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Dedication
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To Zara for braving the clown makeup and facing your own clown phobia, and for taking an awesome photograph that I will now use to scare people! Your work is amazing and your talents are endless. I look forward to following your career as you unleash it on the world! May Los Angeles welcome you with open arms!
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Chapter One
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On the outside, the Saint Michael’s Catholic Church in Santa Rosa appears as any other church would. Built with red bricks, thick cement steps, a black tile roof, and the characteristic church steeple, it’s a relatively plain building with the exception of the tall arching windows speckled with colorful stained glass. A large white cross sits atop the steeple and an old fashioned numberless clock hangs above the front entrance.

Rachel walks up the front steps, the images of the church reminding her of the small Christian churches her parents used to take the family to when she and her sister were children. She tugs open the solid oak door and walks in, instantly recognizing the familiar “church” smell.

There is nothing plain about the inside. Unlike the simple, basic style of many Christian churches, the Catholic sanctuary is a masterpiece of heavenly Baroque style architecture. At least fifty pews line each side of the center aisle, all a dark, shiny oak. Thick crème colored marble pillars line the walls intermittently between the high arching stained glass windows. Marble fixtures of Christ on the crucifix and of the Virgin Mary cover what’s left of the side walls and soft-light lamps hang low on the walls, giving the sanctuary the ambiance of candlelight. At the elevated pulpit, a virtual shrine from floor to ceiling boasts colorful religious figures and angels illuminated by more soft lighting.

Rachel feels a slight breeze on her skin as the thick door closes behind her, the sound echoing off the porcelain floor and marble walls. She gazes awestruck at the church’s architecture, so ensconced in artistic admiration that she doesn’t notice the Priest approach her until he is just feet away.

“I’m glad you came,” Father James says, reaching out for her hand and enveloping it in both of his as she accepts his gesture.

Rachel smiles. “You didn’t think I would?”

“Honestly, I am relieved. I can’t always predict who will come and who won’t.”

The Priest’s hands around hers are warm and comforting, and his momentary gesture of kindness helps her relax some. Since their meeting on the dock the previous evening, Rachel has been nothing but anxious about today.

Rachel glances up at the immaculate ceiling. “This place is amazing!”

He smiles proudly. “I concur, it is a sight to behold. Unfortunately, our meeting area is not as... refined,” he says with a nervous laugh. “Please, come. Follow me.”

The Priest leads her down the side aisle of the sanctuary and passed the breathtaking pulpit, where the aisle ends at a wall with two doors. The door on the right is the same color as the marshmallow toned walls. The door on the left is smaller, made of a dark, rugged wood, and is locked. The Priest withdraws a skeleton key and turns the lock, glancing over his shoulder before pushing the door open.

Curious about his behavior, Rachel also glances around, but sees no one else in the sanctuary. 

“What, is this the secret door or something?” She laughs at herself, enjoying her own humor.

“You would be surprised,” Father James answers. 

He pushes the door open and it squeaks loudly on its rusty hinges. A steep set of stone stairs immediately begins inside the doorway, barely illuminated by just two sparse bare light bulbs.

“Be sure to pull that closed, and lock it, behind you,” he says, turning to her before carefully proceeding down the stairs.

“Okay,” Rachel says, pushing the door closed and twisting the lock on the knob as instructed. 

She turns and follows him down the stairs, their footsteps echoing off the stone walls despite everything being covered with a thick layer of dust. Cobwebs hang from the ceiling and walls, and the stairwell smells musty with hints of wet earth. Surprised with the steep angle of the steps, Rachel senses that they are descending deep below ground.

“Wow, this really goes down far then?”

“Yes. Be careful,” he warns, “the last few steps can be tricky.”

Once at the bottom of the steps, the path twists sharply to the right and opens up into an empty square shaped stone room with another dark wooden door that is closed.

Father James uses the same skeleton key on the door’s lock and pushes it open. The stiff wood moans in protest and a strong gust of wind rushes at their faces.

“It’s just the airway down here,” Father James says. “Happens all the time when you open this door.” 

He closes and locks the door behind them before leading her into the next room, which is surprisingly large with a high ceiling. It’s been set up as an office, with several desks, chairs, and a college-sized chalk board on wheels with writing on it. A shrine of Jesus and the Virgin Mary is affixed to a wall off to the side of the chalkboard learning area, a small sitting stool tucked in front of it.

“This is our teaching and meeting area. As you can see, there is much to learn here,” Father James says, pointing at the chalkboard.

“Yes, I would say so!” Rachel says. “So how many people are involved in this... organization?”

“It varies. In this parish, we have regular members, and we have visitors.”

“How many regular members are there?”

Father James gazes up at the ceiling as he does a mental count while tapping the numbers out on his fingers. “Including the doctor, there are five.”

“The doctor?”

A door at the far end of the meeting room is shoved open and they immediately hear two men arguing.

“You need to let me look at that!”

“I don’t need anything from you,” the man in front shouts over his shoulder as he’s storming away from his pursuer, and towards Rachel and Father James.

Rachel watches the two men intently as they bicker, the one in front sounding the most aggravated. As he nears, she can see that he’s also sweating profusely, and being dressed in Lycra workout clothing it’s evident that he’s been exercising heavily. He’s a handsome angry man, around her age, with short brown hair and a scruffy face that hasn’t seen a razor for several days.

“Is everything all right?” Father James says.

“Joshua will not let me tend to his wounds,” the second man says. He’s taller, a bit older than the first, with dark hair, fine features, and thin round glasses. Wearing dress clothing akin to Sunday morning clothes, he’s more relaxed but also appears concerned about the other.

“I told you! I don’t need anything from you!” The one called Joshua throws up his hands in frustration.

“Lawrence, what is the matter?” Father James asks.

“Joshua’s injuries require attention, Father. He’s not fit to go out again until-“

“I’m fit, Doctor!” Joshua says, shifting directions to approach Lawrence. “There’s nothing wrong with me,” he yells, holding up his hands.

Lawrence grabs the protester’s hand and twists it around so that Father James can see the damage. “See this, Father?” He forces Joshua closer to the Priest to show him the deep, bloody gashes on his knuckles.

“Let go!” Joshua yells, jerking his hand away. He turns to the Priest. “I don’t want him touching me,” he growls.

He throws Lawrence a dirty glare, then spins to walk away again. As he passes by, Rachel feels him stare her down and meets his gaze. She sees his body hesitate as if he’s picking up on something about her that piques his interest. But, anger prompts him to keep walking and he storms out of the training room towards the stairway.

As the door slams, Lawrence sighs heavily. “Father, I don’t know what to do about him anymore. He’s starting to lose it.”

They exchange a long, worried gaze before the Priest remembers his new guest. 

“Um Lawrence, this is Rachel Payne,” Father James says, gesturing towards her. “Rachel, this is our resident physician, Doctor Lawrence Mills.”

Rachel shakes the doctor’s hand. His tension melts and a warm smile plays across his face.

“So you’re the one everyone’s talking about!”

Rachel glances at the Priest. “Um, everyone?”

Father James lets out an uncomfortable laugh. “Well, that’s a bit of an overstatement, Lawrence.”

“I disagree, entirely,” Lawrence says, grinning. 

“Rachel, forgive me. The young man that just left is Joshua, he’s one of our...associates.”

“He seemed... sweaty,” Rachel says. “Is there a workout area in there?”

“Oh, yes, the training room,” Father James says. “Come, I’ll show you the rest.”

Through the door from which Joshua and Lawrence emerged is a large exercise room with matted floors and mirrored walls. This room has lower ceilings and less light than the learning room. In one corner is a pile of focus mitts and pads for punching and kicking, and a hanging punching bag swings from the ceiling of the opposite corner.

“Wow,” Rachel says. “This is a nice training room. But what kind of training do you do here? Is it like, exercise for churchgoers?”

“Not exactly,” Lawrence says with a half grin. “It’s a little more intensive than that.”
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