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For my wife,

It’s often said that behind every great man, there’s a woman. 

But you’re not just behind me; you are pushing me forward, you’re in front of me, cushioning my falls, and you're beside me, ensuring I stay on the right path. 

My gratitude extends from Earth to the edge of ever-expanding universe. 

With love and gluten-free cookies,

Yours,

T
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“Those who would give up essential Liberty, to purchase a little temporary Safety, deserve neither Liberty nor Safety”.
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Benjamin Franklin

November 11, 1755
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Chapter One
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Train brakes squealed, the sound echoing in the stillness, and a crew member’s voice drifted, “Shepherd Mint, Shepherd Mint station.” Doors opened, and a professional middle-aged man set foot on the dusty, old platform. 

The crew member offered a practiced smile as he handed him his bag. “Ten years on this line,” he said, “and you are the first passenger I have seen get off at Shepherd Mint. If we did not load and unload cargo, I would think it was abandoned. Enjoy your stay, sir.” There was a hint of irony in his tone.

The middle-aged man nodded, a light smile touching his lips, the weariness of the long trip evident in the way his shoulders slumped. As the train whistled and moved on, he looked around the empty train platform, covered in dust, like it had never been swept before.

He headed toward the train platform information office, its sign flickering erratically, and pressed the tarnished brass bell by the window. Its ring was swallowed by the silence, as he waited for assistance. 

A few minutes later, a young man in his early twenties, a bit rumpled in a suit past its prime and a bit too large for him, came to the window, his eyebrows rose slightly and  he asked “wrong stop again? There isn’t another train until tomorrow, you can wait on the platform Sir.”

He smiled “Actually, this is exactly where I want to be, I am here to do some work in Shepherd Mint, do you know how I can get to the school? – I am Adam by the way.”

The young man’s eyes widened “A visitor, seriously, of course, I will be glad to take you there myself.” with a humble face, he turned and strode quickly into the office, the sound of a door opening and closing echoing slightly in the stillness. When he emerged, he was holding a glass of ice water, which he offered to Adam. 

Adam took the water, taking a sip “That is very kind of you – thank you ... sorry I don’t know your name yet,... thank you Yitzhak” he said reading the name on the somewhat worn uniform.  

“Yitzhak, that is my father’s name, I am Altair... pleased to meet you Sir,” Altair stepped forward, offering a handshake and continued “So Mr. Adam, what brings you to Shepherd Mint? Ooh, wait, you are Daihbi’s relative....  No, no, Mrs. Adara’s cousin...or... “

Adam, his smile fading slightly, but his voice remaining calm, interrupted him “I am just here for work; how can I find the school?” he repeated. 

The heavy office door creaked as Altair opened it again saying “The town on the other side of the mountain, we must wait for the car to pick us up, they will be here in minutes, hours, who knows! But they will come eventually, you can wait for them in the office; the couch is old, but it’s softer than platform’s wooden benches!”

Adam entered the office, moving towards the couch. He patted the dusty cushions gingerly before sitting, while Altair settled into the chair behind the desk, breaking the silence. “Don’t worry, Mr. Adam, they should be here any time... Are you a new teacher, by any chance? I have not heard they were looking for anyone.”

Adam glanced at an old, yellowed newspaper on the coffee table, dated ten years prior, a faint, wry smile touching his lips “No, I work for Kean’s non-profit organization, that support the school. I am here to check on the progress and...”

Altair interrupted, opening a slightly battered lunch box. “Speaking of time... and since we will be waiting, do you want to share some food? I have not had lunch yet.” offering him half of his sandwich.”. Adam leaned forward, taking the sandwich offered. “Well, the food on that train was not that good at all, and that sandwich looks too tasty to turn down.”

“Sure, no one can resist my mom’s recipes,” Altair said, laughing as he took a bite of his own sandwich. He reached to the corner of his desk to turn on a water kettle, adding an extra cup for Adam. “How many spoonfuls of sugar for your tea?” he asked.

Adam, trying to resist the hunger that the sandwich had only sharpened, ate slowly. “I am not a big tea fan, I am afraid, but I would kill for a cup of coffee.” He continued, “Did your father use to work at the train station?”

As the kettle began to boil, Altair opened the desk's right drawer, pulling out an old, dark, airtight jar. “Light makes the tea lose its freshness. That’s my dad’s rule... always keep the tea in the drawer,” he explained. He pried open the jar with some effort, took a moment to inhale the fragrance of the leaves, and then measured a spoonful into each cup. 

“You’re very perceptive, Mr. Adam. I work here with my dad. Sometimes he comes to the station, sometimes I do. We have a small tea field, and we rotate duties, but these days, he seems to prefer farming.” 

A car engine grew louder, then gave way to the screech of brakes outside. A car door slammed. Altair stood immediately “Great, they are here.” 

A second later, the office door swung open, and a man in his mid-forties stepped in. He wore a crisp, clean Sheriff’s uniform, complete with a neatly trimmed mustache and beard. Removing his hat, he offered a friendly but firm smile. 

“You must be Adam,” he said, his tone sharp and clear. “I am sorry if Altair has been bothering you with his silly stories. He is just a young boy but talks too much sometimes. I am Sadiq, the Sheriff of Shepherd Mint” Staring at Altair with piercing eyes, he then shook Adam’s hand firmly and strongly.  

Altair avoided eye contact. He started to sweat and stutter, “No, .. I did not..” 

Adam was confused, he did not understand what was happening. After shaking the sheriff’s hand, he patted Altair’s shoulder softly and said with a calm smile “No, he didn’t, actually he saved my life by sharing his tasty homemade sandwich with me.”

Sadiq pointed his finger at Adam’s carry-on bag and looked at Altair, who immediately held the bag then Sadiq directed his speech to Adam “let’s go, it’s still quite a ride around the mountain until we reach the town, I bet you want to have some rest.”

Adam nodded, but Altair said, “I just prepared the tea...”

Sadiq said with a sly smile, “Just put the bag in the car and come back to enjoy your precious tea - I will pick you up tomorrow.” Altair looked down as he began to move the bag toward the car.

The conversation felt strange to Adam. He took a few seconds to process the situation. “Can’t we...” he began. 

Sadiq cut him off sharply. “There’s a train coming tonight, and someone has to be here,” he said, pointing to the station.

Altair’s shoulders slumped with disappointment as he carried the bag out.

As the Sheriff’s car pulled away, Adam looked back at Altair, who stood by the station’s main entrance with slumped shoulders. The swirling car dust swallowed the forlorn child he seemed.

“Don’t worry, Adam, we should be there in an hour. The town is on the other side of the mountain,” Sadiq said, his eyes fixed on the dusty track as he skillfully maneuvered the car around the rough terrain. 

Despite the weariness of his journey, and how Altair was treated, Adam forced a smile. “Noted. It was just a long trip,” he replied, in calm but firm tone. 

“How long are you planning to stay in Shepherd Mint? Not exactly a tourist destination, is it?” Sadiq stated with a sly grin, striving for a friendly tone.

“My return ticket is for a week from now. The work itself should take three days at most, but I enjoy visiting small towns. It is a bonus break from the busy city streets of Peacecanta.”

Sadiq's eyes flickered with amusement, though he maintained his affable tone. “There is nothing much to do here. If not for my father’s legacy, I would have left twenty years ago.” Adjusting his uniform, he added “but the people of Shepherd Mint need a good sheriff” 

Adam nodded and said,“ Sure” as he looked away watching the mountain in a gesture that signaled his willingness for silence. 

The car lurched forward, the suspension groaning as Sadiq expertly navigated the rutted track. Dust billowed behind them, coating the sparse vegetation that lined the roadside. The air grew hotter. He glanced at Sadiq, the Sheriff's profile sharp and unyielding against the harsh sunlight. There was a tightness around his mouth, a subtle tension in his grip on the wheel, that belied his earlier affable demeanor.

The road twisted and turned, climbing steadily. The scent of dry earth and something vaguely metallic filled Adam's nostrils, mingling with the acrid smell of the car's exhaust. He shifted in his seat, the worn leather creaking beneath him. He was grateful for the silence, but a knot of unease tightened his stomach. There was more to Shepherd Mint, he sensed, than Sadiq was revealing.

An hour later, the first scattered buildings of Shepherd Mint appeared on the horizon, huddled against the ochre landscape. Sadiq gestured expansively “We’re just a minute away” with a hint of pride in his voice, he continued “Welcome to my town.. Shepherd Mint.”

The dust in Shepherd Mint was a character itself, a perpetual haze that clung to the unpaved streets and muted the colors of the stacked, one- or two-story homes. It settled on everything: the sparse, withered vegetation, the faded paint of the schoolhouse, and the faces of the people who moved through the town with a weary resignation in their eyes. The air tasted dry and thin, carrying the faint, bitter scent of something long forgotten.

Adam sat firmly with his full attention, a mixture of curiosity and apprehension in his eyes as the car crawled along the dusty streets. 

“There is my office,” Sadiq announced, gesturing to the right with a proprietary sweep of his hand. “The pride of Shepherd Mint. Zero crime in three years,” he added, forming a circle with his thumb and forefinger, a self-satisfied smirk playing on his lips.

“What a big office for a small town!” Adam said, leaning forward, “The school is just ahead” his voice tight with weariness. “Do you think Mrs. Barnaby is there now? How can I find her?”

Sadiq chuckled, a low, knowing sound. “Mrs. Barnaby? You will not miss her. The most elegant woman in town, sophisticated as a queen. Do not worry, city boy,” he said, drawling the last words with a sly grin, “we will get to her.”

The people of Shepherd Mint watched the new visitor with a mix of curiosity and fear. Their gazes darted away from his, or the Sheriff's, as if direct eye contact was a dangerous transgression. The years had faded the hues of their clothes and softened the fabric, but they were kept with a scrupulous cleanliness, a small act of defiance against the dust and constant struggle, and their eyes, shadowed and tired, seemed to hold a deep weariness.
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Chapter Two
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The drive was short, ending at a gated, ostentatious house that clashed with the town's weary aesthetic. "Here we are," Sadiq announced with self-satisfied pride as a man hurried to open the gate and then followed the car's progress.

Stepping out into the oppressive heat of Shepherd Mint, Adam felt the dust swirling around his ankles, a gritty portent. He wondered what lay beneath the town's weary facade, what secrets were buried in its very soil.

Sadiq tossed his hat to the waiting man, then gestured sharply towards Adam’s bag, and said “Mrs. Barnaby awaits you Adam” as gestured for Adam to follow him to the house door.

“I am impressed. It’s a... a big house,” Adam said, trying to mask his surprise.

“Yes, it is a palace fit for a queen,” Sadiq replied, smiling with pride.

The house door opened, revealing a grand foyer. The foyer was expansive, with a soaring ceiling that seemed to swallow sound. A massive crystal chandelier hung precariously, casting a cold, glittering light on the polished marble floor. The walls were adorned with ornate, gilded mirrors that reflected the light, creating an almost dizzying effect. A wide, sweeping staircase dominated one side of the foyer, its steps covered in a plush, crimson carpet that looked both opulent and slightly worn. The air carried a faint scent of potpourri, mixed with the subtle odor of old money and something vaguely metallic. The sound of high heels echoed from the upper floor.

“Here she is,” Sadiq stated, his eyes shining as Mrs. Barnaby descended the stairs. 

She moved with a deliberate grace; her posture was erect and regal. Her gown, a shimmering cascade of emerald green silk, flowed around her like liquid, rustling softly with each step. The fabric, heavy with intricate beadwork, caught the light with every movement, creating a dazzling spectacle. Her jewelry—a profusion of gold and diamonds—glittered under the chandelier's light, drawing attention to her manicured hands and elegant neck. 

Her hair, styled in an elaborate updo, framed a face that, while showing the passage of time, still held a striking beauty. Her expression was composed, her lips curved in a practiced smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. 

Sadiq held her hand as she reached the last stair, he introduced her. “Mrs. Barnaby, Adara Barnaby, my lovely wife.”

“Sure, a queen needs a king like you, Sadiq,” Adam said, shaking Adara's hand “Pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Barnaby” 

“Nice to finally meet you, Adam,” Adara replied, her voice smooth and cool.

Adam gestured vaguely. “Yes, we have been working together for years, in a way. It is interesting to finally meet the people behind the work.”

Adara turned and walked toward another room, Sadiq offering Adam the lead.

“We usually have lunch at noon sharp,” Adara said, “but today, I insisted we wait for you. You must be hungry.” they entered a dining room where a sense of opulent chaos reigned. Antique furniture, seemingly collected at random, crowded the space, and the elegant but simple dining table appeared incongruous amidst the room’s grandeur. The table itself groaned under the weight of a lavish spread, enough to feed a small army.

“Yes, the journey to Shepherd Mint was quite exhausting,” Adam said.

Adara, after taking her seat at the head of the table with Sadiq to her right and Adam to her left, gestured to a piece of steak, offering it to Adam. “The guest house is next door. I know you asked for a hotel, but as you’ve probably noticed, there aren’t many options in town.” She looked at Sadiq, stretching her hand to hold his over the table. “The Sheriff will take you there once we finish lunch.”

Sadiq held her hand and leaned in to kiss it. “Consider it done, Ma’am.”

Adam tasted the steak, managing a faint smile. “I've never had steak like this before,” he said, putting down his fork after a couple of bites. “I think I need to... rest.”

Sadiq nodded. “Of course. I'll take you to the guest house.”

“Dinner is served at 7:00” Mrs. Barnaby announced. 

Adam stood from the table, “Sure, thank you Mrs. Barnaby”

“Let us go ...city boy” Sadiq said with his sly smile as they walked out of the dining room.  

Adam took a deep breath as they stepped out of the house and while they were walking, he stopped suddenly “I forgot my carry-on bag”

Sadiq Laughed “it is already waiting for you at the guest house, that is why we have servants, Adam.” 

“Ooh, okay” Adam replied, as he was heading towards the main gate, Sadiq asked him to go to another side gate on the right, “that way, Adam, it is connected.”

As he walked, Sadiq said, “I know you will find the guest house comfortable. It is not fancy, but it has all the necessities.” He continued while opening the guest house door, a creak sound loud enough to reach the entire town “Adara supervised its preparation herself, it must be perfect.”

Stepping into the guest house, Sadiq said, “Here is your living room; the washroom is on the right, and your bedroom is in front of you,” 

“And that is my bag! Thank you, Sadiq. I appreciate it,” Adam replied, placing his bag on the coffee table as he opened it.

Sadiq headed to the garden door. “I will send someone to get you by 6:50 PM. We do not want her to wait.”

Once he left, Adam locked the door and took a deep breath, as if a weight had been lifted from his chest. He began to unpack, grateful for the desk that would serve as his workstation. Then, he took a shower.

The shower was a relief, a way to wash off the lingering tension from his encounter with the sheriff!

After the shower, he went to his workstation, where he looked into the Shepherd Mint files. An hour later, Adam dressed and decided to go for a walk to check out the town. He tried the main door, but it was locked. Then he used the garden door.

Adam went to the doorman, “Hi, I tried to open the living room street door. It seems locked!”

The doorman did not reply. Adam repeated himself, but the doorman kept looking at him with a faded face and remained motionless. 

A voice came from behind Adam. “Mr. Adam, how can I help you?” 

Adam turned around cautiously. “Mrs. Barnaby, I am trying to go for a walk, but he doesn’t open the gate, either...”

Adara interrupted him. “Kelev is deaf! Let me help you.” She used hand gestures to indicate how to unlock the gate.

Adam, relieved, said, “I didn’t know that. Thank you.”

Adara's hand tightened on the doorframe, her smile wavering for a moment before she composed herself, saying, “Do not be late. Dinner is served at 6:00 PM.”

Adam, surprised, said, “I thought it was 7:00 PM.”

Adara, feigning a calm smile, said, “All of us did not have a proper lunch, so we will make it earlier. Then we can have a drink and a little chat. Would not that be better?”

Adam said, “Yes, of course. Sounds great. I will be back before 6:00 PM, then.” 

As he left, Adara hurried back inside the house.

The main street of Shepherd Mint was just fifteen cubits wide, empty at this time of day, a stark contrast to its vibrant past. As he walked along the block, Adam noticed a narrower street branching off to the left, while the main road curved to the right. A short distance down the alley, he saw a shop with a few people gathered outside. 

The buildings were mostly one or two stories high, their faded paint and crumbling facades hinting at better times. The shop consisted of a single floor, with a couple of tables on the sidewalk. It’s simple, classic decorations spoke of an elegance that had faded with time. Once he entered, Adam saw an old man behind a desk at the side of the store. He looked to be in his seventies, with white hair, and his face was covered in scars and wrinkles, fixed in a frown as if he hadn't smiled in a hundred years. Seated tightly at a desk with old cash register. 

“Good afternoon, Sir, regular coffee, please,” Adam said, bending over the desk.

The old man was staring into space, but the word “coffee” drew his attention. As he looked sharply at Adam, he said, “Tea... we only serve tea here.”

Adam sighed. “Okay, regular cup of tea, then. I am Adam.”

“Regular cup of tea,” the old man said loudly as he opened the cash register. “Two cantos.”

Adam counted out two coins. “Here you are, thank you.”

The smell of the aromatic fresh green tea filled the shop, a vibrant, invigorating scent that hinted at its high quality. As the tea barista poured it into a unique glass cup, the steam carried the fragrance, a delicate balance of sweet and earthy notes, promising a complex and nuanced flavor.

“I have never had tea smelled that good before” Adam said as he picked up the cup.

The tea barista smiled “you are welcome ... wh...”

The old man interrupted the conversation with a sharp tone “did you arrange the cups in the same order as I asked you?”

“Not yet Daihbi” the barista replied, a confused look on his face.

“DO IT NOW” Daihbi said.

Daihbi’s words echoed through the small intersection, a clear sign that the new visitor was not welcome.

Ignoring the lingering tension, Adam took his teacup and found a table at the corner of the intersection across from the school. The intersection was framed by a hair salon on one side, a barbershop on the other, and a row of shops with signs too faded to read. 

“Hello, we don’t have many visitors... I am Kiva.” The calming voice drew Adam's attention to a striking woman in her seventies, her elegant bearing and warm smile a stark contrast to the town's atmosphere. 

Standing to shake her hand, Adam said, “Hi, Kiva, I am Adam. Pleased to meet you.”

“Adam, what a nice name. Would you mind if I join you?” she asked, her eyes widening slightly.

“My pleasure, please do. It must be my lucky day to share my coff... ah... tea with a charming lady like you.” Adam said with a natural friendly smile. 

Kiva laughed, moving to Adam's table. “Ooh, a sweet talker too.” As she sat, she asked, “So, what brings you to Shepherd Mint, honey?”

“Work. I am a program manager at Kean's non-profit,” he said, smelling the teacup.

“So, what brings you to Shepherd Mint? I can tell that you like our home-grown tea.”

“Like it? No, it is love at first sip.” Adam smiled.

Their shared laughter broke the silence of Shepherd Mint intersection, creating a feeling that seemed long forgotten. 

A police siren wailed, cutting through their laughter, as the sheriff's car approached. Kiva stood up and took her purse. The car stopped in front of their table, and Sadiq opened the door and closed it firmly. 

“Good afternoon, Kiva, how are you today?” Sadiq greeted.

“Hi, Sheriff, my day is just getting better and better,” Kiva replied with a practiced smile.

“Adam, I see that you are getting to know Shepherd Mint,” Sadiq said.

“Yes, you bet. That is a genuinely a nice cup of tea you’ve got here; you can’t get that in Peacecanta, Sheriff,” Adam replied.

“Absolutely, no one is interested in a cup of tea in Peacecanta,” Sadiq replied with a sneaky smile.

Sadiq adjusted his uniform. “Ready for your tour? Let me show you around.”

“Gentlemen, I would love to stay longer with you, but I have got to go. See you around, Sheriff,” Kiva stated, as she prepared to leave. “Adam, pleasure to meet you, young man. See you around.”

Adam replied, “My pleasure, Kiva. See you.”

Sadiq said, “Let us go, Adam. I will show you around, or we will not have time. We must be home by 6:00 PM.”

Adam took the last sip of his teacup “I do not want to waste this sip” he said as he joined Sadiq for a walk “Sure, how lucky I am, Sheriff himself showing me around”

Sadiq took a deep breath, visibly swelling with pride at Adam's compliment. “We will go that way; the school is on the left,” he said, pointing. “Mrs. Barnaby will show it to you tomorrow.”

“Cannot wait to go through its classrooms – it is a nice school,” Adam replied.

“Yes, it is... well, nothing ever seems enough for this town,” Sadiq sighed.

Adam turned, listening intently. “I know what you are talking about, been there.”

As they passed the school, Sadiq gestured straight ahead. “A couple of shops, empty ones... nothing on the shelves.”

Adam examined the shops. “They are completely empty. What happened?”

“Tough times. We thought it would not last, but we could not keep supporting the town ourselves.” Sadiq sighed.

As they walked, Sadiq pointed out various landmarks. “That is the old town hall,” he said, gesturing to a building with peeling paint. “It used to be the center of everything, but now...” He trailed off, a hint of sarcasm in his voice that he tried to hide.

Next to the town hall, Adam noticed a well-stocked store. “But this convenience store – or rather, mini-department store – is loaded.” He commented. 

Sadiq pointed to the store's banner. “That is Barnaby’s Mart,” he said, his tone filled with pride as he adjusted his uniform.

“Wow, that’s a big, nice store, Sheriff... yours?” Adam asked, his curiosity piqued.

“That is for Mrs. Barnaby,” Sadiq said, his tone softening. “As the town situation declined, Mrs. Barnaby could not stand by. She opened this store to help the people, what a simple act of kindness!”

Adam replied, “Indeed,”

Next, they passed a small park with a rusty playground. “The kids still play there,” Sadiq noted, “but it could use some... attention.”

Adam nodded, observing everything with keen interest. He sensed a mixture of pride and resignation in Sadiq's voice. The town clearly held a special place in his heart, in one way or another. 

Sadiq interrupted, “We will be late. Time to go back.”

“Sure, we do not want Mrs. Barnaby to wait!” Adam replied with a smile.

Sadiq patted his shoulder “exactly” with a big smile over his face. 

They got into the Sheriff's car. The drive was short. As they approached the Barnaby's house, Kelev hurried to open the gate. Sadiq drove in and stepped out towards the house while behind them, Kelev secured the gate with a series of deliberate clicks and heavy thuds, the multiple locks echoing in the evening stillness. 

“Good evening, gentlemen,” Mrs. Barnaby greeted them at the door, her smile slightly strained. “Right on time.”

“Good evening, Mrs. Barnaby. Something smells delicious,” Adam replied, stepping inside.

Sadiq followed, offering a perfunctory kiss to Mrs. Barnaby's forehead. “Sorry I am late. I ran into him on the way.”

“It is quite alright, Sheriff,” she said, moving into his embrace, though she did not quite settle comfortably. Their bodies didn't align naturally, revealing the awkwardness between them.

“Dinner is served,” Mrs. Barnaby announced, gliding towards the dining room.

Adam sighed dramatically. “It seems you are expecting more company?” he asked, his eyes widening at the sight of the laden table.

“I noticed you barely touched your lunch,” Mrs. Barnaby replied, already seated at the head of the table. “So, I added a few more options.”

“You're too kind, my dear,” Sadiq said, taking his place to her right. “As always,” he added with a smile that didn't quite reach his eyes.

Adam, his stomach growling audibly, sat to her left. “Starving would be an understatement.”

Mrs. Barnaby began filling Adam's plate, her attention seemingly fixed on him. “This time, Adam, you clear your plate.”

“With pleasure,” Adam replied, his gaze fixed on the food. “It smells even better up close.” He took a bite, his expression carefully neutral, though a flicker of unease crossed his eyes. 

“What do you think about my town so far Adam” Sadiq asked while taking a fork full of food. 

“It's... interesting, Sheriff,” Adam replied, choosing his words with caution. “Definitely... unique.”

Mrs. Barnaby's smile tightened, becoming a practiced, almost brittle curve. “In a good way, of course. We pride ourselves on our... hospitality here.”

The conversation shifted, the remnants of the half-finished meal lingering on the table. Sadiq leaned back in his chair, a rare hint of melancholy shadowing his features.

“It wasn't always like this, you know,” he said, his gaze drifting towards the framed portraits on the wall. “This town... it went through a devastating period. A confluence of disasters, you might say.”

Adam raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “A confluence of disasters?”

Mrs. Barnaby's expression turned grave, the practiced smile replaced with a tensioned face “The land, you see... We lost nearly half the fields of Shepherd Mint. It didn't rain, year after year. The rainy seasons came and went, and the earth just...baked. We lost fields, farms, entire livelihoods.”

Sadiq took over, his voice heavy. “Farms failed. That was the first domino. When the crops died, the farmers had no income, no reason to stay. They packed up, moved on, looking for greener pastures.”

Mrs. Barnaby continued, her voice a low murmur. “And when the farmers left, the businesses that depended on them... Tea packaging plant, the stores, the market... they couldn’t survive. They closed, one after another. The town was dying.” As she spoke, she moved her hand to cover her face, trying to hide the tears that welled in her eyes.

“We stayed,” Sadiq added, his voice firm, though tinged with the memory of desperation. “We believed in this place. Invested in it. Even when no one else did.”

“We used what resources we had,” Mrs. Barnaby explained, her gaze meeting Adam's. “We used everything we had... and organized the remaining community. Found... unconventional ways to sustain ourselves. It wasn't easy.”

“Bartering, rationing, making... arrangements,” Sadiq said, a strange glint in his eyes. “Tough decisions had to be made. Sacrifices were necessary.”

Mrs. Barnaby’s hand rested on his arm, silent understanding passing between them, a hint of something darker in the shared look. “We rebuilt it, brick by brick. Together. And we ensured its survival.”

“And now,” Sadiq concluded, a note of steely pride in his voice, “it is surviving. A testament to what a community can achieve with... dedication. And a firm hand.”

Adam listened intently, the weight of their words settled in the air, the implications of their methods hanging heavy. He glanced around the opulent dining room, a stark contrast to the image of near collapse they had painted. “Dedication,” he echoed, a flicker of something unreadable in his eyes.

“Dedication, commitment, and loyalty. words that carry much weight here,” Sadiq said, his gaze lingering on Adam for a moment, a hint of a challenge in his tone.

“Adam, let's take a drink... neat or on the rocks?” Sadiq asked, as he stood up from the dining table. “Let me take you to our reception.”

“I will join you in a few minutes,” Mrs. Barnaby said, rising as well, her smile regaining its practiced edge, though a shadow of sadness still clung to her eyes. “I need to refresh my look.” She paused, her gaze meeting Adam’s. 

“It was... enlightening to share our history with you, Adam. I hope you understand the... sacrifices we have made.” 

The reception was not an exception to the house’s strange opulence. White-worn marble, untouched by time, covered the floors, overlaid with a vast green carpet interwoven with threads of gold. Pieces of unrelated antiques were scattered throughout the space, and a huge sofa dominated one side, facing two equally grand chairs with golden edges.

The sound of liquid pouring from the bottle into glass broke the silence that had settled over the room. Then, the distinct click of high heels approached from the distance. The reception was a continuation of the house's strange opulence.

Sadiq handed Adam a glass. “To your good health,” he said.

“Did you miss me?” Mrs. Barnaby said, entering the room with her practiced smile.

“Of course, to my lovely wife,” Sadiq said, giving her a glass.

“New friendship,” Adam proposed a toast.

As the glasses clinked, Mrs. Barnaby added, “Of course, Kean’s organization played a major role in this town's survival.”

“Agreed. Life would be... considerably more difficult without their support,” Sadiq replied, a subtle emphasis on "difficult," his gaze fixed on Adam.

“That’s exactly why I’m here,” Adam stated, his voice firm. “To evaluate that support and ensure its continuation... in any way necessary... for the people of Shepherd Mint.”

“To Shepherd Mint, then,” Sadiq raised his glass, a ghost of a smile playing on his lips.

“Tomorrow,” Mrs. Barnaby said, her tone softening, “we will visit the school. There is a board meeting, which you are welcome to attend. Ask any questions you like. The following day, we can go to the town hall to review the donations from Kean’s organization. I will explain how they are distributed.”

"If you want to amend your ticket to leave earlier, I can help with that," Sadiq said with a subtle, almost predatory smile.

“Of course, Sheriff. I will let you know,” Adam replied, a sudden weariness in his voice. “It is getting late. Thank you both for your hospitality today.” He stood, a little too abruptly.

“Don’t mention it,” Sadiq said, rising with an almost effortless grace. “Allow me to show you to your quarters.” He gestured towards the door with a smooth, deliberate motion.

“It has been our pleasure, Adam. As you can imagine, we do not get many visitors here,” Mrs. Barnaby added, her smile both welcoming and a touch wistful, her gaze lingering on Adam for a moment longer than necessary.

“Thank you, Mrs. Barnaby.” Adam nodded, his eyes making brief contact with hers before turning to follow Sadiq, a sense of unease settled in his stomach.

“Good night, breakfast is served at 7:30 AM, Adam,” Mrs. Barnaby stated, her voice carrying a formal yet subtly warm tone.

“Sure, good night,” Adam replied, his own voice slightly weary, as he followed Sadiq towards the guest house garden door.

She closed the door with a soft, decisive click.

“We need to fix that,” Sadiq muttered, more to himself than Adam, as the door creaked open with a loud groan, the sound momentarily shattering the night’s silence.

“Sheriff, I tried to use the street door; it was locked,” Adam stated, his gaze lingering on Sadiq, searching for an explanation beyond the simple words.

“We need to fix that as well. The key has been lost for a while, Adam. Use this door anytime,” Sadiq replied, his tone dismissive, his hand gesturing vaguely towards the garden door.

“No problem. Thank you for all your help! Good night, Sadiq,” Adam said, a hint of polite finality in his voice as he held the door open, ready to close it.

“My pleasure, Adam. It is my duty and commitment to the people of Shepherd Mint,” Sadiq replied, his chest swelling slightly with pride as he adjusted his uniform, his voice booming and taking a deep breath, as if filling the space with his self-importance.

The door closed, leaving Adam alone in relative quiet.
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Chapter Three
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The dust-laden air of Shepherd Mint Street muted the early sunlight, but not the insistent crowing of roosters. Their calls, sharp and jarring, sliced through the gloom, a rude awakening for a street that seemed to prefer its shadows.

“If I could just have a cup of coffee!” Adam muttered to himself, the words barely audible. He moved to the garden door, opening it to the first pale glimpse of the new day in Shepherd Mint, a hint of dust immediately touching his lips.

“Good morning, Kelev!” he said, waving his hand with a smile. Then, he found a clear patch of ground in the garden and began his morning workout.

“Good morning, Adam,” Mrs. Barnaby’s crystal-clear, soft voice cut through the air as she stepped out, carrying a rusted watering jug with a long spout.

“Good morning, Mrs. Barnaby,” Adam replied, his smile practiced, as he continued his workout.

“Breakfast is served in thirty minutes,” she stated, watching him. “How do you like your coffee?” Her question hung in the air, a thinly veiled excuse to prolong their conversation, or perhaps just to stay near him.

“Wow, coffee! I thought I would never hear that word in this town,” he replied, laughing. “Black, strong, no sugar, no cream.”

“Well, we are the only ones with a coffee machine in here!” she stated, a small, knowing smirk playing on her lips.

“That’s a blessing,” Adam said, heading back towards his room. “I will get ready. See you in a bit, Mrs. Barnaby.”

Mrs. Barnaby continued watering the plants, but her gaze drifted into space, the water overflowing from the jug and splattering onto one spot on the plant pot. The rhythmic splashes were abruptly broken by a voice.

“Good morning, hun,” Sadiq said, stepping out in a white tank top and boxers, drying his face with a towel wrapped around his neck.

“Goo... Oh, Sheriff...” Her eyes widened, and her mouth fell open. She rushed back towards him, seizing his arm. “Sheriff, we have a visitor in the house. We need to maintain a specific image.” She quickly pushed him inside, glancing back at Adam’s door, her eyes darting to ensure Adam had not seen them.

Thirty minutes later, Adam knocked on their door with his passenger bag crossed over his shoulder. It was the first time he noticed a name engraved on the knocker: “Lama Stu.”

“Good morning, Adam, come in,” Sadiq said, opening the door, already in his sharp, crisp uniform.

“Good morning, Sheriff,” Adam replied, stepping into the grand foyer.

“Follow me. Usually, we take our coffee and breakfast in the backyard.”

“Coffee with a view, that’s a good start for a promising day,” Adam stated, following the Sheriff through the reception.

They emerged onto a wooden porch with a table in the middle and four chairs. The backyard was meticulously maintained, but dominated by a single, decaying tree. Aside from that, there was a peculiar absence of birds, quite weird for a farming town. The table was laden with bread, several types of jam, butter, eggs, and sausages, with a coffee pot steaming in the center.

“Strong, no cream, no sugar... just the way you like it,” Mrs. Barnaby stated, pouring the coffee and handing the cup to Adam.

“Perfect, thank you,” Adam replied with a smile, bringing the cup to his nose. He inhaled, but something was off. The aroma was different, wrong, though he could not quite place what.

“Just dose mine with sugar, you know how I like it,” Sadiq said, his gaze fixed on Mrs. Barnaby as she poured his cup.

“Sure, honey... You will drop us at the school, then come at noon to pick us up for lunch,” she said slowly, handing him his coffee cup. “Sometimes he just gets carried away with his duties and lets the world fall behind,” she stated, rolling her eyes upwards along with her shoulders, her gaze lingering on Adam.

“The Sheriff is dedicated to his work!” Adam stated, looking at Sadiq with a practiced smile.

Sadiq sat firmly, adjusting his uniform, which seemed to swell with pride. “Indeed, when duty calls, you can’t leave it unanswered.” He then looked at his wife with a humble smile. “Consider it done, hun.”

“Adam, please help yourself to breakfast. Do not be shy.” Sadiq stated as he prepared himself a sandwich. 

Mrs. Barnaby turned her attention back to Adam, a curious glint in her eye. "Adam, how many years have you been working for Kean’s organization?"

Adam took a sip of his coffee, his expression neutral. "Three years," he replied.

Mrs. Barnaby continued, "So, there's a wealth of information and experience we can exchange during your stay."

"For sure," Adam replied, a determined nod accompanying his words. "I won't spare any effort."

Sadiq interrupted, a half-chewed bite still visible in his mouth, “But working in an office on a high floor in Peacecanta is quite different from dealing with facts on the ground, isn't it?”

Adam, maintaining his practiced smile, met Sadiq's gaze. “Indeed, Sheriff. I actually have two years of volunteering experience and three years of field experience in towns similar to, or even more challenging than, Shepherd Mint.” He took another deliberate sip of his coffee, the strange aroma still lingering. 

“That's precisely why Kean's believes in direct engagement. We need to see the facts on the ground to truly understand how our support impacts the lives of the people here in Shepherd Mint. It is about accountability, after all.” 

Mrs. Barnaby dabbed her lips delicately with a napkin. “And we are very grateful for that accountability, Adam. It ensures everything is running as it should. Transparency is key, wouldn't you agree?” Her eyes, however, seemed to hold a challenge rather than an invitation for agreement.

“Absolutely,” Adam replied, placing his cup down. “And that is why I am really looking forward to the board meeting today. To hear directly from everyone involved. Sometimes, efforts are wasted on unnecessary ... subjects when we should instead be cutting them off and planting a seed for a new one.” He glanced pointedly at the decaying tree in the backyard, then back at their composed faces.

Sadiq chuckled, a low rumble in his chest. “A very poetic way of putting it, Adam. The future, indeed. Though some seeds require... more rigorous tending than others. And a very firm hand, sometimes, to ensure they grow in the right direction.” He leaned back in his chair, a subtle smirk playing on his lips, his gaze drifting towards his wife.

Mrs. Barnaby's smile tightened, almost imperceptibly as she sensed the rising tensions in the conversation, she stated with very soft humble voice “Gentlemen, perhaps we should finish. We would not want to be late for the board meeting. Punctuality is another virtue we value highly in Shepherd Mint.” She rose, her emerald gown rustling softly, and Sadiq immediately followed suit, his eyes never leaving Adam.

Adam pushed back his chair, the scrape of wood on wood a jarring sound in the sudden silence. He caught Sadiq’s gaze, a subtle challenge in his own eyes, before offering a polite, if strained, smile to Mrs. Barnaby. “Of course, Mrs. Barnaby. Lead the way.”

The walk from the backyard to the waiting car was brief, yet it felt laden with unspoken undercurrents. Kelev, the deaf doorman, stood by the gate, his imposing figure a silent sentinel. He opened it with a practiced ease, his movements fluid despite his size. 

“Ever sat in the back seat of a Police car?” Sadiq asked Adam as he held the back door open for Adam, a gesture that felt less like courtesy and more like a subtle assertion of control.

Adam with a practiced smile “Yes, an unpleasant memory... and it was because of my work as well.” As the smile rose to his eyes and his eyes glitched calling back memories.

Sadiq moved to the front passenger side, where Mrs. Barnaby stood. They exchanged a few quiet words, their voices too low for Adam to discern before Mrs. Barnaby turned to him. “Just a little change in the plans, Adam,” she announced, her voice still carrying a hint of the earlier hushed conversation. “The board meeting’s delayed thirty minutes. You can enjoy another tour of our small town, and I will meet you at the school.”

Slumped in the backseat, Adam’s shoulders sagged, a flicker of irritation crossing his face. “Alright” he conceded, his voice tight with a disappointment he struggled to mask.

Sadiq moved to his car seat, a sly smile playing on his lips as he met Adam's gaze in the rearview mirror. “I think you will enjoy the ride in the back seat.”

Mrs. Barnaby stood next to the front passenger seat and leaned toward the window. Her eyes, usually so composed, flashed with genuine alarm. “Sadiq!” Her voice was a sharp, almost desperate whisper, betraying a crack in her carefully constructed facade.

Sadiq, however, merely chuckled, a low, dismissive sound. “OK .. OK, my dear,” he drawled, stepping out to unlock the back door. “Just a little jest. My lovely wife here simply lacks a sense of humor when it comes to the finer points of law enforcement, wouldn’t you agree, Adam?” He winked, a crude gesture that only deepened the tension. “Come on, let’s go.”

Adam slid into the front passenger seat, the worn leather of the seats a familiar comfort. He glanced back at the house, at Mrs. Barnaby standing by the door, her silhouette framed by the grand entrance, a queen presiding over her domain. The decaying tree in the backyard, a silent witness to their breakfast conversation, seemed to sag even further under the weight of the morning sun.

“So, we will go to the police station, let me introduce to the Deputy Sheriff and my team” Sadiq stated as they go through the dusty streets in Shepherd Mint. 

The Sheriff’s car, a gleaming anomaly in the muted landscape, kicked up a plume of ochre dust that momentarily obscured the humble, one- and two-story homes. Adam watched the townspeople, their faces still pale and weary, as they went about their early morning routines. Their gazes, as always, darted away from the car, a silent testament to the fear that permeated the air.

Sadiq, meanwhile, drove with casual confidence, one hand resting lightly on the wheel, the other occasionally adjusting his crisp uniform. He hummed a tuneless melody, seemingly oblivious to the tension that still lingered in the car.

The car pulled up to a big, utilitarian building that stood apart from the residential homes, its facade a stark, uninviting gray. A faded sign above the door read: "Shepherd Mint Sheriff's Office." This was not the school, but a detour, a deliberate shift in the day's agenda.

“Here we are,” Sadiq announced, cutting the engine with a decisive click. “My office. And my team.” He turned to Adam, a challenging glint in his eyes. “You wanted to see the facts on the ground, Adam? Well, here are some.”

He stepped out, his movements precise, tucking his shirt tighter into his pants, the glint of his adjusted Sheriff badge catching the muted light. “Come on, Adam,” he commanded, his voice a low rumble, already moving towards the building's entrance. 

The dusty air seemed to hold its breath, the silence pressing in, thick and palpable around Adam. An oppressive weight settled in the air, charged with Sadiq's unspoken authority. As Sadiq pushed open the heavy door, a blast of cooler, stale air escaped, carrying the faint, unsettling scent of old paper, harsh cleaning solution, and something distinctly metallic – the lingering aroma of fear.

Adam stepped inside the Sheriff’s office was less grand than Adam might have expected, given Sadiq's pride. A large, open room served as a reception area, with a worn wooden counter separating it from a few cluttered desks. Two men, both in Sheriff's uniforms, looked up from their paperwork as Sadiq entered. One, a burly man with a thick mustache, was polishing a badge. The other, younger, and leaner, was meticulously organizing a stack of files.

Inside, the Sheriff's office was less grand than Adam might have expected, given Sadiq's pride. A large, open room served as a reception area, with a worn wooden counter separating it from few cluttered desks. Two men, both in Sheriff's uniforms, looked up from their paperwork as Sadiq entered. The two men snapped to attention, their movements sharp and immediate, leaving their paperwork scattered as Sadiq entered.

One, a burly man with a thick mustache, was polishing a badge. The other, younger, and leaner, was meticulously organizing a stack of files.

“Kaiv and Amos,” Sadiq said, his voice carrying a new, sharper edge in this environment. “Meet Adam Zada, from Kean’s organization. He is here to... observe.” There was a subtle emphasis on his last word, a warning perhaps, or a veiled instruction.

Kaiv, the burly deputy, offered a low, guttural grunt of greeting, his eyes assessing Adam with a slow, deliberate gaze that felt more like an inspection than a welcome. Amos offered a quick, almost nervous nod, his eyes darting between Adam and Sadiq.

“These are my deputies,” Sadiq continued, gesturing with a sweep of his hand. “My right and left hands. They ensure peace and order in Shepherd Mint.” His gaze lingered on Adam, a silent question in his eyes. “Any questions about law enforcement, Adam?”

Adam felt the weight of their combined scrutiny. The atmosphere was thick with unspoken power dynamics. He offered a polite smile. “It is a pleasure to meet you both. I am always interested in understanding the local dynamics of the communities we work with.” He kept his tone neutral, his expression open, revealing nothing of the unease that was beginning to coil in his stomach. This was not a friendly visit; it was a display of power.

Sadiq chuckled, a low, dry sound. “Indeed. Dynamics are key. We run a tight ship here, Adam. No room for... unnecessary subjects.” His eyes flickered to his deputies, then back to Adam, a clear message in their depths.

The minutes stretched, filled with an awkward silence, broken only by the rustle of papers and the occasional clink of Kaiv’s badge. Adam maintained his composure, observing, absorbing. He knew this was part of Sadiq's game, a subtle intimidation tactic.

Finally, Sadiq clapped his hands together, the sound sharp in the quiet room. “Let’s go to my office.” He began to move, then paused, glancing back at Kaiv. “Morning Report, Kaiv.” The burly deputy scrambled, snatching a file from his desk before nodding curtly for Adam to proceed.

Sadiq went down the corridor through the reception. Only the first third of it was lit, and it grew darker as it continued ahead. A cell door stood at the end of it in complete darkness, discernible only by the reflection of light over its big, thick bars.

Sadiq stopped at the door, and Kaiv rushed forward to open it for him. Sadiq stepped in, then paused, his gaze dropping to the tilted nameplate on the door, he gazed at Kaiv before he quickly straightened it.

As Sadiq settled at his desk, he stated proudly, “Come in, Adam.” Meanwhile, Kaiv stepped in and put the file on Sadiq’s desk.

Adam stepped into the room, and the air immediately felt heavier, thick with the scent of stale ambition. It mirrored Barnaby’s home in its opulent yet uncomfortable aesthetic: a massive, dark wood desk, scarred with countless unseen battles, dominated the space. Flanking it were two high-backed leather chairs, their surfaces so worn they gleamed in places, their deep creaks under the slightest shift of weight offering no invitation to comfort.

Sadiq opened the file on his desk, his gaze sweeping over the contents before he looked up at Kaiv, a practiced, almost predatory smile touching his lips. “Kaiv,” he began, his voice deceptively casual, “how many Sheriff offices do we have in town?”

“We have two Sheriff offices in town, Sir,” Kaiv replied, his posture rigid, his tone clipped and formal.

Sadiq’s smile widened, though his eyes remained cold as he continued to turn pages, seemingly absorbed by the document. “And how long is your shift, Deputy?”

“Twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, Sir,” Kaiv recited, his voice flat, devoid of any inflection.

“Deputy, back to your desk,” Sadiq dismissed, closing the file with a decisive snap and handing it back to Kaiv. He waved a hand, a clear gesture for the deputy to leave, his attention already shifting back to Adam.

He turned his gaze to Adam, his tone shifting, becoming almost jovial, yet with an undeniable undercurrent of steel. “Three years without a single crime, Adam,” Sadiq declared, leaning back in his chair, a self-satisfied smirk playing on his lips. He adjusted the crisp fabric of his uniform over his chest. “Three years while people are suffering from hardships and limited resources, yet not a single theft. Can you imagine?” He paused, letting the question hang in the air. “In other towns, it might turn into complete chaos.”

Sadiq then turned his head, his gaze settling on a framed portrait hanging on the wall behind him—a stern-faced man in an older Sheriff’s uniform, undoubtedly his father. “As my dad always said,” Sadiq continued, his voice laced with reverence, “this desk,” he knocked on the polished wood firmly, a sharp rap that echoed in the room, “is my first office. And my home is the second office. Both are open and active around the clock, serving the people of Shepherd Mint.”

Adam merely nodded, his practiced smile firmly in place, a silent acknowledgement of the Sheriff’s carefully constructed narrative. “Noted, Sheriff,” he replied, his voice even, revealing nothing of the questions swirling beneath his composed exterior.

“Right then,” Sadiq announced, clapping his hands once, the sound sharp and final. “Tour complete. I believe Mrs. Barnaby is waiting for us at the school now.” He rose from his chair with an abruptness that suggested the conversation was over, already moving towards the door.

Sadiq stopped at the reception desk, a subtle flick of his hand summoning Kaiv. The deputy's chair shrieked against the floorboards, tipping precariously before crashing back as he scrambled to his feet, practically tripping over himself in his haste to reach Sadiq. “Yes, Sir,” Kaiv gasped, his voice thin with effort.

“Before noon,” Sadiq’s voice cut through the air, sharp and unyielding, “Amos, take the truck. Stop by the Storage house, pick up the goods, and deliver them to the train station. Ensure Altair is on his way back to town.”

“Understood, Sir,” Kaiv replied, his gaze fixed on Sadiq, a flicker of something unreadable—resignation? fear?—in his eyes.

Sadiq’s eyes, cold and assessing, swept over both Kaiv and Amos, a silent, potent command in their depths. Then, without another word, he turned to Adam. “Let’s go, Adam.”

Adam followed, the heavy door closing behind them with a decisive thud that seemed to seal in the oppressive atmosphere of the Sheriff's office. Stepping back onto the dusty street, the air felt different, no longer just weary resignation but a palpable shroud, concealing more than just the faded colors of the town. The board meeting, Adam realized with a fresh surge of resolve, was just the next stage in Barnaby's carefully orchestrated performance.
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Chapter Four 
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School bell, a rusty clang that echoed strangely in the still morning, collided with the Sheriff car siren as they approached the school. The short ride from the Sheriff’s office to the school felt like ages surrounded with silence. Adam, now acutely aware of the layers of control and deception woven into the fabric of Shepherd Mint.

As the car stopped in front of the school, Adam walked beside Sadiq towards the humble building. The earlier detour to the Sheriff's office had solidified his suspicions, transforming vague unease into a sharp, focused determination.

Mrs. Barnaby stood by the school's main door, her emerald gown a vibrant splash against the faded facade, her smile a fixed, almost brittle thing. The small group of board members clustered around her, their faces a mix of deference and apprehension, their eyes darting nervously as Sadiq and Adam approached. Adam recognized the tea barista from the Teashop, his expression was a mixture of surprise and unease mirroring Adam's own internal state.

“Good morning, everyone,” Mrs. Barnaby’s voice, clear and resonant, carried across the small courtyard, a practiced warmth that did not quite reach her eyes.

“Thank you for being so punctual, despite our slight change of plans. Adam, these are some of our esteemed board members and key figures in the community.” She gestured vaguely towards the group, her hand resting lightly on Adam’s arm, a subtle, possessive gesture that made his skin prickle. “And this is Adam Zada, from Kean’s non-profit organization. He is here to assess our progress and ensure the continued support that has been so vital to Shepherd Mint’s survival.” 

Her words, though seemingly gracious, carried an underlying tone of ownership, as if Adam himself was another asset to be displayed.

A murmur went through the small group, a mix of curiosity and something akin to fear. Adam felt their eyes on him, assessing, wondering. He met their gazes with an open, reassuring smile, trying to convey a sense of genuine interest and goodwill, a silent promise that he was different.

“Please, everyone,” Mrs. Barnaby said, her voice ushering them forward, “let us move inside. The meeting will begin shortly.”

The school’s main hall, where the board meeting was to be held, was surprisingly spacious, though sparsely furnished. A long, rectangular table, polished to a dull sheen, dominated the center of the room. A few rows of mismatched chairs lined the walls, indicating that this space also served as an assembly hall. The air inside was cooler than outside, but still carried the faint, earthy scent of dust and old wood.

Sadiq took his place at the head of the table, his posture rigid, a king on his throne. Mrs. Barnaby sat to his right, her elegance a stark contrast to the humble surroundings. Adam was directed to a seat on her left, placing him strategically between the two Barnaby’s, a subtle maneuver that did not escape his notice. The other board members, a small group of older men and women, took their seats around the table, their faces etched with a quiet solemnity.

The meeting began with Sadiq clearing his throat, his voice booming in the quiet room. “Welcome, everyone. As you know, we are honored to have Mr. Adam Zada from Kean’s organization with us today. He is here to observe our operations and ensure that the generous support we receive continues to benefit our beloved Shepherd Mint.”

He then launched into a lengthy monologue about the town’s resilience, echoing the narrative he and Mrs. Barnaby had shared at breakfast. He spoke about the “confluence of disasters,” the “tough decisions,” and the “sacrifices” that had led to Shepherd Mint’s current state. His words were carefully chosen, painting a picture of a community that had pulled itself up by its bootstraps, guided by the unwavering leadership of the Barnaby family.

Adam listened intently, his gaze sweeping across the faces of the board members. They nodded dutifully, their expressions unreadable, offering no challenge to Sadiq’s narrative. He noticed the tea barista, still looking uncomfortable, shifting in his seat.

“And now,” Sadiq concluded, his voice rising slightly, “Mrs. Barnaby will provide an update on the school’s progress and future plans.”

Adam, however, felt a growing sense of unease. He recalled the faded paint of the schoolhouse, the crumbling facade, and the general air of neglect. The numbers Mrs. Barnaby cited seemed to clash with the reality he had observed. He also noted the peculiar absence of any questions or comments from the other board members. They simply listened, their faces impassive.

“Thank you, my dear,” Sadiq interjected, once Mrs. Barnaby had finished. “A truly remarkable effort. Now, Mr. Adam, do you have any questions for us?” His eyes, sharp and challenging, fixed on Adam.

Adam took a deep breath, preparing himself. This was his moment to probe, to find the cracks in their carefully constructed facade. “Thank you, Sheriff, Mrs. Barnaby,” he began, his voice calm and measured. “The reports are indeed comprehensive. I do have a few questions if you do not mind.”

“Thank you all for attending this meeting today, meeting dismissed,” Sadiq announced, his voice cutting off Adam's question mid-sentence as the few people present immediately began to stand up and leave the school hall.

“But I have some questi...” Adam started, his mouth dropping open and his eyes widening in disbelief at how abruptly the board meeting was being concluded.
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