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      In our California home I live with Leona, a black cat that looks like Midnight; Angie, a Norfolk Terrier mix whose daily delight is a walk around the lagoon; and Karen, who reminds me of Leona's mother in this series of espionage thrillers. All three are inspirations. But Karen deserves special thanks. She reads, scrutinizes, edits, and enhances every chapter. Such freely offered grace in this life is neither earned nor deserved. One can only respond with gratitude.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Sun shall be turned into darkness,

        and the Moon into blood,

        before the great and the terrible day of the LORD comes.

        — Joel 2:31

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      The Sun in the eastern morning sky glistened off the Queen Ann’s Lace, Black-Eyed Susans, and Tiger Lilies beyond the drainage ditch beside the Diamond Point Road. Leona’s light green sweat band was darkened with dampness. So also, sweat marked her well-worn and now-faded Michigan State T-shirt with a long narrow triangle between her shoulders. Her auburn ponytail rhythmically swayed back and forth with each stride. The stately jogger had reached the Northway, I-87, and was now returning from what would be an eight-plus mile jog.

      Leona’s strides lengthened as she launched into the final and downhill leg of her Monday morning run. Leona passed the decrepit house where Gretchen Schmidt once lived. Frau Schmidt had been a teenage immigrant from Germany prior to the outbreak of the Second World War and spoke with an exotic continental accent. For decades her garden furnished flowers for weekly worship at the Saint John’s Community Church. Gretchen died at the age of a hundred and one. It appeared to Leona that her surviving family let the house go to ruin. Even so, there was something nostalgic and comforting about passing it on her morning run.

      As Leona jogged downhill for the final stretch of her run, she passed the U.S. Post Office on her left. Her heart rate jumped as her eyes caught site of gyrating lights. Red. Blue. Rapid. Bright. A posse of cars from the State Police and the Warren County Sheriff’s Office were randomly parked, doors wide open, covering the church lawn.

      The church rested at the bottom of the hill where Diamond Point Road ends at Lake Shore Drive, identified on the typical GPS as Route 9N. Lake Shore Drive parallels the west coast of Lake George, a thirty-mile ribbon of deep pure water lying between Albany and Montreal. Built of local gray and tan sandstone and roofed with Vermont slate in 1876, the quaint Saint John’s chapel was now sitting in the eye of a hurricane of human activity.

      Bypassing the parsonage, Leona’s pace turned from a jog to a full run. She headed straight for the sacristy door and entered through the rear of the church. Uniformed police and a fire rescue team were huddled and conferring in the front section of the sanctuary. They looked up when the shapely jogger presumptuously approached the conference. “May I ask what’s going on here?” she asked in a demanding tone.

      “And who might you be?” responded a scrawny highway patrolman, somewhat too small for the size of his uniform.

      “I’m the pastor of this church,” she said, exuding a sense of proprietorship. Leona moved her sunglasses from her eyes to the top of her head.

      “You?! The pastor?!” gasped a fireman. The public servant spoke while eyeing the clergywoman’s shapely legs.

      “Yes. And I’d like to know why you are here and what you’re doing.”

      The fireman nodded toward the chancel. Leona turned her gaze. The scene on the altar assaulted her eyes with an uncanny and gruesome sight. Beneath a blood-spattered brass cross and red splotched open Bible laid the partially dismembered corpse of a young child. Perhaps two years old. Leona was suddenly viewing a diorama of horror.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      “Please don’t disturb or even touch any evidence, Reverend,” the highway patrolman ordered.

      Leona approached the altar slowly and deliberately, as if it hosted the sacrament itself. Despite the inner revulsion and temptation to turn away, Leona silently forced herself to scan the altar and its surroundings. The brass cross rested in its usual place, now upside down. The altar Bible had been opened. Leona closely examined the Bible and noticed it was opened to a passage in the ancient Hebrew portion. The visible pages included a smudge, a finger smudge in blood next to a text not unfamiliar to this worship leader. The prophet Joel was announcing that “the moon will turn to blood.”

      Leona’s gaze shifted to the small child lying nearby, scrutinizing every inch of the tiny, innocent body. The child’s eyes were wide open. The frozen facial expression preserved the terror and pain of its last breathing moment. Despite the admonition not to touch, the pastor tenderly wiped her hand across the child’s brow, closing the two eyes with her fingers. The milky white skin was soft, tepid. Rigor mortise was just beginning. The untimely death could have been only a few hours previous.

      One arm hung listlessly over the front edge of the altar. The chest had been sliced open by two knife swipes, one horizontal and the other vertical, issuing immediately in a surge of blood shaped like that of a cross. The now empty chest cavity revealed something missing. Something essential to the being of the innocent child. Something without which none of us can be who we are in life.

      Leona studied the revolting remainder of a once living and precious human being. She could see that blood drowned the genital region. A closer looked proved what she had suspected. The child was female.

      For what appeared to the watching fireman to be only a second, yet to Leona felt like eternity, she froze. Leona’s mind was suddenly in another time and another place. In her thought theater she watched a repeat performance: the death of another innocent young woman many years prior, in what often seemed another lifetime. That prior atrocity had occurred in an Iranian prison. It was political. Not religious. But political torture and ritual murder produce the same result: death to the innocent. Such gruesome acts live forever in her memory. Leona thawed. She warmed to the present moment.

      The pastor’s eyes fixed on the stained-glass window rising above the altar and behind it. She re-read words she’d seen many times. “Peace through the blood of the cross in hope of eternal life.” Leona lifted up a silent prayer. “Father, into your hands I commend the spirit of this innocent child.”

      Before she could whisper amen, a sheriff’s deputy interrupted her. “What can you tell us about this, Pastor?”

      Leona turned to face her interlocutor. “Nothing. Nothing at all.” She turned back to look at the altar, and then back once again at the officer.

      “This is your church, isn’t it?”

      “Why, yes,” she responded slowly.

      “Now, I didn’t get your name. You’re Pastor…?”

      “Pastor Leona Foxx. Lee Foxx. I live in the parsonage across the lawn in back of the church. When did this all happen? I slept here all night. I heard nothing.”

      “That’s just what I was going to ask you,” said the deputy. “Are you certain you saw or heard nothing unusual?”

      “Yes. I just said that.”

      “Did you schedule any meetings here in the church for last evening? Church council meeting? Altar guild? Boy Scouts? Or, maybe the youth fellowship?”

      “No. Nothing was scheduled.” Leona then addressed the group. “How did you discover this macabre scene?”

      “We received a call,” said the state policeman.

      Leona slowly walked past the circle of uniforms and sat in the front pew. It would be a long discussion. She would begin by answering questions put to her. But, she could anticipate that she would eventually be the one with the most questions. Among other things, she would want to know whose finger print left the blood smudge on Joel 2:31-32?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      “And just who might you be?” The Highway Patrolman was asking a stately woman who had just entered the church from the front door. The new arrival, perhaps sixty, blond hair woven with slim streaks of gray, had shock written all over her face. “My name is Brenda Beale, Officer. I’m the president of this congregation. Pastor Lee just texted me about an emergency and I came rushing over here.”

      Leona stood and hugged Brenda without saying a word. Leona then sat down in the front pew while the patrolman guided Brenda to the gruesome scene in the chancel. Brenda’s shock turned to revulsion, to disbelief.

      After studying the horror for a few minutes, Brenda turned and walked toward her pastor. Without words her face spoke: what is this all about?

      Brenda sat down to Leona’s right and the two women interlocked their fingers. The patrolman, with cell phone in hand for note taking, restarted the interrogation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      After an exhausting day of interrogations, investigations, and irritations, Brenda departed for home. Leona then left the little stone church through the back door. Evening had fallen and the bubble tops were no longer flashing. The sirens had long stopped screaming. Thank God, she muttered, relieved. She was sure that the police investigative unit would loiter in the sanctuary for longer than she could bear. Leona thought to herself, there is something about gruesome events that capture morbid attention. I just need to get away.

      The pastor took large strides across the back yard towards the parsonage, toward her haven of peace and refuge. This manse was the one place where Leona could retreat from the world of pressures and problems and find solace. But on this day, as she unlocked the side door and stepped into the fireplace room, she felt a curious chill, as if the warmth and energy had been sucked from the floorboards and walls.

      For an ominous moment, Leona stood silent and stiff, as if in doing so she could detect something out of the ordinary. Could that fearsome event just yards away contaminate her own home and personal sanctuary? Can evil travel like an oil spill, profaning and polluting as it radiates from its source?

      She heard nothing. Scanning the room, she saw nothing out of place. It looked just as she had left it. Or so she thought. As is her frequent habit, Leona spoke silently to God in prayer. Oh, God...please stand with me. Please help me see what is real and not let my fear run away with me. I have been through so much, and you have always led me to where I needed to go. Don’t desert me. Please. Amen.

      Leona, frightened yet alert, took two deep intentional breaths that filled her lungs all the way down to her gut. She slowly exhaled while repeating stand with me. Stand with me. This exercise had always centered her, clarifying her thoughts. It almost worked this time, but the fear lingered in the pit of her stomach, lessened somewhat by two more deep breaths.

      Taking short, quiet steps, Leona moved cautiously into the kitchen to find Midnight on the table nestled against a ripening cantaloupe. Any other day, Leona would have scolded her black cat for bedding down on the tabletop and abruptly shooed her away. This evening Midnight’s calm demeanor indicated that everything must be okay. Like a canary in a coal mine, Midnight’s calm demeanor signaled safety. Leona gently rubbed the top of the cat’s head while Midnight partially stretched and returned immediately to her nap.

      “Oh, no! Buck! Buck, where are you?” Leona was so consumed by the moment, she hadn’t realized that Buck, her fully mature Siberian husky, had not run up to greet her. “Buck! Buck!” she shouted with increasing volume and anxiety in her voice. Leona rushed to the rear laundry room to discover the screen door slightly ajar.

      “Oh, Buck, for the sake of Carbondale, where are you? What frightened you?”

      She opened the door and surveyed the side yard. The dimming light made it difficult to make out any detail. There was no rustle of leaves or any indication that Buck was attempting to camouflage himself in the deep foliage at the ridge overlooking Smith Creek. All was dead silent.

      Leona returned to the house puzzled, worried, distraught, and anxious. She sat down at the table feeling as if lead was pulling down her every limb. She knew that sometimes Buck would take off on his own adventures, chasing a squirrel or a neighbor’s cat, and returning when he was good and ready. But this had to be different. Buck’s keen ability to sense danger was his protection. And her protection as well. She knew driving around to try to find him would be fruitless, so she said another prayer for his safety and return.
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      The last thing that Leona could think about was eating, even though the day was moving through the stages of twilight. I wonder if I will ever be able to eat again? Leona grabbed a half-consumed bottle of Alexander Valley Redemption Zin left over from a previous evening, and poured herself a glass. The same winery also offered Sin Zin, but the Redemption Zin not only tasted better, it also fit her sense of vocation.

      She sipped carefully, took another couple of deep breaths, and knew she had to examine the entire house to assure herself there was no one or nothing lingering.

      With glass in hand, Leona reached under the old 1950’s aluminum-framed kitchen table where she had taped her Glock 19. The habit of keeping a gun close was in one way repugnant to her as a pastor who was striving to make the world more peaceful and loving. At the same time, she had to steward the reality that her life as a former CIA operative would never be totally erased, and what she knew and carried in her memory could at any time be the bargaining chip with her now distant Uncle Sam. Though she’d never consider taking out membership in the N.R.A., Leona was grateful for firearm protection.

      Leona anxiously loosened the gun from its lodging, setting the wine glass aside only long enough to load her Glock 19. She sipped again and began to navigate her way through the house, turning on every light as she slid against the walls, her Glock tucked tightly behind her back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      The cornerstone of the manse was placed not on the corner but rather above the front door. It memorialized its construction: “Erected in A.D. 1894 in Memory of John C. Cramer by his Sister, Mrs. J.K. Porter.“ Living in the parsonage was like living in the nineteenth century, the century of Edgar Allen Poe.

      Every turn through the old Victorian, from the deep closet next to the kitchen, to the living room, to the long steep stairway triggered in Leona a startling charge of fear that was quickly followed by assessment and a repeatable phrase: Oh, it’s nothing.

      By the time Leona reached the top of the landing on the second floor, she was surprisingly calm and convinced there was no one hiding in the shadows. She quickly moved through bedrooms and closets to find everything in order.

      Having persuaded herself that neither prowlers nor ghosts were hiding on the second story, Leona prepared to end her evening. Her concentration was broken by the shrill sound of the upstairs parsonage phone ringing. “Saint John’s Community Church,” she answered.

      “Pastor Leona Foxx, please,” said the male voice.

      “This is Pastor Lee.”

      “This is Father Stephen Korsky at St. Cyprian’s Orthodox Church in Saratoga. I’ve heard what happened today at your church. I’m simply aghast. If there’s anything I can do, please let me know.”

      “Oh for the sake of Capernaum!” Leona exclaimed. “News certainly travels fast. Thank you so much for your concern. I’m so bewildered right now, I just don’t know yet how to think. I’ll let you know.”

      “I could come by your parish Wednesday, Pastor Lee. I know something about these things. Afternoon okay?”

      “Yes, afternoon will be okay.”

      Leona accepted the offer of a visit with a voice that was weak and tired, as if confirming an appointment previously scheduled. She gave no thought to either accepting or rejecting the offer. She was simply tired.

      After the phone conversation had ended, Leona forced herself to call up the last of her reserve energy to send herself an email with notes regarding the day, facts she might like to retrieve at a later date.
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      Better call Angie, she said to herself. Leona hit speed dial on her mobile, and in a moment her high school BFF living in Michigan was on the phone listening to a report of the incomprehensible events taking place in Diamond Point.

      “Oh, I can’t even imagine such a thing! How are you holding up? I know you are one tough cookie, but this is over the top. Are you alone? Do you really think you are safe?” Angie shot off questions like a repeating rifle.

      “And what about the animals? I know you love those critters. How are the animals reacting?” Anxiety was building in Angie’s voice.

      Leona responded. “Midnight seems oblivious. She’s a cat, after all, and a black cat. You’d think she’d show more interest, but no. All she is interested in is her nap and her food. I do think if she sensed danger she would act differently. So that assures me a little bit, anyway.”

      “Well, dear friend, you seem to have a different barometer for measuring danger than the rest of us. I hope the cat understands that. I hope you are not underestimating the danger you could be in.” Angie replied with a gentle admonition. Angie knew that Leona could not be talked into doing or not doing what she didn’t want to do or not do.

      “Buck has disappeared, Leona added. “I’m dreadfully worried about him. It is not like him. He sleeps with me and I see him as my protector.”

      “I don’t think you should be alone, Lee.”

      “I’m not alone. I’ve got Midnight and Buck. Well, at least Midnight.”

      “You know what I mean. Why don’t you ask that hot guy, Graham, to come to Diamond Point and cradle you sympathetically in his strong arms? Appeal to his instinct to protect a damsel in distress. Be a damsel in distress for a change.”

      “I knew I could count on you for saying just the right thing,” Leona exclaimed. “It’s easy for me to neglect the residuals of primordial feminity still within me.”

      Angie and Leona laughed in unison, with the kind of familiarity and understanding only two long-time friends could have.

      Angie’s last thoughts on the conversation were a hope that she might have provided Leona with some good girlfriend advice.

      “Bye,” the two said in unison. “Talk soon.”

      These two had known each other since grade school and had been through so much together. It was Angie who was by her bedside when she returned from the Iranian prison. Along with Leona’s mother, Karen, they kept vigil through her long recovery. It was these women who were there through her PTSD, through her therapy, and through her ultimate decision to go to seminary. Leona is godmother to Angie’s first-born daughter, and the one who baptized her into God’s kingdom.

      Bonds like ours are hard to come by.

      After finishing the call, Leona’s appetite returned. Talking to Angie always helped her ground herself and make her feel more normal. She ferried a second glass of Zin along with the leftover half of a tuna-on-rye sandwich up to the master bedroom.

      Leona rearranged her night stand so that the food would be handy while reading in bed. Then she moved her loaded Glock to the dresser. Her eyes fixed on the pinkish label fronting her eau de toilette spray-vaporisateur. One fragrant squirt was applied to each wrist. As was her habit, she read aloud the brand label: “Amazing Grace.” She also read the fine print aloud: “Philosophy: In the end, it all comes down to one word—grace.” She sighed.

      Once in bed, the comfort food along with a couple chapters from a J.R. Mabry urban fantasy novel helped her wind down.

      Forest crickets provided natural mood music. The gentle circadian rhythms were disrupted every quarter hour or so by a motorcycle downshifting on Lake Shore Drive, turning the corner, and revving up as it sped west on Diamond Point Road. The abruptness of the noise prevented Leona from dozing off.

      By the time she’d finished nibbling, reading, and involuntarily counting motorcycles, it was nearing midnight. The Sand Man finished closing Leona’s eyes as well as those of Midnight, now curled and sleeping at the bed’s foot.

      Leona’s last thoughts were of Buck and where he might be and why he was gone. She fell asleep with a tear slowly running down her cheek.
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      Shortly after two am, Leona was jolted from a deep, headaching sleep. She bolted upright, her heart pounding and her mouth dry. Her breathing, short and deep, made her dizzy and confused. The wine and terror of the previous night left her groggy. What was that noise? Was it a noise at all? Yes, that was a noise!

      Leona dropped her chin, sucked in as much air as her lungs might hold, and leaped from the bed, grabbing the Kimber Super Match II .45 with a sound suppressor that she had tucked under her pillow. She left the Glock sitting on the dresser, where she’d placed it earlier.

      Maybe the evil ones are here to finish what they started, she thought. Midnight, still curled up at the end of the bed, seemed unconcerned. Some canary in a coal mine you’d make!

      Leona slowly made her way down the steep set of creaking wooden stairs, holding on to the rail with her right hand to keep herself steady, stopping every two or three steps to listen. Her left hand held the Kimber upright at shoulder height and close to her body, ready to aim when necessary. The same muffled sounds. Kitchen? Backdoor? She made her way to the bottom, turned down the hallway, through the well-lit kitchen, and peered out the backdoor window.

      “Buckie! Oh, thank God! Buck!”

      Leona rushed to let her beloved husky in. He jumped up with one paw on each of Leona’s shoulders and gave her a full-tongue lick on the cheek, letting her know he was as happy to see her as she was to see him. He returned to all fours as Leona scratched his back, his head, and his ear.

      “Where have you been, you great watchdog? I have been so worried about you? Do you have any idea how empty this house is without you?”

      Almost as if Buck knew what she said, he nervously whimpered and darted into the dining room, stopped suddenly, and took a few short steps backwards, continuing to whimper.

      “What is it, boy?”

      Buck’s usual confident, canine bearing seemed to have left him. Leona knew he was trying to tell her something. Everything looked fine to her, just as it had when she first arrived back at the parsonage last evening. So what is Buck trying to say to me?

      Then, she noticed. Three sacramental artifacts—a communion cup, a wine flagon, and a bread paten— were sitting just where she had carefully placed them on the antique curio shelf. Except, something was not in order. They were upside down.
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      “J. Holmes Chapman” was written on the sign above an office door near Lincoln Center. A well-attired man nearing forty, wearing a single-breasted black suit, Armani white shirt, and paisley necktie, entered.

      “May I help you?” asked the receptionist with unusual friendliness. A slender young woman, perhaps in her early twenties, brown hair in a bun, with brown-rimmed glasses, sat up alertly to greet the office guest.

      “Do you plan on singing Mimi in La Boheme some day?” he asked.

      Like melting candle wax, her taut body immediately turned supple. “Yes, I want to sing on stage someday. But today, it’s earn-the-rent-money day by sitting behind the computer and answering the phone.”

      “Mr. Chapman has a one-fifteen appointment. I’m here a bit early. I hope this quarter hour won’t make a difference,” said the visitor apologetically.

      “Oh, no. Mr. Chapman is expecting you. Please feel welcome.”

      The aspiring soprano stood, opened the inner office door, and spoke. “He’s here, Mr. Chapman.”

      J. Holmes Chapman stood from behind his desk to receive his guest, whom he immediately bade sit down. “I’m so glad you could come.”

      “Well, I am a tad early.”

      “Oh, that’s okay. No problem. I’m simply grateful you could come on such short notice. It was only yesterday that I phoned St. Peter’s Church.”

      He reached across the desk and the two shook hands.

      “Well, Pastor,” Chapman began. “My matter is quite serious. It’s spiritual, but it’s also legal, political, and dangerous. I desperately need counsel. It’s such a relief to have you here.”

      “Because of the message you left at St. Peter’s Church,” said the visitor, “I’ve taken the liberty to investigate options in advance. What I would like to do is recommend that you visit someone who is particularly well prepared to deal with your type of concern.”

      With this, the visitor laid a small piece of paper on Chapman’s desk. The written message was brief: “Wishing Tree. Lake George Village.”

      Chapman picked it up and looked inquiringly at his guest.

      “I believe this is all I have to say for the moment,” said the visitor. “I’m confident you will get what you most deeply want in Lake George Village.” He paused, then asked, “Is there a back way out of this building?”

      “Yes, of course,” said Chapman, while staring at this mysterious note. “I’ll walk you down the stairs. I’ve got a couple more questions. We’ll exit by this door, not the one you came in.” In a moment, the inner office was empty.

      In the outer office, however, the receptionist was welcoming another guest.

      “I’m here for our one-fifteen appointment,” said a well-dressed man of about forty. He wore a black suit with a black shirt and clerical collar. “I’m Pastor Leonard Hicks from St. Peter’s Church in the CitiCorp Building, 54th at Lexington. I believe Mr. Chapman is expecting me.”
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      The parsonage phone rang in a phone closet adjacent to the dining room. For some reason never explained, some resident in a previous generation converted a closet to a telephone booth complete with a door to ensure privacy.

      “Saint John’s Community Church, Pastor Leona Foxx speaking.”

      “Lee, this is Daren Richardson. Perhaps you know me. I’m the priest at St. Cuthbert’s Episcopal Church in Bolton Landing. So sorry to hear about this sacrilege of your altar. You must be distressed!”

      “I really am, Daren. Thanks so much for your concern. As of this point, I am not even able to grasp what’s going on.”

      “If there’s any way….”

      “Yes, of course…”

      Immediately upon hanging up the parsonage phone, Leona’s cell phone sounded. Brenda spoke hurriedly. “Oh, Pastor Lee, I just don’t know what to think. I couldn’t sleep at all last night.”

      “Well, Brenda, it was a bad night for me too. But Buck, who had been missing, returned. Thank God. But Buck was traumatized by something that happened.”

      Leona had seated herself comfortably on the divan in the living room to continue the conversation. Midnight spotted the open lap and made a move to settle there, oblivious that time and eternity had just become linked by uncanny malevolence.

      “Pastor, I just don’t understand all this,” Brenda went on. “Not only is the death of that poor little girl unsettling and unnecessary, I find it so confusing. Why in our church? Just what does all this mean?”

      “I don’t know yet. But, believe me, Brenda, I will find out. Please know that you can call me any time. You can come over any time. We’re going to get through this, I’m confident.” Leona’s hand trembled as she hit the off button.

      Moments later, while Midnight the black cat was lying peacefully on Leona’s lap, the pastor hit the speed dial on her cell phone. Waiting for the connection, her eyes surveyed the very familiar parlor. The parsonage had been fully decorated and furnished when she accepted this parish call. Fully furnished was fine with her. One less thing to worry about.

      The patriotic wallpaper reminded her of World War One: three inch wide ribbons from ceiling to floor enclosing a series of one inch Liberty Bells alternating with the American eagle, wings spread, with a red, white, and blue shield covering the eagle’s tummy. In the northwest corner a flat black wrought iron fireplace was topped with a dog-legged stove pipe for venting smoke. In the center of the north wall hung a faded tapestry of the nativity scene complete with Baby Jesus, Mary and Joseph, along with one cow and one horse. What happened to the sheep? Every manger scene has sheep. She smiled to herself.

      Leona’s eyes returned to the cell phone when she heard a “hello.”

      “Grammy? Is that you?” she hollered.

      “Lee! How delightful!” exclaimed Graham Washington. “How are Midnight and Buck?”

      “Oh, Graham, thanks so much for picking up. Never mind about cats and dogs. Something horrifying and inexplicable has happened here at the church. I need you to help me think this through.”

      “Yes, of course,” he offered.

      Leona proceeded to tell Graham about the body of the sacrificed child with most of the gruesome details. Leona needed to tell the story, as if by sharing it, she would not have to hold it all inside where it festered and gnawed at her psyche.

      They both remained silent for a few seconds.

      “It happened again, Graham. The flashback. While I was examining the body of that ravished little girl, I could not keep from returning to prison in Iran. There I was again. The body of the innocent Ariana with her severed head at her feet. I could see it in every bloody detail. It’s as if I live in two times and two places at once. It terrifies me. In fact, life terrifies me. No. It’s death—actually, innocent death—that terrifies me.”

      Graham said nothing. Leona paused. Silence. Then, Leona re-engaged. “I think I’d like to name that little girl. Without a name she lacks dignity. I will nickname her Sarai. That’s pronounced like ‘sorry’. It means Princess. That was Sarah’s name in Genesis before God commissioned her to become a blessing to nations. That’s it! I want to think of her as God’s princess. This little girl will be Sarai until I learn her real name.”

      Graham did not respond. He paused to allow Leona to contemplate. His pause lasted longer than necessary.

      “For the sake of Chicago, what do you think, Graham?” she pleaded.

      “Obviously, the death of the child is a symbolic act,” he said. He paused again. “I believe you’re in danger, Lee. This is part of something bigger. I don’t know what, but it’s much bigger than this particular event. I don’t want to see you on that altar like that poor little girl. I mean, Sarai.”

      “I’m not frightened for myself,” she said. “But…”

      “But I’m frightened for you, Lee!” he interrupted with anguish. “Don’t fall into denial. Get it? I’m frightened for you.”

      After her own pause, Lee spoke haltingly. “Thanks, Grammy.”

      “I’m coming,” he said with emphasis. Have you got a spare bedroom in that big ol’ parsonage?”

      “Lots of space. “

      “Should I bring Hillar?”

      “Why?”

      “Well, he’s off school this time of year. He misses Buck and Midnight. Maybe even misses you. And, this trip might perk him up. He’s not been performing well in school; and he’s generally discouraged. He just stays in his garage working on his computers, drones, and other electrical gadgets. Hillar’s turning into a real geek.”

      “We certainly have enough room. Bring ’m. You can take a non-stop flight from O’Hare to Albany. Either rent a car or I can pick you up and bring you to Diamond Point.”

      “I’ll rent a car and find you.”

      “I can’t wait for you to get here, Grammy. Hurry.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      The parsonage doorbell rang. It was the front door. Nobody uses the front door.

      “Are you the pastor?” asked a bedraggled woman toting a rather large straw bag that seemed to be carrying her life’s possessions.

      “I’m the pastor,” said Leona, “Pastor Lee. What can I do for you?”

      “My name is Susan. I’m here today for the disabled program. I’m what they call cognitively disabled. We come twice a week. We gather in the church basement. I just thought I’d like to meet you.”

      “Well, Susan, please come in. I’d like to meet you too!”

      The guest entered through the front door and sat herself in the parsonage living room next to the wrought iron fire place. It became clear that Leona would have to take the initiative in the conversation.

      “Susan, tell me about yourself,” said Leona in interview fashion. Susan looked puzzled.

      “I like coming to your church two times each week,” said Susan.

      “I’m so glad you do,” responded the pastor.

      “I think I should get back to the program now,” said Susan. “Today we are making ceramic ash trays.”

      “Do you smoke, Susan?”

      “No. We make these ash trays as gifts for those who smoke,” she announced.

      “Do you have any family members or friends who smoke?” asked Leona.

      “No. But, when I get a friend who smokes, I’ll have a gift ready. I need to leave now. Good bye.”

      Susan departed the way she came in.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Leona’s cell phone sounded. She glanced at the return name and number. “Angie. Oh no, not now.” She clicked “decline.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      Leona walked hurriedly through the house to the east porch. She let the screen door slam behind her as she walked out onto the east veranda of the parsonage. Before the door could close completely, Buck followed her through the portal, adding a second bang. Both pastor and dog situated themselves on the porch.

      Leona and Buck watched expectantly as the Warren County Sheriff’s car drove slowly across her expansive lawn and came to a stop in front of the white birch tree. Two men got out. The one in the sheriff’s uniform asked loudly, “Are you Reverend Foxx?”

      “Yes,” she returned. “Do you take your coffee black?”

      “Yes,” each of the two responded with new grins.

      “Find a chair here on the veranda. I’ve got a freshly brewed pot waiting for you. I’ll be out in a minute. While I’m gone, meet Buck.”

      At that, Leona disappeared through the screen door. With wagging tail, the husky sniffed the visitors. The two found chairs among the forest green wicker furniture. In a moment, the hostess had returned with three steaming and filled-to-the-brim coffee mugs.

      “Thank you for agreeing to see us. Let me introduce myself,” said the uniform with an extended right hand, which Leona gripped without shaking. “I’m Sheriff Arthur Bolton.” With a wide face and white short cropped hair, the sheriff looked like he’d worked his way up the ranks many years prior. “We met briefly the day of the crime.”

      “Welcome, Sheriff,” Leona responded, though not actually remembering the previous introduction.

      “My colleague here is from the NYPD,” Bolton continued, nodding toward a much younger man with black hair cut into a standard Mohawk, high cheek bones, deep complexion, dressed in a khaki sport coat with open shirt collar. Where the collar was open Leona spotted a portion of a tattoo, perhaps a necklace.

      “I’m Sherman Evans. In the department I’m known as Mohawk. Pleased to meet you, Reverend,” said the second policeman without offering a handshake. “I’m a detective with the New York Police Department.”

      “Thank you again for your willingness to talk with us, Pastor,” said the sheriff, making empathetic eye contact. “We know this has been difficult for you. And you must think law enforcement questions will never stop. But, unfortunately, this questioning is unavoidable in such an investigation. I hope you understand.”

      “Please don’t worry about me, Sheriff,” she responded. “I need to get to the bottom of this just like you do. I am shaken to the core. But I’m also resilient and not without my own resources for pursuing this matter. Have you identified the little girl, yet?”

      “I regret to say no, not yet,” said the sheriff.

      “I’m calling her Sarai until we find out her real name.”

      Each in turn sipped their respective coffees.

      “But,” said Leona, turning to the Khaki coat, “why is the NYPD here. Who are you, Mr. Evans?”

      “I’m here to ask the questions, Reverend,” said Mohawk with a combination of nervousness and uneasy authority. “Would you mind if I record our conversation on my cell phone?” He pushed some buttons and set the phone on the wicker coffee table top. Leona said nothing.

      “Would you please tell me about your professional training? Where did you do your undergraduate degree? Where did you attend seminary?”

      “I should think that if you’re some hotshot NYPD detective you would’ve done your homework! You should know all of this already. Why ask me now? Take a look at my web site, for the sake of Crimea.”

      “I just want to establish a baseline, Reverend.”

      “A baseline for what!?”

      Astutely, the sheriff interrupted. He regained control of the conversation with a dissertation directed toward Leona. “When this situation here in Diamond Point became known to other law enforcement agencies, Reverend, some in the NYPD thought that perhaps there’s a connection with certain events happening in The City. Mohawk contacted me and asked if he could join in the investigation. We are now working together to solve this cruel and horrific crime.” After a pause he continued. “Please tell us again, Pastor, where you were on that tragic night. I gather that you were home here. Where do you sleep?”

      Leona pointed upwards. “My bedroom is upstairs in the southeastern corner. As I’ve already told the other investigators, I heard nothing that night. I only became aware of what happened after the authorities had arrived.”

      “Do you sleep alone?” asked Mohawk.

      “What kind of question is that?” Leona responded indignantly. “Yes. I’m the only person in this house. Except for Buck, whom you’ve met, and Midnight, the cat who hides when strangers come by.”

      The sheriff took over the questioning. “What about Buck? Did he register any disturbance?”

      “No. And this is curious, Sheriff. Neither Buck nor I were awakened by anything suspicious that night. The next day, the day of the investigation, however, Buck did disappear for a period. I still don’t know why.”

      The sheriff started down a different path. “Do you have any young couples in your congregation in the process of divorce?”

      “We have young couples,” said Leona pensively. “But if they’re contemplating a divorce, I might not be the first person they tell. What might you be thinking, Sheriff?”

      “Maybe, just maybe, someone losing a custody battle might decide to go ahead and lose everything. Out of spite and for insult, to blame the church in some distorted or even perverted way. Just speculating. Could this little girl have been a part of such a family?”

      “Not that I can think of. I know all our members quite well. To mention again, I call this little girl Sarai.” Leona paused. “Can’t think of any members who are struggling with their marriage and have a female toddler about that age. But, of course, I’d be glad to have you review our membership records. It’s all computerized. Easy to arrange.”
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