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CHAPTER ONE

	 

	For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, 

	against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, 

	against spiritual wickedness in high places. ~ Ephesians 6:12

	 

	A NIGHT OF TERROR 

	JUNE 6, 1966

	11:45 P.M.

	 

	Sheriff Clyde Tidwell cursed under his breath as he turned off the highway. While parking his unit behind the other emergency vehicles on the dirt driveway, he wished he was back at home in his easy chair, sound asleep after watching Big Valley, oblivious to the nightmare happening at the other side of his county. 

	Your county. The bellowing, gravelly voice of his father rang inside his mind, tone accusatory.

	Regret pressed against his throat like an invisible hand, crushing his soul into fine powder. He failed to protect the citizens. Wait, that wasn’t right. The people of Hot Spring County were more than faceless citizens—the entire population was his extended family since he had none left nor any children of his own. He’d taken an oath to serve and watch over everyone—the good, the bad, and the ugly.

	In the beginning after being sworn in, he’d been a staunch sentinel, guarding his charges with fatherly love. Over the years, though he didn’t realize it at first just like a frog in a pot of cool water doesn’t detect the temperature rise until too late, he’d morphed into a complacent watchdog. No, more like an old hound with a belly full of kibble curled into a tight ball underneath a porch, sleeping. 

	Sleeping when all hell broke loose boomed his father’s voice again.

	He shook his head at the stupidity of his complacency and the feeling of being chastised from the grave by his gruff father.

	He thought back to when the war ended. He’d returned to Hot Spring County because it was a quiet, small place, tucked away from the hustle and bustle of big city living. He’d experienced—briefly—the sharp, bitter taste of overcrowded, city life and spat it out as though a young one’s first sip of rock-gut whiskey. He’d come back to his hometown out of desperation to let the salve of country living soothe the wounds to his mind brought on from the horrors of men killing men.

	Killing women.

	Slaughtering children.

	Children.

	Old, painful memories tried to escape the neat compartment he kept them locked in. He sucked in a lungful of air then spit out the cracked window, willing himself to believe he’d just expelled them out onto the dry ground.

	After almost twenty-one years, the daily routines and slow pace did as he’d hoped—doused the fire of hate and fear inside his mind, replacing it with what? Melancholy? No, peace. Malvern was the county seat, a town of less than five thousand, known for being the brick capitol of the world. It was a picture-perfect place full of farmers, ranchers, millworkers and other blue-collar folk eager to lend a helping hand to a distressed neighbor. Most, but not all, were churchgoers, including his deceased wife, doing their best to live simple, honest lives.

	Even the politicians were kind people, working diligently to make the city and county a shining example to other places. Both sides of the political fence should—and did—join hands in unison to bring prosperity and tolerance together for the sake of everyone.

	And, of course, his biggest reason for returning was to marry the love of his life, Clara Mae Bohannon, which he’d done less than three months after leaving the Pacific Ocean theater.

	The pace was slow, relaxing, and normally a haven for those who desired to live in harmony at the foot of the sprawling Ouachita National Forest. Crime was a problem of big communities and counties. At least, it had been that way for the last two decades, except for the incident with the Knowles brothers. Oh, there were occasional spats between neighbors or spouses, usually after someone slipped over to an adjoining county and bought booze. Hot Spring County had been dry since 1943. A few moonshiners tried to pick up the slack, yet his department had been successful in shutting them down at the insistence of the local church ladies who still considered the temperance movement viable.

	Those who did imbibe too much from out-of-county whisky or suffered a life-altering event such as the death of a loved one or loss of a job—a few times from stepping out of the marriage bed—caused trouble, but rarely did fisticuffs result in more than a bloody nose or damaged egos or even a few broken bones.

	Obviously, things had changed, just like they had everywhere else. Urban decay seeped out of the desolate streets at a steady stream, weaving and tumbling until reaching his rural haven. The tension and civil unrest in America over the “conflict” in Vietnam, and the pain and suffering of those returning from a war lots of folks were against, spilled out from metropolitan areas, finally reaching the tiny berg of Malvern. The hippy culture, full of eastern mysticism and hate for the government, managed to worm its way into the once-sheltered haven.

	His county was no longer pristine. Now, it was tainted, forever stained by the shed blood of innocents, and worse, ripped away by one who’d taken an oath to protect and serve.

	There hadn’t been a murder in over sixteen years since Carter and Caleb Knowles duked it out over Lily Belle Tremont, the shy sixteen-year-old with cornflower-blue eyes and flaxen hair. The dueling brothers both loved her—or so they said. Love doesn’t take, it gives, and neither Knowles boy seemed to care they were fighting over ownership of a person, as though she was nothing more than a prized brood mare. Caleb came out victorious after landing a final blow to his brother’s head with a shovel, but the prize of winning Lily Belle Tremont’s hand never happened. 

	Tidwell made sure to cross every “t” and dot every “i” during the investigation, determined to make sure justice was dispensed swiftly, and he’d succeeded. He’d been determined to send a strong message of warning to any potential, future criminals to rethink committing murder, and he’d succeeded.

	After Caleb’s arrest and conviction, the lowlife murderer spent the remainder of his life in a small cell down at Tucker Correctional Facility in Pine Bluff until cancer carried out his death sentence before the gas chamber had a chance to fill his lungs with poison.

	He hadn’t worked a murder scene since, and now, he faced a multiple homicide. Just the phrase multiple homicide made his stomach twist into a knot, worse than his new bride’s first dinner ages ago. The roiling in his gut worsened as he looked at the familiar residence.

	Yanking his gaze away from the house, he stared at the small, silver cross dangling from the rearview mirror, letting his breath out in a slow, controlled stream. A deep wave of sorrow and sadness bore down on him. He bit down on his lower lip, stifling a gasp. His dear Clara gave it to him as they stood at the train station, bidding farewells to each other before he left for the long journey to the 32nd Street Naval Station in San Diego, California. 

	In her sweet, whispery voice dripping with a heavy southern drawl, she’d placed it around his neck and then smiled. “Keep it with you always, my love. God will protect you and bring you back home to me. When scared or your faith wavers, hold on tight to it and think of how much God and I both love you.”

	Lord, how he missed every single thing about his wife. When she drew her final, ragged breath, he’d yanked off the trinket in anger and thrown it away, just like his faith. Clara was the only ray of sunshine in his life and God took her from him. He had no brothers or sisters, and his parents were long gone. Clara’s death left him alone in the world. In the end, he retrieved the trinket from the trash bin, unwilling to part with anything that reminded him of Clare-Bear. He couldn’t bring himself to put it back around his neck, so he opted to hang it in a place he’d see it every day.

	Almost nineteen months had passed since he buried his best friend and reason for living underneath a large magnolia tree at the edge of Eternal Slumber cemetery in a beautiful spot less than fifty feet away from his parents. The raw pain was now more of a dull throb yet still a constant companion. Though coming up on two years since she’d passed on, he’d been so lonely it made him numb to the world. Her passing had been beyond gut wrenching. Watching her
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NOT ALL WHO SEEK SHALL FIND
WHAT THEY EXPECTED

ASHLEY FONTAINNE





