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“Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.” Luke 2:14
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Prologue

Wednesday, December 13

The Drive
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OWEN PARKER DROVE HIGHWAY 41 alone through the frozen night. He was headed out of Shadow Point, possibly forever. His eyes remained fixed on the empty road ahead. The pine trees swept swiftly across the amber beams of his headlights and into the darkness of his rearview mirror. That his car was the sole vehicle on the road was no surprise so close to midnight on the coldest night of the year.

The soft hum of the engine and the pillow-like warmth inside his green Triumph TR6 tranquilized him. He felt that anything could happen to him, no matter how joyous or tragic, and he wouldn’t care. It would not move him. He was numb on the inside. Passive. Sedated.

A bluster of sleet slashed over his windshield, reminding him of the dreadful cold outside.

So be it, he thought. I’m warm in here.

Then, as if his brain recognized the danger of such an emotional hibernation, dark images from St. Madeline’s Academy began to rip through his brain. They were uncomfortable to see, but the more he attempted to purge them into the cold night, the more vivid they became. At last, he decided to let them play. Soon enough, it won’t matter anyway ...

A young man, consumed with guilt, hangs himself from a pecan tree. A tower crashes to the ground, paralyzing a student and crushing the bodies of Deputy Sheriff Rhett Westbrook and bakery owner Christopher Appleton. 

Flashes of tiny skulls and little bones tore through his mind like snapshots of the ensuing investigation, the remains of Satanic High Priest Aven Ashworth’s child sacrifices.

Regret poured over Owen while he drove, pushing the images closer to his transgressions and their awful consequences. Too numb to resist them, he watched them revolve in a relentless psychedelic kaleidoscope.

Caroline Collins’ naked body is overcome by the weight of Rev. Zachary Lowell as he assaults and nearly kills her. Why? So Owen can expose the psychopath, rescue his damsel in distress, and be crowned the hero. The baby Caroline bravely carries dies in the aftermath of the St. Madeline’s tragedy. 

What a world I’ve created.

Kendall Meadows loses custody of her adopted child. Dawn Appleton’s brothers almost lose their bakery. Emily Inverness loses her life.

He did not want to see any more, but the montage persisted. Pain leeched like black liquid from the wrung cloth of his selfishness and cruelty.

As soon as his guilt reached a peak, Owen’s egomaniacal defenses awoke from their slumber and launched a full-scale attack of rationalizations.

“It was God’s will,” as Rev. Micah Austin always says. Though Owen’s motives may have been ... misguided ... it was God’s will for certain people to die. God’s will. If Owen hadn’t caused it, someone else would have. 

In fact, I might have been compelled to do what I did. I might have had no choice. Lord knows I didn’t want anyone to get hurt.

And if they did get hurt, well, that was because of The Reason—the Great, Glorious Reason for Owen’s fall. The massive mitigating circumstance. 

Owen came to Shadow Point as an urbane young reporter. By the end of a year studying the town, he had bowed to the will of God through a brand-new faith in Jesus Christ. He was reborn, and he lived like it.

The early days of that conversion constituted the best period of Owen’s life. But what made them so wonderful was her. She caused everything right—and wrong—in his life.

Eleonora Austin.

Ellen.

When they were in love, God was on His throne, and all was right with the world. Shadow Point was an endless strawberry spring: green meadows, blooming flowers, rippling brooks, shimmering sunshine, and all that stuff.

Suddenly—unjustly, of course—it all vanished. Ellen and Owen in Charlotte. A woman from his past. The proposition. The lie. And then poof. It was all gone. Ellen would never trust him again. Though he tried. 

God, You know how hard I tried.

“That’s why I brought in Zachary Lowell,” he said into the empty car. He had to say it out loud. The silence was stifling and judgmental. “Not to hurt anyone. Just to show her ... to remind her that I’m a good person, that I’m nothing like her tainted, false impression of me.”

But it all backfired. Every plot, every scheme, every attempt to get her back. They all failed.

It didn’t change me. He drove more slowly. I still love her. Slower now, under the continual blasts of ice and rain. I love her with all of my heart. A twisted smile formed in the low teal lights of the dashboard.

“I will have her back one day,” he said, pushing against his guilt, resisting the dark judgment.

He spotted a pecan tree. It reminded him of the tree on which Fenn McKnight hanged himself. It had the same drooping shape as if it were sad about playing the role it had to play.

The freezing rain on the road made Owen’s car slide. He lost control. In an instant, he veered head-on into the pecan tree. His head slammed into the steering wheel. Shattered glass spilled over his face. The dashboard shoved into his body. Smoke billowed out of the engine.

The cold that had been trying so hard to get into his car finally rushed in. Then everything turned black.





















I. Silent Nights
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Chapter 1

Thursday, December 14

The Ring



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


DECEMBER, 1978.

Owen Parker lay unconscious in a hospital bed. Tubes and hoses pierced his body. Electronic noises ruptured the quiet in the dark room. His arms were dark with bruises. Purple-black slashes criss-crossed His face. 

Two men looked down at the helpless patient. On one side of the bed stood Micah Austin, pastor of the Shadow Point All Souls Church. On the other was Dr. Richard Swain, Shadow Point’s sole general practitioner.

Baker Hospital was small and old. There were only ten rooms in the three-story building, situated along the northeast corner of Colonial Lake. With its late-nineteenth-century gothic architecture, it looked more like a haunted house than a hospital. Today, Owen was its only patient.

“He’s okay?” Micah said.

“He should be,” Dr. Swain said. “Hairline rib fractures. Various cuts and abrasions. Possibly a concussion. A pretty rough night for him, I’d say.”

“I would agree,” Micah said crisply.

“Did Sheriff Sullivan say how it happened?” 

“Skidded on some ice on Highway 41. Ran into a tree.”

“How’s the car?”

“What car?” Micah quipped. He watched Owen’s chest rise and fall in a soothing rhythm. “When will he wake up?”

“That depends on—” 

The patient stirred.

“Trip?” Owen slurred. Then he repeated it more clearly. “Trip.”

Micah and Dr. Swain exchanged perplexed glances.

“Owen,” Swain said, “you’re in the hospital. You had a car accident.”

“I want Trip,” Owen said before drifting to sleep again.

“Who’s Trip?” Swain asked Micah.

“I don’t know,” Micah said, “but I’d like to stick around and find out.”

––––––––
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“THAT’S HIM,” CAROLINE called out, looking out of her living room window at the car turning into the driveway. 

“Are you sure?” Daniel said. 

“Yes, I’m sure. He looks a lot thinner.”

There was going to be a wedding in Shadow Point this Christmas. It would be the first and only one of the year for the village, and it was arriving just in time. In all the town’s history, a year had never passed without at least one wedding. Thanks to Daniel Riley’s decision to fast-track his ordination as an Anglican minister through correspondence school, the streak would continue. He and Caroline Collins were set to marry on Saturday, December 23.   

Already, Daniel and Caroline’s family and friends were trickling into town, including some old companions Shadow Point wasn’t eager to see. Daniel opened the door to greet his former college roommate, Dickey Davenport.

“What’s up, Father?” Dickey exclaimed. He hugged Daniel. 

Daniel laughed. “You know they don’t call us ‘Father’ in the Anglican Church. It’s ‘Reverend’ to you.” 

“Well, whatever it is, I’m glad to see you, and you, too, Caroline.” He hugged Daniel’s fiancée. His voice got quiet. “I’m sorry about what happened with the baby and all.”

“Thank you,” she said. She placed her hand on her stomach, where Rev. Zachary Lowell’s child had once grown. She felt the rise of feelings that she desperately wanted to avoid and quickly changed the subject. “You must be tired from the drive,” she said cheerily. “Let me get you something.” She poured everyone fresh eggnog, and they settled into the living room.  

“So do I get to be the best man?” Dickey said.

“Sorry, pal,” Daniel said, “that job goes to my stepdad. You get to be, er, Groomsman of Honor.”

Dickey looked pleased. “I guess I can handle that. Who else is in the show?”

“The other groomsmen are Jordan Townsend and my Uncle Cade,” Daniel said. “Micah’s doing the service.”

“What about the bridesmaids?” Dickey asked.

“Ellen Austin and my cousin Betsy,” said Caroline.

“Just two?” 

“Just two?” she stammered. “Uh, no. Oh, and, of course ... October.” 

In college, Dickey and October were engaged, but when he learned that her past included being forced into prostitution by her mother, he coldly rejected her. Crushed yet resilient, October rebuilt her life and found love again with Jordan Townsend, pastor of Carolina Harbor Presbyterian Church. Her peace was shaken when Dickey returned to Shadow Point last summer, hoping to rekindle their relationship. After a turbulent season, October put lingering feelings for her former fiancé to rest. Despondent, Dickey returned to Ohio, burdened by what might have been.

Now he was back, if only for the wedding.

“Dickey?” said Daniel. “That won’t bother you, will it? I mean, it won’t cause any problems or anything.”

Dickey snorted. “Of course not. It’s ancient history.” His face turned inquisitive. “Does October know I’m back? She’s okay with it?”

“Yes,” Caroline said, “and, more importantly, Jordan is okay with it.”

“Terrific,” Dickey said. 

“You’re really over her?” Daniel said. “Really?”

“As over as over can be.” Dickey ran his finger along the rim of his glass. “Especially with all the exciting things going on in my life.”

Daniel and Caroline shared skeptical glances as they sipped their eggnog. “Name three,” Daniel said.

Dickey thrust out his chest. “I graduated from college and got accepted into law school, I got a great new job as a legal assistant. And I’m engaged!”

––––––––
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ADAM WINDBERRY SPRAYED polish onto the wooden handrail along the wide staircase leading to the second-floor rooms of the Concord House, Shadow Point’s lone inn. He lifted a gray rag and began wiping the handrail clean. 

As Miss Spoon passed by the stairs, she stopped and smiled at the freckle-faced teen. “Make it so you can see your face in it, dear,” she sang. She gave him a little wave and went along her way. Adam rubbed more vigorously. He was a hard worker, and he very much wanted Misses Spoon and Hughes, the owners of the Concord House, to like him. 

He continued polishing as he climbed the stairs. At the top, he set the bottle of polish on the yellow-and-gold Persian carpet and placed the gray rag neatly across it. His next task awaited him outside—raking the blanket of leaves that had gathered by the creek—but the rich scent of the towering Christmas tree at the top of the stairs lured him. There were three grand Christmas trees in the Concord House, but something about this one felt extra special.

He glanced around. No one was in sight. It couldn’t hurt to pause for a few seconds and admire the tree.

His eyes rose to the angel perched at the top, its flowing white robe catching the glow of the lights. From there, his gaze drifted down past the mirrored glass balls with their bold flashes of red, blue, green, silver, and gold. The colored lights spiraling around the tree blazed.

He took a deep breath. The sharp, clean scent of scotch pine stirred memories from when he was six years old. That was the last time his family had a Christmas tree. He thought of the old photograph tucked in the drawer beside his bed. His parents reclined on the sofa, the tree glowing behind them. His father’s arm rested around his mother’s shoulders, and her radiant smile shone brighter than the lights. It was one of the few moments he felt truly happy.

He heard a door close around the corner. He quickly scooped up the rag and the can of polish. He watched a young woman with pale skin and a dark, pixie haircut walk up the hallway. It didn’t seem polite to slip away now, so he stood still, waiting for her to pass.

As she drew closer, he noticed a small leather pouch purse in her hands, the kind several of his classmates carried at school. She wore a simple, straight, short gray dress. She smiled at him. 

“Hello,” she said in a high, warm, fairy-like voice. 

“Hello,” he said. He returned her smile as she turned down the staircase.

––––––––
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SHELLY ROSEBROOK’S fingers gripped the steering wheel of her red Chrysler Alpine as she took her foot off the gas. She passed the “Speed Limit 35” sign, a familiar marker that Highway 41’s long, lonely stretch from Shadow Point was giving way to the outskirts of Andover. She had tried to stay focused on the purpose of her trip, but splinters of memory from the past four months pricked at the edges of her mind, refusing to fade. 

She hadn’t been the same since the carillon tower collapsed at St. Madeline’s. She remembered falling to her knees that day, hands trembling, pleading with God to let Rhett Westbrook be alive, not just another silent piece of the wreckage.

Rhett Westbrook. Their time together had been brief, but for the first—and, she feared, only—time in her life, she had truly been in love. She could still feel the warmth of his final kiss, still see the sincerity in his eyes and the quiet courage in the lips beneath his rugged brown mustache as he told her not to worry about him. 

“We’re going to have another date,” he said, “if it’s the last thing I ever do.”

“Promise?” she said.

“I promise.”

It was not to be. Rhett was killed in the tower collapse, lost while trying to rescue two people trapped inside. He died a hero. She wished he could have died knowing how much she genuinely, deeply loved him.

Shelly sighed and turned her eyes to the cold, gray treescape stretching endlessly along both sides of the lonely road. The drive felt longer than usual. With little to distract her, doubts and questions rushed in, filling the quiet with their restless noise.

She believed in God, but she didn’t understand why He would take a man like Rhett so soon. She never dared ask Him outright. It felt irreverent, ungrateful, even presumptuous, considering all He had given her. And yet, the question lingered: why hadn’t He answered her prayers? She had always tried to be faithful. She was a good girl. She was grateful, kind, and giving. She had never been ashamed of her faith. So why, she wondered, couldn’t He have granted her this one request? 

She quickly pulled her hand to her face and bit her finger. She had to think of something else. If she allowed herself to dwell on her doubts, they would carry her to an even darker place than where she was now.

Wherever this was.

––––––––
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MICAH WAS AT HIS FRIEND’S side when his eyes opened. Owen’s pupils were pinpoints.

“Micah?” Owen rasped. “Is that you?”

“It’s me. You’re okay.”

“I know.” Owen’s voice had a queer tone. The faintest hint of a smile crawled across his face.

“Do you know where you are?” 

Owen’s serene grin broadened. “God’s great blue earth.” 

“I meant ... specifically.”

“Oh, you mean the hospital? I know. I’m not an amnesiac.”

“Then what are you?” Micah said. “You seem ... strange.”

“No,” Owen said. “It’s everyone else who’s strange. Not me. Not anymore.”

“Fair enough. Owen, would you like to enlighten me as to what’s going through your head? I know that you’ve just been severely injured in a major car accident, but I get the feeling something else is going on here.”

“The car accident!” Owen seemed jolted into recognition. “What am I going to do about that?”

Micah breathed deeply. “Help me out here, buddy.”

Owen turned toward his friend, and the look of peace on his face returned. “Micah, I saw the light.” He released a burst of laughter. “I saw the light!”

Micah patted Owen on the shoulder. “I’m dying to hear about it.”

––––––––
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ROBIN AUSTIN COULD barely contain her glee. “I love Shadow Point at Christmas time!” 

“I can tell,” Noah Darkforest said with a grin. “We’ve been out looking at Christmas decorations every day and night for the last week.”

Robin and Noah fell in love last summer when she was a shy, fragile pupil in his political science course at Shadow Point College. Back then, they were like eggs—delicate, closed off, and hiding wounds beneath their shells. Noah had learned to live behind a hard layer of self-protection, wary of the kind of false accusations that had nearly made him end his career. Robin was only beginning to rediscover the world after almost fifteen years in a drug-induced cocoon, courtesy of Aven Ashworth and his twisted Albemarle coven. But as they spent time together, they began to change. Slowly, carefully, they helped each other break free and emerge into the light, leaving their broken eggshells behind.

“I have to make up for lost time,” she said. “For all those years, all I ever saw of Christmas was a one-foot plastic tree in the corner of my room, and it was the same one every year.”

“Did it light up?” he asked.

“Only when one of the pyromaniacs on the third floor escaped and set fire to it.”

He looked at her with fascination. “I can definitely tell you and Micah are brother and sister.”

“Same nose?” 

“Same sense of humor.”

She looked at him with confusion in her ice-blue eyes. She hadn’t meant to be funny.

Though Noah and Robin maintained their soft-spoken personalities, they continued to push beyond self-imposed boundaries. After her baptism during the events at St. Madeline’s Academy in September, Robin’s quiet, steadfast love began to overflow in torrents. The living water of her affection splashed generously onto her beloved brother, Micah, and her cousin, Ellen, but it was Noah who felt the full force of the flood. Every day, she showered him in more love, and with every droplet of devotion, her trust deepened.

Noah, in turn, surrendered more of his guarded heart to Robin. He dismantled his inner defenses, bypassing the emotional barriers he had long kept under lock and key. Her love opened him to life again. He laughed more freely, took more risks, and spoke with more confidence. His dedication to her helped drive him to decipher the Prophecus Demonicus, which played a crucial role in preventing what could have become a far greater catastrophe at St. Madeline’s.

On this cold, gray December afternoon, the couple strolled in and out of the stores on Pitt Street, shopping for Christmas gifts. Their voices were crisp and clear in the pure, wintry air.

“I’ve been meaning to tell you,” he said, “I won’t be able to go to the town tree lighting with you this evening.”

“You won’t? Why not?” 

“I have an important meeting on campus.”

“How disappointing,” she said.

“For me, too. I’m sorry. But Micah and Ellen will be there.”

“I know, but I like it best when we’re all four together.”

Noah pointed a gloved finger. “Say, isn’t that Jordan Townsend coming out of White’s Jewelers?”

They watched the young minister nestle a maroon ski cap onto his sandy blonde hair and walk down the sidewalk in the opposite direction.

“Yes,” Robin said, “and he had a little bag in his hand. Are you thinking ...? I mean, him and October?”

“I was thinking nothing,” Noah said matter-of-factly. “I just noticed him come out of the store.”

“Oh, men are all alike. No sense of romance.”

He pulled his tan overcoat tighter against his cold body. “That’s not true. I’m very romantic. What about the time I took you for that canoe ride? And the time we went to the Francis Marion Planetarium? And what about when I sent you a dozen daisies before your exams? And when I took you to Andover for our four-month anniversary, and we went for a walk along the battery? That’s romance, girl!”

She smiled. Her lips, nose, and cheeks were red. Frost came out of her mouth like an ethereal mist when she spoke. “I meant no sense of other people’s romance.”

“Oh, that’s totally true,” he said with a good-humored shrug. “Like most men, I couldn’t care less.”

“See?”

He pulled her by the hand. “Well, while we’re here, we may as well go in. I might find a watch for my mother.”

Thinking about Jordan and October made Robin’s heart shiver with hopeful anticipation. Everyone who knew her and Noah said they were meant for one another. Though she was still a year and a half away from her college degree, she had already decided without doubt or hesitation that Noah was the man she wanted to share her life with. Over the past six months, her pure heart had blossomed with the conviction that they would always be together. 

But she knew it was all still a schoolgirl's dream. No matter how many times Noah told her he felt the same, she couldn’t let herself believe it until there were promises and a proposal.

They walked into the toasty jewelry store. A violin-heavy arrangement of “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” played over the speakers. They meandered around the glass cases, inspecting everything that sparkled.

“Here are the engagement rings,” Noah said. “If Jordan was getting one, this is where he would have gotten it.”

Robin bent down and looked at them all. The gleaming white diamonds shimmered against the black velvet background like snow under the moonlight.

“Which do you like?” he said.

“Oh, they’re all the same,” she said. “It’s silly. So much money for little pieces of rock. All you have to do to witness beauty is look around. God’s creation is everywhere, especially at Christmas time. Especially in Shadow Point.”

“Yeah,” Noah said. “It is kind of a waste.”

“Wait!” She paused over a particular ring. “That one! I like that one.”

Noah pushed up his horn-rimmed glasses and examined it with his green eyes. He was curious why she had such a sudden change of heart. “What’s the big deal? It’s just a ring.”

“No, it isn’t,” she said in her wistful voice. Whenever Robin spoke in this trance-like tone, it meant she was being carried away to the past or off to a distant fairyland. “It’s not just a ring. It’s the ring. When I was a child, Micah used to read a book to me about Rapunzel, the girl with long hair who was imprisoned in a tower by an evil witch until a brave prince rescued her. The prince proposed marriage, and in the book, there was a picture of Rapunzel’s hand with a silver, sapphire, and diamond ring on it, the ring the prince gave to her when he asked her to marry him. I knew that ring as well as I knew anything. The picture stayed in my mind throughout my entombment. It helped me survive without going mad. I believed a brave prince would rescue me one day. And this is the ring I always pictured.” She stood while her mind returned to the present. “At least it’s the closest I’ve ever seen.”

“Well,” Noah said, “since it means that much to you ... Mr. White, could I have this one, please?” 

The gray-haired jeweler came over and pulled the ring from under the glass.

Robin’s heart raced. “Oh, no, Noah, you misunderstood. I wasn’t trying to—”

Noah held up his hand to stop her. He took the ring from Mr. White. “This has nothing to do with that.” He looked into her ice-blue eyes, which were already welling up with tears. He kneeled on one knee. “Robin, I can’t wait any longer. I need to know if you’ll still be with me in a year, five years, twenty years, and the rest of my life. I need to know if you’ll be the One for me, forever. I love you. Will you marry me?”

Robin, crying, let Noah slip on the ring. It fit perfectly. He rose, and she threw her arms around him. “Yes!” she cried.

He held her tightly, savoring the moment. It was what he had hoped and prayed she would say. 

“Noah,” she said, drawing back to look him in the eyes, “this is so sudden, so out of the blue. Is it real? Do you really, really mean it?”

“I do,” he said. “More than anything.” He held her close again. “I don’t ever want to lose you.”   

She nearly squealed. “Oh, Noah, we’re going to be together forever!”

He held her warm face in his palms and kissed her as Mr. White and the other customers applauded. His heart leaped with joy as his mind pushed back the reason his proposal had come so suddenly.

––––––––
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THE GLOOMY SHADOW POINT sky had cleared. Though winter sunshine raged outside, Owen Parker’s hospital room was dark. The only light came from the dim fluorescent fixture above the bed, casting a pale halo over Owen that gave him the look of a transfigured saint. But the cuts and bruises on his face told a harsher truth: his sainthood, if earned, had come by way of near-martyrdom.

Micah sat in the green leather chair next to the bed and listened while Owen rambled his way through descriptions of the accident and its bizarre aftermath.

“I sat there in the car for I don’t know how long,” Owen said. “I couldn’t move. I was freezing. All I could think about was how cold I was, and I wondered if anyone would ever find me. Then the regret came flooding in. Not just regret over the accident; regret over every horrible, awful, selfish thing I’d ever done.

“But it was too late, Micah.” Owen lay his head back against his starched pillow. “It was too late to do anything about it. I wished I could go back and undo it, but I knew I couldn’t. I started praying. I prayed that if God gave me another opportunity—if He would let me survive and be okay—I would make the most of my second chance.”

Micah’s eyes narrowed. 

“But then,” Owen continued, “for one brief moment, I thought, ‘I’ve already been given a second chance. I’ve been saved. I’ve been reborn!’ God gave me another opportunity two years ago, and I squandered it ... on me.”

Micah’s eyes widened again. Maybe Owen was beginning to understand after all.

“That’s when my whole attitude changed.” Owen looked again at Micah’s attentive gaze. “Instead of asking God to let me live—as if He were going to accept my pathetic proposition—I resigned myself to the reality that it didn’t matter whether I lived or died. In fact, it would make things better for a lot of people if I didn’t survive, you included.”

Micah shook his head, but Owen went on.

“At that moment, I let it go. Live or die, I put it all in the hands of God. For one of the few moments in my entire sorry life, I gave away control. I gave it to Him. And it was a wise choice.”

Owen’s face turned from a pinched anxiety to an almost angelic serenity.

“I closed my eyes. I accepted the cold. I let it rush over me. Instead of fighting off the gooseflesh, I let it shiver over my body. I felt something now other than the cold. I felt drops of blood spilling from my throat onto my hands. It seemed like a waterfall. I felt a kind of transportation in my mind, like I was being carried away from this life into some strange tunnel. That’s when I heard the laughter. It was a faint, familiar laugh, but I couldn’t tell who it was. 

“It was like my soul was taken to outer space. There were no externals there, just a comforting blackness. And I heard him. It was my brother. It was Trip. When I was a kid, I was supposed to watch him one afternoon. He was just a baby. But while I was off chasing butterflies, he fell into the pool and drowned. He was gone forever.”

He reached out and clasped Micah’s arm. Though Owen’s eyes were calm, Micah could see tears slowly flood his lashes.

“I saw him, Micah. I heard him, touched him. Do you know what he told me? He said he was in Heaven. He said he forgave me for letting him drown. He told me he never held it against me anyway. He said, ‘Where I am, there are no grudges. There is no blame. There is no such thing as ‘fault.’

“I felt happy. I felt weightless and loved and free. I asked him to take me with him. He told me it wasn’t my time. He said I had more to do. He said God called me for a reason, and that reason hasn’t been fulfilled. At that moment, the darkness around me became a color I had never seen. Then I saw a single point of white light. And radiating from it was the most peaceful, sublime feeling I’ve ever known—that anyone could ever know.” Owen’s green eyes, alight with wonder, penetrated Micah’s. “Micah, it was Him. Not the whole of Him, just a piece. It was as if He were saying, ‘This is what is to come.’” 

Owen relaxed and placed his hand against his chest. Distant beeping from the next room seeped into the momentary silence.

“Suddenly, I was back,” Owen said calmly. “I was in the hospital. I was here again. But it isn’t bad. It isn’t bad because now I know what lies ahead, and I know what is to come for all who believe. And, Micah, I know this, too: do you remember when you spoke that time about our ‘predestiny’? Do you remember? I know I haven’t begun to fulfill mine, and now I want to. I want to do what God wants me to do. I want to spend whatever time I have here doing His will and His will alone.”

“What is your predestiny?” Micah said.

“I don’t know,” Owen said. “No one can know that. All I can do is serve God and be good, and He will open the doors for me. He will begin to trust me with more and more of His plans, and I will become more and more a part of Him, and He will make me the man I was meant to be. He will increase, and I will decrease. I just have to follow closer. I have to let my light shine. I have to dig deeper and fail better. I have to reach out and fill my heart with love, and right now, that feels so easy to do.”

Micah looked at him with eyes that searched and sought to understand. “He will make you the man you were meant to be?” 

“Yes, He will,” Owen said, “no matter what it may cost me.”

––––––––
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SHELLY OPENED HER SUITCASE. She had no idea how long she would be in Andover. She had probably overpacked, but it made no difference to her now. As she began pulling out her clothes, she lingered on one folded yellow blouse. This was the shirt she wore on her first date with Rhett. She recalled the way he looked at her and the ease of their conversation in the restaurant that night.

Why would God take him so young? How could it have benefited Him?

She shook her head quickly and carried the blouse to the walnut wood dresser. Lying it in the top drawer, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. She lifted her delicate fingers and brushed them across her cheek. Did her skin feel older? Because she certainly looked older. The last four months of silent despair seemed to have aged her four years.

She drifted from the mirror to the sheer curtains covering the bay window. Parting them, she looked down two stories to see some children playing in the street. The Andover sky was even grayer than before, and a part of her was pleased that the color of her environment had finally caught up with the state of her mind.

She looked back at her room. Like the entire Bed and Breakfast, it reminded her of the Concord House in Shadow Point. She wasn’t sure how she felt about this, but she didn’t have time to carry on a purposeless debate in her mind. She had to keep unpacking if she wanted to get any work done today. She told her feet to move, but their light denial was enough to keep her standing, half shielded by the sheer curtains, in front of the bay window.

Her eyes lost purpose while she continued to think gray, melancholy thoughts. Her lips moved independently of her mind.

“This isn’t going to get the job done,” they said to her. It was as if the different parts of her body were waging a cold war against each other. 

She needed motivation to keep going, and she knew just where to find it. She veered her thoughts toward Owen, publisher of The Shadow Point Courier and her boss.

“You need to do something about it!” he shouted as he stood over her. Her elbows were on her desk, digging into the green blotter, her white hands plowing rows through her blonde hair with her nail-chewed fingers.

“What do you want me to do?” she shouted back. Her face was red. She was on the verge of tears yet again. She did not look at him. Not while he was berating her.

“I don’t know, but use your common sense if you’ve got any!” He pressed his hands against the front of her desk, and she wanted to wipe them away with an axe. He leaned in and, with a voice less thunderous but more threatening, said, “I’m giving you an ultimatum. Do you know what that means? That means you can take it or leave it, but if you leave it, I’m putting you on indefinite suspension until you get back to some semblance of normality.”

She knew he was serious, which was good. If he wasn’t, she might have killed him. 

“What is it?” She stared at the smoothly turning second hand of his gold Rolex watch. 

He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. He dropped it on her desk.

“That’s the name and address of Laura Brown,” he said.

“Who’s that?”

“She’s the girl who Fenn McKnight supposedly raped when he was in college. It’s the girl he referenced in his suicide note. You’re going to go to Andover and find out everything you can about her. You’re going to write a long article on who she was.”

Her eyes dilated in horror. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“Fenn’s suicide was part of the demonic attack on St. Madeline’s Academy,” she said. “His death helped lead to Rhett’s!”

“I know,” Owen said. “That’s why I want you to investigate it.” He raised his voice again. “Rhett’s gone, Shelly. It’s time to get over it. This is going to help.”

She finally looked up to stare into the hollowness of his green eyes. “I’m not going to do it!”

“Oh, yes, you are!” he shouted. He straightened himself up. “If you don’t, you’re out of here. I can’t have a mental zombie for a senior editor. This is your last chance.” 

She began to cry uncontrollably. “I can’t! I can’t do it, Owen!”

“You can and you will.” 

“I won’t!”

“Then give me your keys.” He held out his palm in front of her face. There was a long, tense moment of waiting. When he realized she wasn’t going to do it, he put down his hand. “The file with everything we know is on Frieda’s desk. Have her make a reservation for you at the nicest B&B in Andover. I don’t want you commuting back and forth every day. You need to get out of here for a while. Take your time, but I want a draft of the article on my desk by Christmas morning.”

He stalked out of her office, slamming the door behind him. She had never felt more alone. 

Shelly floated back to her room in the Andover Bed and Breakfast. Her lips started to quiver and move again.

“You have to do something,” they said. “This isn’t going to happen without you.”  

––––––––
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OCTOBER ADAMS LOOKED at Town Square with the blazing eyes of a delighted child on Christmas morning.

“It’s a Victorian winter wonderland, a Christmas fantasia, and a holiday extravaganza all rolled into one!” she cried. 

Shadow Point tingled with the electric spirit of Christmas every year, but tonight, it seemed especially alive. There was talk swirling through the air of a white Christmas. The town had been blessed with one just two years ago. Could it happen again? 

“All it’s missing is Santa Claus,” Jordan Townsend said. “I wonder if the old man gets out much this time of year. I think he’d like our town.”

Across the village, lights and candles flickered softly in windows, painting a gentle glow on familiar faces. Christmas trees lit up living rooms, their ornaments catching the firelight. Wreaths, fresh and fragrant, hung on every front door. Red ribbons decorated mailboxes. Poinsettias brightened porch steps. Holly and ivy cheerfully encircled lampposts. Plastic Santas and reindeer festooned rooftops, smiling down on the quiet streets. Nativities and angels made their homes in front yards. Paper snowflakes, carefully cut by tiny hands, spangled the town. And now, as twilight settled in, the people came together for the lighting of the Christmas tree—the final, joyful civic moment before the community Christmas Eve service.

The giant balsam stood proudly in the center of Pitt Street, nestled between the Pitt Street Pharmacy and the Appleton Bakery. For the final days of December, this stretch of road was closed to traffic, giving Shadow Point’s townspeople the chance to shop and admire the tree in peace without the rumble of engines or the scent of exhaust.

Choir members from every school and church stood shoulder to shoulder, their voices lifting together in joyful carols. Children strolled around the tree with parents and siblings. Their laughter rose in the crisp evening air. Over the angelic tones of “O Holy Night,” Jordan and October walked slowly beneath the lights, their frosty hands clasped tightly in each other’s.

“It seems bigger than last year,” the minister said to the former nun.

“I heard it took six men to put it up,” she said.

“I just realized I haven’t seen you all day.” He took her round, red cheeks in his hands. His cool fingers ran underneath the short, brown hair that was cut in right angles around her kitten-like face. He kissed her on her chilly lips, and a wave of warmth passed over her body. When she opened her eyelids, she was looking into his dark brown eyes. “What have you been up to?”

It took her a moment to remember. “With school out, I got to sleep in late.” October was a Bible teacher at St. Madeline’s Academy. As of yesterday, the school was officially on Christmas holiday. “Then I called Margaret and checked in on Adam.” 

“Margaret went back home for Christmas, right?” Jordan said. “How is she?”

“She’s still in rehabilitation,” October said, “but her spirits are bright.” St. Madeline’s student Margaret Eller was paralyzed when the carillon tower collapsed with her inside.

“And how about Adam?”

“He’s doing great,” October said. “He really loves his job at the Concord House. I’m so glad you worked it out so he could stay here over the break. I have such a heart for him. I still can’t believe how far he’s come after the abuse he suffered.”

“You introduced him to God, and that made all the difference.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out some coins, dropping them into a collection container next to a bell-ringing elf. “What did you do for the rest of the day?”

“Let’s see,” she said. “I had lunch with Ellen and Caroline, and afterward I did a little Christmas shopping.”

“So did I,” he said.

“Did you get anything?”

“You know I bought something for my best girl.”

“What was it?” she pressed.

“A rawhide chew toy,” he said.

She playfully slapped him on the shoulder. “You weenie! After all this time together, I still haven’t been able to displace Brindle’s place in your heart?” The “best girl” Jordan referred to was his six-year-old Labrador Retriever.

“Truthfully,” he said, “she was with me for those years when I had nobody, and she never let me down.” October pouted. “And yet, I’d give her up in a heartbeat if I had to choose between her and you.”

“Do you mean it, Lover?” An eagerness to please sprouted in her eyes.

“I completely mean it,” he said. 

It was her turn to surprise him with sudden affection. She took his scruffy cheeks in her palms and ran her fingers through his sandy brown hair. She kissed him with a bonfire fervor, and suddenly, they were both warm from the inside out.

––––––––
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THE PRODIGIOUS CHRISTMAS tree stood in glorious splendor before them, but Ellen only looked at her cousin Micah as he relayed the story of Owen’s accident. Taking it all in, she had a vague notion that somehow, some way, this was going to change everything.

“Do you think he’s serious?” she asked. There was no curiosity in her voice. It was all skepticism.

“I think he is,” Micah said. “You know I’m not a great judge of character, but he sure seemed sincere. His face lit up when he was talking about his brother and God and his predestiny. I’ll say this much at least: it was a look I’ve never seen on Owen, even on his best days.”

“I’ll need to see it to believe it,” she said.

Standing next to Ellen in front of the tree was Patrick Leaf, and while he, too, ignored the crowd-drawing balsam, he had different reasons for the distraction. 

Patrick had been Micah’s best friend since high school. After college, he left Shadow Point for Pembroke, hoping to escape the quiet torment of his unrequited love for Ellen Austin. No matter how far he went, though, the longing followed him, haunting him like a black shadow.

Earlier this year, he returned home to take a position teaching English at Tillman High School. He came back determined to reclaim peace, reunite with his family and old friends, and either fulfill a longed-for destiny or let go of what wasn’t meant to be.

His friends included the ever-present Ellen. Although she lived in an apartment on the St. Madeline’s campus where she taught orchestra, she was often with Micah and Robin—and by extension, Patrick. Her presence remained a constant thread in the fabric of his life, complicating his resolution to move on.

Micah would have been ecstatic to see Ellen and Patrick end up together, and he would have been more than willing to play matchmaker if given the chance. But Patrick, ever honorable, wanted no part of it. He knew Micah’s influence could sway Ellen, and that was precisely why he refused it. Stand or fall, sink or swim, Patrick was determined to vie for Ellen’s love on his own. 

But as Micah spoke of a “change” in Owen and his search for his “predestiny,” Patrick felt a twinge of discouragement. Over the past few months, he had made some progress with Ellen. They had become friends without needing Micah as a link. They had lunched together twice and even made a shopping trip to Andover. 

Nevertheless, Patrick had known all along that the challenge wasn’t just winning Ellen’s heart on his own merit. It was also the painful reality that she would have to let go of her one true flame: Owen Parker. It mystified him how she could still love Owen after everything he’d done: the lies, the threats against the Appletons, bringing Zachary Lowell to town to harm her friends ... 

He felt dread beginning to settle in his chest. He feared that the low, steady flame in Ellen’s heart for Owen might be turning a hotter blue while Patrick’s hopes were dwindling to ash. Yet, if Ellen was thinking of rekindling something with this New Owen, she wasn’t talking like it, and that left Patrick with a sliver of hope.

“I’ve heard of near-death experiences before,” Patrick said. “They’ve happened to quite a few people. No one knows if they’re real or psychological, but either way, they usually have a profound impact on the victim.”

“I don’t doubt that there’s such a thing,” Ellen said. “I just doubt that it happened to Owen. This could easily be another trick of his.”

“I don’t know, Ellie,” Micah said. “Do you really think so?”

“It wouldn’t be his most elaborate plan if it were,” she said. Micah couldn’t argue the point. 

“So, Micah,” Patrick said, adjusting the ear muffs over his unevenly cropped, short dark hair. He wanted to change the subject from Owen Parker to anything else. “How is Dawn doing?” 

Micah and Ellen looked at each other. He placed his hands in the deep pockets of his black pea coat. 

“I don’t know,” Micah said. “I haven’t heard from her in a while. The last letter I got was nearly a month ago.”

Patrick was surprised. “You’re not worried, are you? I mean, when you’re in a foreign country, the mail system takes a long time.” 

“But the phone system doesn’t,” Micah said.

“Maybe she’s someplace where there isn’t a phone,” Ellen said. “When you last heard from her, she was planning on going back to sea with Camden, right? She could be sailing all this time. She may even be on her way back right now.”

“Maybe she wants to surprise you,” Patrick said. 

“Maybe,” Micah said. He wanted to think about anything except his fiancée, at least right now. He glanced at the top of the Christmas tree. An angel covered in white lights looked as if she were about to fly away. The choir sang “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing,” and a gust of frigid wind blew through the crowd.

“Hey, everybody!” Robin squealed as she strode up behind them. She wrapped her arms around her brother and cousin and smiled cherubically at Patrick.

“Someone must have had a nice day,” Micah said. Robin’s brio was out of character. Usually quiet and pensive, the Robin who showed up at the tree lighting was bubbling over with joy.

“What’s gotten into—?” Ellen stopped midsentence when she saw it. “Oh, my heavens,” she said slowly.

“What? What’s wrong?” Micah asked. 

“Don’t you see it?” Ellen said while Robin continued to beam. 

“See what?” 

“That!” Ellen pointed to the ring on Robin’s finger.

“Oh, my heavens,” is all Micah could say.

“Robin, you got engaged?” Patrick said. Robin nodded excitedly.

“Today?” Micah said. She nodded again.

“To Noah?” Ellen said.

“Yes!” Robin said. “Isn’t it wonderful? I know it seems sudden. It seems sudden to me, too. It was completely out of the blue. We were in the jeweler’s, and I saw the ring. He asked me to marry him. I said yes!” Robin breathed in the crisp December air while the choir started up “God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen.” “I said yes, yes, YES!” she shouted, causing a crowd of people to turn their heads in her direction.

Ellen laughed and looked at Micah. “Who is this person?” 

“Congratulations, Robin,” Patrick said. “You couldn’t be marrying a better guy.” 

Her ice-blue eyes sparkled with jubilation as they focused only on her brother. “Micah, are you happy for me? Am I doing the right thing?”
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