, covering disasters and scandals for networks that stopped returning my emails a long time ago. The only new part was my last name on the marquee.

“You holding up?” I asked.

She shrugged the kind of shrug that meant no but didn’t have the energy to unpack it. “Mom needs me up front. ‘Family unity.’” She delivered the phrase in an almost perfect imitation of Naomi’s cadence. “But I saw you slip in and thought.”

“You thought if I bolted, somebody should at least say they tried to stop me,” I finished.

She huffed out a small breath. “I thought I should say hi to my brother.”

That word brother sat heavier than I wanted it to.

Grace reached for my hand and squeezed. Her fingers were cool, nails neat, her grip just a little too tight. “Just...” she said, searching my face, “please don’t start anything. Not today.”

“Who, me?” I asked. “I’m a model citizen.”

She gave me a look that said she’d sat through enough of my arrest calls to know better, then let go of my hand.

“They’re about to start,” she said. “I’ve got to get back.” Her eyes softened. “I’m glad you’re here, Lij. Even if you hate all of this.”

“I don’t hate all of it,” I said.

“Liar,” she whispered, and for a heartbeat there was the old Grace the one who used to sneak out onto the roof with me and count satellites. Then it was gone. She slipped back up the aisle toward the front, her shoulders straightening with every step.

By the time she slid into her spot beside our mother, the transformation was complete shoulders squared, chin lifted, hands folded. From the back, you’d never know she’d vanished at all. Just another perfect piece of the picture.

The organ hummed. The lights dimmed. Deacon Luther Briggs stepped up to the pulpit a man whose loyalty to my father was equal parts devotion and dependence.

“Our beloved brother has gone home to the Lord!” he announced, his voice quivering with emotion he’d almost certainly rehearsed.

He wasn’t talking about Heaven. He meant power the throne suddenly left vacant.

The choir surged into “Amazing Grace,” the hymn echoing through rafters that had held generations of Cross burials. Everyone stood, a rising tide of believers lifting their grief skyward.

Everyone except me.

I stayed seated, arms crossed, watching the cameras glide like vultures. Zoom in on a trembling widow. Zoom out on a congregation thick with sorrow. Zoom closer on the donation plates lined up near the side aisles.

The Cross Meridian empire was already cashing in on its fallen king.

That’s when I felt it a tap on my shoulder.

I turned. The man leaning toward me was a stranger. Older. Weathered. His suit hung on him like it belonged to someone healthier. His hands trembled, not with age but with something sharper.

“He wasn’t who you think he was,” the man whispered, his breath smelling faintly of fear and stale coffee.

Before I could answer, he turned to go then stopped, his spine stiffening like he’d remembered why he’d come.

“Check the casket,” he murmured, barely audible.

He pressed a small envelope into my palm and slipped into the aisle, disappearing between bodies swaying to the hymn.

I opened the envelope beneath the cover of the pew. One sheet of paper. One sentence.

Your father killed mine.

Printed in Times New Roman, neat and cold.

The words didn’t shock me not exactly. They felt like uncovering a bruise I’d convinced myself was gone.

Caleb Cross a murderer?

Impossible. Unthinkable. Unholy.

Except it wasn’t as far-fetched as I wanted it to be.

Memory flashed like a faulty light bulb. I was twelve, snooping around the church office when I shouldn’t have been, lifting corners of rugs just to see what the grown-ups were hiding. Beneath one, I found a dark stain. My father told me it was wine communion wine. I believed him. I believed everything then.

The choir’s final note faded, and Naomi rose.

“Would anyone like to say a few words?” she asked, each syllable smooth as silk and twice as sharp.

Silence rolled over the sanctuary heavy, anticipatory.

Then she saw me.

“Elijah?” Her mask cracked just long enough to reveal a flicker of real surprise, the first genuine emotion I’d seen from her since I walked in. “You’re here. Why don’t you come say something about your father?”

Every head turned toward me at once, like birds shifting direction mid-flight.

For a moment, I wasn’t a grown man at all. I was twelve again, summoned to the office to explain a sin I hadn’t even decided to commit yet.

I tucked the note into my pocket and began the slow walk down the aisle. My heartbeat thudded in my ears, louder with every step. The sanctuary seemed to tighten around me pews, walls, stained glass all pressing inward, waiting to see how the black sheep would bleat.

I reached the coffin and looked down.

Up close, he looked wrong. Not peaceful. Not holy. Just staged. His lips were curled into a faint smile, the one he wore when he thought he’d won an argument. His hands rested atop his Bible the same one he’d used like a weapon on my conscience for years.

Then I saw it.

A dark red smear along the edge of his shoe. Small. Rusty. Thick. Caught just so by the filtered light.

Blood.

Wrong place. Wrong time.

I looked up sharply. Naomi was watching me.

Her reaction was instant controlled, terrifying. Her eyes didn’t widen; they hardened. A warning flashed across her face, a silent command that struck with the force of a slap.

Don’t.

She leaned toward an usher and whispered something crisp and surgical. Within seconds, he closed the foot panel of the coffin with a soft click.

Evidence hidden. Sin covered. Legacy preserved.

I leaned in, so close my breath fogged the polished wood.

“Guess you didn’t get absolution after all,” I whispered.

Then I turned toward the crowd and that’s when I saw it.

The red blinking light.

A Cross Meridian camera.

Live.

Streaming.

The camera was recording every second of my hesitation, my whisper, my stare.

Then the usher’s hand closed around my elbow again not rough, not gentle. Practiced pressure, the kind that suggested the church trained its volunteers the way other places trained security.

“Sir,” he murmured, smiling for the cameras, “we need to clear the aisle.”

I let him guide me away from the casket because the alternative was making a scene in front of a million viewers and giving Naomi exactly what she wanted: a new headline.

From the corner of my eye, I saw the stranger not moving fast, not running, just drifting with purpose toward the side exit, the way smoke finds the nearest crack. I tried to pivot toward him. The usher shifted with me. A second usher appeared, like an extra shadow.

“Is he with you?” I asked, nodding toward the man.

“All guests are welcome,” the first usher said, still smiling, still holding. “Today is about grace.”

Grace. The word tasted like branding.

I pulled the envelope from my jacket just long enough to check the seal. No Cross Meridian crest. No return address. No church wax. Whoever had written that sentence hadn’t come for the sermon. I tucked it back into my coat and swallowed the urge to rip it open right there. The cameras would’ve loved that too.

The service ended the way services always end with music swelling, hands raised, and a thousand faces pretending they weren’t watching a funeral like a pay-per-view event.

Outside, the air was colder than it had any right to be the kind of cold that made you believe in consequences.

The parking lot looked like an evacuation drill: black SUVs, news vans, volunteers in matching jackets directing traffic as if grief were a logistical problem. I scanned faces and found plenty of familiar one’s donors, board members, staff who’d aged into their suits. I didn’t find the stranger.

Senator Kimmel was holding court near the third pew, surrounded by women in pearls and men in expensive suits. She saw me looking and offered a practiced smile, the kind politicians perfect for cameras and mirrors.

I didn’t smile back.

Three pews behind her, Judge Vance was deep in conversation with someone I almost didn’t recognize then did. Dr. Adrian Hale. Stanford credentials. Impeccable reputation. The face Solace would show to regulators and reporters. He looked exactly like someone who believed he was helping people.

Maybe he even believed it.

Near the side exit, a cluster of younger professional’s late twenties, early thirties stood clutching identical branded folders. NOVUS VITAE THERAPEUTICS, embossed in gold. They weren’t mourning. They were networking. I watched one of them hand a business card to a grief counsellor I recognized from my father’s staff. Saw the counsellor pocket it with a nod. Saw the Novus rep make a note on her phone.

Recruiting. At a funeral.

And then I saw him.

Luther Briggs stood near the baptismal font like a sentinel. He wasn’t watching the crowd. He was watching me. Our eyes met. He didn’t look away.

Neither did I.

The message was clear: I was being tolerated for now. But tolerance had limits, and Luther was the one who enforced them.

I broke eye contact first, not out of fear but strategy. No point escalating before I had leverage.

Instead, I focused on the architecture.

The sanctuary had been renovated three years ago. I remembered the capital campaign the glossy brochures, the sermons about modernizing ministry for a digital age. At the time, I’d assumed it meant better sound systems and livestream cameras.

Now I understood it meant infrastructure.

I counted twelve cameras. Not the obvious broadcast ones the hidden ones. Mounted in corners, tucked into light fixtures, embedded in decorative panels. Tiny. Professional. The kind used for surveillance, not cinematography.

They weren’t recording the funeral.

They were recording the attendees.

Every face. Every interaction. Every moment of grief or anger or doubt.

Data collection disguised as documentation.

I pulled out my phone again, pretended to check messages, and opened my camera app instead. I zoomed in on one of the hidden lenses and snapped a photo.

The security guard materialized beside me.

“Sir, I need to ask you to put that away.”

“Just checking the time.”

“There’s a clock.” He gestured to the wall.

I pocketed the phone. “Thanks.”

He didn’t leave. He stood there, waiting.

“Is there a problem?” I asked.

“Mrs. Cross has requested that immediate family gather in the vestibule before the service begins. I can escort you to th—”

“I know where the vestibule is.”

“Of course. But Mrs. Cross was insistent that you not be” He paused, selecting his words with care. “Distracted by other guests.”

Translation: Naomi didn’t want me talking to anyone who might actually tell me the truth.

“Lead the way,” I said.

He guided me through the crowd, his hand hovering near my elbow but never quite touching professional distance, plausible deniability. We passed through a side door into the administrative hallway, where the air was cooler and the lighting fluorescent instead of theatrical. The
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