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Stories are strange collaborations.

I write them alone, but they are never truly finished until someone else enters them carrying their own memories, fears, losses, hopes, and private meanings. What unsettles one reader may comfort another. What feels symbolic to one person may feel deeply literal to someone else. I have always believed that a story becomes whole somewhere in the quiet exchange between the writer and the reader — in the space where imagination, experience, and interpretation meet.

But many readers have asked what inspired certain stories or what emotional questions lived beneath them while I was writing. To honor that curiosity without interrupting the reader’s own experience, I created a separate collection of companion reflections exploring why each story was written and the thoughts behind them.

If you would like to visit those companion pieces, they can be found at: 

SacredStorylines(dot)com 

Access code: sacred

Until then, thank you for walking these strange seasonal roads with me.

The seasons turn. The shadows remain.
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The Green Morning

Elena leaned on the butcher block and watched Julian strip fronds from a blessed palm like he was dressing a wound. The kitchen was still half-dark; the only light came through the skinny window over the sink, a blade of dawn that turned the dust into drifting ash. Outside, the valley held its breath under fog so thick the next roofs over looked like stones sunk in milk.

Julian’s sleeves were rolled to his elbows, forearms knotted like old roots, scarred where knives had slipped or someone had grabbed too hard. He didn’t look at her, but he knew where she was. He always did. The space between them hummed and worried at her bones—the kind of hush that came right before thunder, or right before you told the truth.

On the table, a bundle of palms lay like green bones, tied up with twine. Elena had taken them from the church steps before sunrise, before anyone could see her hands doing the Church’s work and Julian’s work in the same morning. She told herself it was just a ritual, just leaves—except in this valley even a leaf could get you named, could get you watched.

He came in close, smelling like damp earth and cold smoke, his sweater holding on to the outside world. When he touched her, it was careful, sure—like he knew exactly where bruises liked to hide. He pressed a strip of green into her palm and folded her fingers over it, like he was sealing something between them that didn’t need witnesses.

“Hosanna,” he whispered, and the word slid between them like dark velvet. His mouth brushed her ear—warm, heavy, too close to prayer to be anything but dangerous. Elena shut her eyes and tried to pretend the cathedral across the square didn’t exist, that Father Brennan wasn’t already awake behind stone walls, counting sins the way other men counted money. For a second the world felt lush and private, like they’d made their own kind of holy where no bell could reach. Then Julian’s breath hitched, and she heard that same restraint she’d heard when he told her not to linger near the rectory at night.

“We shouldn’t,” Elena said, and hated that she sounded like she wanted to be argued with.

Julian didn’t move away. He just watched her like he was waiting for the part where she gave in. His thumb traced the inside of her wrist, slow enough to feel like kindness, possessive enough to feel like a claim. Elena hated how her body answered before her mind could—how the warmth pooled low, how the fear and the want tangled together until she couldn’t tell which one was pulling harder. She leaned in anyway, letting her mouth find his, letting herself be held for a second like the world outside couldn’t touch her.

It was never gentle for long; it was heat with an edge, and they both acted like that edge was the point. It hit like a swallow of whiskey on an empty stomach—burn first, then a rush that made you think you were fine. A habit you could swear you’d quit tomorrow, except tomorrow kept getting smaller. When he touched her, she felt the craving light up, bright and mean, and when he pulled back she felt the start of withdrawal—irritation, ache, that hungry panic that had nothing to do with love. She could feel herself giving up little pieces—sleep, prayer, appetite, the easy kind of laughter—trading them for this quick, bright relief. And Julian wasn’t innocent, either: he took what she offered like he needed it, too, like her mouth and her heartbeat were the only thing that could quiet whatever storm lived within his core. He’d hand her the illusion of being chosen, and for a heartbeat she’d believe it, which was the most dangerous part. Even while she clung to him, she could feel the cost stacking up somewhere—quiet as a ledger, patient as a bell, waiting to be collected.

Julian’s eyes finally met hers—grey and flat, like river-stone. For a moment his hand stayed at her waist like he didn’t want to let go. “We shouldn’t do a lot of things,” he said, voice rougher now. His gaze flicked to the window, to the square, like he could see through walls. “But Brennan’ll come. He always shows up when the palms are fresh.”

By noon, the wind turned on them. It didn’t just blow—it screamed off the peaks and tore through the streets like something trapped and furious, dragging the smell of wet slate, chimney soot, and river rot behind it. The fog ripped apart in dirty strips. Elena watched from the kitchen door as Father Brennan crossed the plaza with that practiced, empty calm, his vestments snapping in the gale like scavenger wings. Folks stepped aside for him the way animals step aside for a blade.

Whatever they’d had that morning dried up fast, like palms left out in the sun. Julian wasn’t her lover now—he was all edges and shadow. He wiped his hands on a dish towel, slow as a decision, then reached into the flour bin. The lid creaked, and for one stupid second Elena expected bread, a joke, anything normal. Instead he pulled out a heavy, snub-nosed revolver, steel-grey and indifferent, dusted with flour like a blessing gone bad.

“The tithe’s due, Elena,” Brennan called from the porch before she even saw him on the steps. His voice rasped like a file on bone. When he filled the doorway, the wind shoved at his cassock, making it cling and billow like something underneath was trying to climb out. His eyes were charred pits. His soft, pale hands—hands that had blessed babies—gripped the frame like claws. “The Lord provides,” he said, smiling without warmth, “but I collect. The Lord forgives, but I don’t forget.”

The Confession of Steel

Julian stepped into the thin strip of grey light and put himself between Brennan and Elena like it was instinct. The revolver sat steady in his hand—not brave, just practical. The cylinder’s heavy click-clack was the only kind of prayer left in the room. Brennan leaned in close, his breath wet with stale wine and damp wool. “I know what you took from the sacristy,” he murmured, like he was sharing something tender. “And I know what you’ve been doing in Elena’s bed. You think the altar forgets? You think God’s the only one watching?”

Elena’s stomach went tight. She remembered Brennan’s fingers under her chin weeks ago, steering her face toward the votive candles, his voice soft while he talked about disgrace. People vanish here, he’d said. They step off the path and the valley swallows them. Pray you’re never swallowed. She’d laughed then—brittle, stupid—and promised to behave. Now she got it: that promise had never been to God.

The truth spread through her slow and cold, like ink in water. She wasn’t just the lover—she was the leverage. Something to trade, to threaten, to break. Both men were made of the same hard valley stone; they just used different tools. Brennan’s gaze slid to her fist, still closed around the palm strip, and he let out a little chuckle. “See? Even your fingers want to hold on to holiness.”

Julian didn’t answer. He raised the revolver a hair, the barrel staying on Brennan’s chest. “Step back,” he said, low. Brennan’s smile cracked—just a little—then set hard again. “Or what, butcher? You’ll stain your own floor for her?”

He lunged—desperate and ugly—hands reaching past Julian for Elena, like taking her would stitch his power back together. Elena stumbled, her heel catching a chair leg. The first shot didn’t sound like a crack. It sounded like a door slamming on a tomb. The recoil punched Julian’s arm. Brennan jerked, mouth open in pure surprise, and for one heartbeat the wind outside filled the silence like a choir drawing breath.

The False Altar

With Brennan crumpled in the mud by the steps, the world didn’t go quiet—it went listening. Elena could feel the town pressed up against shutters and chimney flues, ears to the thin skin of walls. Julian dragged the body out of sight like he’d done it a hundred times, leaving a dark smear on the stone the rain wouldn’t lift. “Cellar,” he said. “Now.”

She went down the narrow steps into the cellar. The air changed at once—wet limestone, old potatoes, and something sharp underneath, coppery, like you’d held a coin too long on your tongue. A single bulb swung, making jars and hanging hams jump into wrong shapes. In the far corner sat an iron-bound chest, the lock bright where a key had worried it again and again. It should’ve held silver. It should’ve held relics. When Elena forced it open, paper rose up instead—ledgers stacked like ribs.

It was a book of leverage. Not nickels and candles, but secrets; not prayers, but payments. Names marched down the pages in careful ink—who drank, who stole, who met behind the mill, who hit his wife, who kissed a man when nobody was supposed to see. Beside each name were dates, amounts, little threats in Brennan’s neat hand. Elena found her own entry and her throat tried to close: Elena Maris — unsanctified union — witness: J. Tucked behind it was a grainy photo of a man she remembered from the market, smiling in summer heat; underneath, one line: Removed. August. River took him.

The New Order

Julian stood in the doorway and blocked the light, turning into a cutout of a man. His knuckles were white around the revolver. “In this valley,” he said, “you either hold the leash or you wear the collar. There isn’t a third way.”

Elena stared at the ledgers until the ink swam. “You knew,” she said. Her voice came out thin. “You knew what he was doing.”

Julian’s jaw worked like he was chewing something bitter. “I knew enough.” He flicked his eyes to the pages and looked away—the first real flash of disgust she’d ever seen on him. “The silver was never the point. It was a tether. He let me take it so he could pull the rope tight later.”

Above them, the house creaked and settled. A murmur drifted through the floorboards—voices gathering, hesitant at first, then winding together like twine. Somebody’d seen the body. Somebody’d rung the bell, not for Mass but for trouble. Elena started to close the chest, then stopped. She pulled the top ledger out instead and hugged it to her ribs. The paper felt colder than it should’ve, like it had learned the stone.

By dusk, the town came for the house, a slow snake of torchlight sliding down the street. The flames stuttered in the wind and painted the walls in bruised orange and dirty gold. They weren’t here for Brennan’s body—nobody in the valley mourned loud, not even for priests. They were here for the book, the only thing the Church had ever really guarded.

“Is my name in there, Elena?” a man called out, voice cracked with fear.

“My husband—did he pay?” a woman shouted. “My boy—did he confess?”

Elena stepped onto the porch with the ledger pressed to her chest. The wind yanked at her hair, pulling pins loose like impatient fingers. “Every name’s in here,” she said, and her voice surprised her—clear, hard, not asking permission. “Every bargain. Every kindness twisted into a debt.” She looked down at the faces upturned in the torchlight: neighbors she’d shared soup with, men who’d nodded in the square, women who’d braided palm crosses with her on other Sundays. “You want absolution? You won’t find it in these pages. You’ll only find proof.”

Julian stepped up beside her, his voice low and rough but made to carry. “The slate’s never clean,” he said. “It’s just held by a different hand.” He lifted the revolver—not at the crowd, just so they could see it, the blunt truth of it. “Brennan kept your sins like coins. He spent them when he was hungry. I can burn this book tonight and you’ll call it mercy... or you can choose who holds it.”

The town didn’t rise up. Not really. A few mouths opened like brave words might come out, but the wind stole them, and the old math took over—fear against survival, shame against silence. Shoulders sagged under the weight they knew too well. One by one, torches dipped, and people backed away like the porch was an altar that might bite.

Elena watched them slip back toward the valley, their footprints already filling with rain. She held the black book against her ribs like a relic, feeling its corners bruise her through her dress. Julian stood close—steady, unreadable—a warmth that wasn’t comfort. In the square, the cathedral bell started to toll, late and wrong, like even the stone had
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