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Dedication




To Reverend Charles Finney and all preachers of revival,




past and present. May God bless your efforts as you work




tirelessly to bring revival to this troubled world.












Foreword









Wide awake at 5:00 a.m., I finally finished devouring the manuscript for this novel. I did it without even the faintest aroma of coffee. In everyday life, the only thing more potent than a pot of coffee is a captivating story likeFury .




My dad wrote more than a hundred books and booklets during the course of his lifetime. He always told stories to illustrate his points, but in 2001, at the age of eighty, he published his first novel.




At the age of eighty-one he slipped the bonds of this earthly life, but during his final stretch on this planet, he coauthored seven novels. For the final four he teamed up with Jack Cavanaugh to create the Great Awakenings Series. This is the last of that series—and the last novel that will ever bear my dad’s name.




He came to understand that a great storyteller is the most powerful person in any culture. Stories change the way we think. Stories inform who we are. Jesus knew this 2000 years ago. Hollywood knows this today.




During the final three years of his life, we spoke often of the need for Christians to once again discover who God really is. For years I repeatedly heard him say, “The most important thing we can teach another believer is who God is.” At one point he even said, “We can trace all of our human problems to our view of God.” He understood that it is all about God—which brings us to the need for revival.




My dad yearned for revival. Up until the day he passed on he ardently believed God would send revival. In fact, he believed God had told him He would send it.




This novel, along with it’s three predecessors, was part of my dad’s encouragement to those of us who remain behind to continue to ask God to send another revival to this land we call America. It’s happened before. It can happen again.




On behalf of my dad and Jack Cavanaugh, I invite you to pull up a comfy chair and turn back the hands of time almost two hundred years as they transport you into the world of a young man named Daniel Cooper.




By the way, coffee is optional.




 




Brad Bright




National Director
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Chapter 1









Once again his best friend had betrayed him.




Sixteen-year-old Daniel Cooper sat sulking, hunched against the winter night, atop a wooden barrel behind Gregg’s casket shop. A shaft of moonlight sliced the blind alley into two halves. Daniel sat in the dark half, in a dark mood.




He wanted only two things in life: to play his music, and to be left alone. Was that asking too much? Yet every time he played, someone showed up, drawn to the music like flies to honey.




“Why can’t they just leave me alone?”




He stared at Judas, his black recorder. He used to call the wood-wind Faithful Friend because it understood him. It never judged. And it always reflected his mood. Lately, however, he’d renamed it Judas for obvious reasons.




Even so, it was a sweet betrayal. If a soul could sing, Daniel’s soul would be mistaken for a recorder—a lone, haunting voice that did not belong to this world. Most people he knew preferred a lively fiddle or a foot-stomping banjo. Not Daniel. When he played the recorder, his very being vibrated with matching pitch.




Clutched in his hand, the instrument was silent now. So was the street, which wasn’t surprising at this late hour.




“Dare we try again, old friend?”




He lifted the mouthpiece to his lips.




Closed his eyes.




And played.




The alley came alive with music. A mournful tune that wafted from wall to wall to wall, surrounding him, penetrating him. Daniel’s soul sighed with pleasure.




He’d played less than a minute when a discordant animal noise slashed the melody. Frowning, Daniel lowered the recorder and listened.




The night lay under silent stars.




Daniel was certain he’d heard something. Possibly a complaining cat. He cocked an ear in the direction of the street. Whatever it was, it was gone.




Once again the recorder touched his lower lip, but before it uttered a note, the noise repeated itself.




A painful moan. A wounded cry.




There was a scuffle on the cobblestones, then another moan.




Daniel’s heart seized. This time it didn’t sound like an animal.




Just then a man stumbled into the mouth of the alley and collapsed. He whimpered. Tried to get up. Collapsed again.




Startled, Daniel’s first impulse was to flee. But brick walls on three sides blocked his escape.




The man in the alley lay facedown, his breathing ragged and labored. He obviously needed help, though Daniel was at a loss as to what to do.




Setting the recorder aside, he slid off the barrel.




Two cautious steps and he pulled back, stopped short by an unseen, high-pitched voice. Like a child playing a game. Only it wasn’t a child. And if this was a game, Daniel didn’t want to play.




“Come out, come out! Where are you?”




The man on the ground heard the voice. It stirred him to life. Whimpering, the man’s hands clutched at the icy cobblestones. He dragged himself deeper into the alley.




“Come out, come out!” sang the voice.




Daniel reversed his direction and dove behind a stack of barrels. Then, scrambling to the balls of his feet, he crouched, ready to explode out of the alley like a ball shot from a cannon.




It was at that moment that Daniel realized he’d left his recorder sitting in plain sight atop the barrel. He rose up to reach it, then stopped.




At the mouth of the alley, the voice had taken shape. A silhouette stood against the streaking moonlight.




Broad-rimmed hat.




Shoulder-length hair.




Knee-length travel coat.




And in the man’s right hand—a knife large enough to gut a bear.
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“Asa, he’s gone.”




Camilla Rush stood, one hand worrying the other, in the doorway of the study.




“Did you look in the—”




“I think I scared him off.” Her voice quivered as she spoke. Her eyes, normally a portrait of compassion, revealed a tender soul that was as attractive to Asa Rush now as it had been two decades ago, when he first fell in love with her.




“When I went to slop the hogs,” she continued, “I thought I heard somebody behind the barn. I stopped and listened. Then I heard music. Oh Asa, he has such talent.”




Asa slammed shut his book. Chair legs scraped against the floor. He reached for his coat and hat and cane. “A man can’t support a family playing a pipe. Where did you see him last?”




“Running into the forest. When he finished his song, I clapped. Then, when I went to tell him how beautiful it was, all I saw was his back disappearing into the woods.” She stepped aside.




Asa’s cane struck the floor with force as he strode past her. “Don’t wait up.”




“Go easy on him, Asa. It’s been hard on him.”




“It’s been almost a year. Long enough for him to know we have rules in this house. Long enough to know I expect him to obey them.”
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“There you are!”




The silhouette at the mouth of the alley held his arms wide. The voice was playful, but the blade in his hand deadly serious.




From his hiding place in the back of the alley, Daniel could hear the hunted man but not see him.




“No…no…please, no,” the man pleaded. “I haven’t told anyone, I swear.”




The hunter threw the man’s words back at him in a singsong voice. “I won’t tell…I won’t tell…Please don’t hurt me!” Then the hunter’s tone changed. Hard. Menacing. “You know, I believe you. Honestly, I do. But do you know why? I’ll tell you. I believe you because it’s hard for a man to tell anyone anything when he has no tongue. Harder still when he has no heartbeat.”




The hunted man’s whimpers turned to grunts. From the scratching and the way the barrels shook, Daniel feared the man was trying to claw his way up them. The stack shuddered and threatened to topple. Daniel braced them from his side.




There was a scuffle. Then a scream bounced off the same walls that, moments earlier, had provided sweet acoustics for his recorder.




The stack of barrels gave an earthquake rattle. Daniel looked up just as one of the barrels tipped over the edge toward him. He ducked. It hit him on the back with force, flattening him. He winced and bit back a yelp of pain as his head slammed against the cobblestones, the side of his face resting in a slushy patch of melting snow.




When he opened his eyes, to his horror, his head stuck out from behind the last barrel. He could see the length of the alley…and be seen…if he didn’t scoot back.




At that instant, a mirror image of his fall occurred on the other side of the barrel. The hunted man’s head hit the ground, his face toward Daniel. He was dirty, bloodied, eyes scrunched in pain. Then he opened them.




Both men’s faces lit with recognition.




“Braxton!” Daniel mouthed.




He knew it was a mistake the moment he formed the name, because his bloodied mirror image began to say his name in reply. “Da—”




Braxton never got a chance to finish. A hand grabbed him by the hair and lifted his head. A flash of silver crossed his neck.




Braxton’s head hit the ground a second time. This time, however, nothing reflected in his eyes. The light in them had gone out.




Daniel began to shiver with fear. He bit back a whimper. If the killer heard him…or if Daniel moved, so would the barrel on top of him. And, for all he knew, he could set off an avalanche of barrels.




All he could do was lie still.




Not breathe.




And stare into the lifeless eyes of Emil Braxton.




Daniel’s heart jumped at the sound of whistling. But whistling was good, wasn’t it? If the killer had spotted him, he wouldn’t be whistling, would he? He’d be killing. Whistling was good.




Then it stopped.




Braxton’s head moved away from Daniel. Was dragged away.




The back of the killer came into view. He pulled Braxton by one arm, then dropped it. Braxton’s lifeless arm hit the ground with a fleshythud .




The killer straddled the body. He searched Braxton’s pockets. Then, when he grabbed Braxton’s shirt to roll him over, the killer’s head crossed into the moonlight. His hair fell to one side, revealing a tattoo of a coiled snake on the back of his neck.




From the street came the clatter of an approaching carriage. The killer crouched. His knife, looking eager for more blood, poised for action.




The carriage stopped at the end of the alley.




“There you are,” said a voice that was familiar to Daniel.




The killer relaxed.




A portly man in a carriage climbed down and entered the alley on foot. “Did you find—” A cry of revulsion cut short his sentence. “Why didn’t you warn me? You know I can’t stand the sight of—”




Retching echoed in the alley.




Daniel watched as the man slipped on an icy patch, catching himself on the side of his carriage. Steadying himself with a hand on the wheel, he took several minutes to recover.




Meanwhile, the killer finished his business with Braxton. Heaving the dead man onto his shoulder, he strolled toward the carriage as casually as a sailor carrying a bag aboard ship.




“The deed is done, payment is due,” said the killer.




Averting his eyes and steadying himself all the way around the carriage, the man climbed into the seat. “Just get rid of that thing. Come to the store tomorrow. I’ll have your money.”




With his free hand, the killer touched his hat to signal farewell.




The man in the carriage took several deep breaths.




Then Cyrus Gregg—Daniel’s employer and his uncle Asa’s best friend—grabbed the reins and drove away in the carriage.















Chapter 2









Daniel Cooper had no memory of how he made it home. He balanced on shaky legs on a frozen tree limb outside his bedroom. His hands shivered, but only partially from the cold.




Something rustled nearby. Daniel’s head snapped in that direction. He expected to see a dark figure emerge from the night with a broad-rimmed hat that concealed murderous eyes, hear theswish of a long coat, and feel the cold steel of a blood-stained blade against his neck.




To his relief he saw nothing but shadows and heard nothing except night sounds and the pounding of his heart in his ears. His throat had constricted needlessly. This time. But that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be a next time.




After watching the killer haul Braxton’s dead body out of the alley, Daniel managed to crawl from beneath the barrel that had pinned him to the ground. He exited the alley but not before retrieving his recorder.




Had the killer seen it? Daniel had left it in plain sight atop a barrel. He’d found it lying on the ground. If the killer had seen it, would he know it belonged to Daniel? Cyrus Gregg, the man in the buggy, would recognize it as Daniel’s. Almost daily Gregg’s voice cut through recorder music to call Daniel back to work. All the killer had to do was mention to Gregg he’d seen a recorder in the alley.




They would come for him. They had no choice but to come for him. He could lie and tell them he’d left the recorder in the alley. That he went back for it later and saw nothing out of the ordinary.




Tightening his grip on the tree limb, Daniel closed his eyes and took a deep breath to steady his nerves. The breath came in irregular stutters.




Feeling no calmer for the effort, he opened his eyes and fixed them on the immediate problem. His bedroom window was closed. He remembered leaving it open. At least he thought he remembered leaving it open. At the moment he couldn’t be certain of anything. Watching someone you know get murdered has a way of shaking up a man’s memory.




It was the suddenness of death that unsettled Daniel the most. It just seemed wrong that a human life could be extinguished as quickly as one would snuff out a candle.




Daniel forced his mind back to the window. With his recorder tucked in his waistband, he straddled the three-foot span between the tree and the second-story window sill. Now came the tricky part. He let go of the steadying branch and stretched past his right foot, attempting to worm his fingers beneath the sash.




The window held fast. It was locked. Daniel grimaced. Not so much from the effort, but because a locked window meant his Uncle Asa knew he had sneaked out of the house and was probably sitting in the front room lying in wait for him.




With a groan, Daniel pushed off from the window sill and shinnied down the tree. He brushed off his clothes and stared at the front-room window, lit by a cozy, warm orange glow but camouflaging the white-hot fury that awaited him on the other side. The last time his uncle caught him sneaking out of the house, Daniel had to listen to an hourlong lecture on how youthful disrespect for authority will lead to the downfall of civilization. He dreaded the lecture’s sequel.




For ten minutes Daniel paced outside, delaying the inevitable. Uncle Asa’s wrath was only part of the problem. There was the matter of the murder. He had to tell someone, and his uncle was the logical choice. The appearance of Cyrus Gregg in the alley complicated things. Not only was Gregg his uncle’s best friend, he was one of the most respected men in town. Even now Daniel had a hard time believing Gregg had anything to do with it. But he had seen Gregg there!




Daniel needed time to think. Maybe he could tell his aunt first, get her reaction, which would certainly be less volatile than his uncle’s. That’s what Daniel liked most about her. She listened to him and didn’t judge him. Unlike Uncle Asa, who was always too busy yelling to listen.




He couldn’t put it off forever.




Daniel took a step toward the front door. He stopped, turned away, and paced another five minutes despite the fact that the killer might be looking for him…even now hiding in the shadows watching him.




Finally—and not because he concluded his uncle was the lesser of two evils—Daniel braced himself for the onslaught and went inside.




“Daniel? Is that you? Oh, Daniel!”




Laying aside her Bible, his aunt Camilla catapulted from her chair and rushed toward him, her arms outstretched. “Thank God, you’re all right. I’ve been praying for you!”




Daniel allowed himself to be wrapped in her embrace. The top of her head came to just below his chin. Her warmth and the smell of her hair comforted him on a deeper level than he thought possible.




“You’re shivering!” she cried, holding him tighter.




A glance around the room revealed they were alone. The ogre must be upstairs in his den. Daniel allowed himself a moment to relax.




All too soon his aunt stepped back. Holding on to his arms, she looked up at him, her eyes brimming with concern.




Camilla Rush was a kindly woman with a round face framed by black hair pulled back and pinned up. If you asked her, she would say she was plump. Daniel thought of her as soft. If you asked, she would also point to the lines around her eyes as cruel indicators of advancing years, nearly four decades now. But Daniel loved the way her skin framed her eyes, the perfect setting for two azure pools.




She brushed dirt from the side of his face. Daniel winced.




“You’re hurt!” His aunt took a closer look.




Daniel touched his temple. It stung. Until now he wasn’t aware he’d been injured. It had probably happened when the barrel fell on him.




“It’s nothing,” he said, turning away from her.




“It’snot nothing,” she insisted. “Come over here by the fire. Let me look at it.”




The scrape itself didn’t concern him, except for the fact that it was evidence something had happened. Something that begged an explanation.




His aunt’s eyes narrowed. She sensed he was hiding something. “Daniel, have you been fighting?”




“No ma’am.”




She looked him in the eyes and believed him.She believed him! Was it any wonder he was fond of her? Uncle Asa would never believe him.




“We should put some ointment on those abrasions,” she said. “You wait here. I’ll get a damp cloth.”




She wasn’t gone long. Just long enough for Daniel to realize that now would be a good time to tell her what happened. He could gauge her reaction. Of course, she’d insist on telling Uncle Asa. Tonight.




No that was too soon. Daniel needed time to think.




He moved closer to the fire where his aunt had been sitting when he came in. Her Bible lay open on the Pembroke table. It was her practice to pray with an open Bible. She’d read a verse or two, then pray, read another verse, and pray, letting the text guide her. He bent over the book, curious as to the subject of her prayers tonight.




“Luke, chapter fifteen,” he muttered.




Anger sliced into his gut like a knife. He was familiar with the text. A lost sheep. A lost coin. A lost son.




He straightened up, furious. Is that how she thought of him? A prodigal? A wastrel? An ungrateful son who squanders his inheritance?




“Here we are,” his aunt said, carrying a small basin, a towel, and a bottle of ointment.




She set the basin on the table next to the Bible, dipped an edge of the towel in the water and reached toward him. “Now…are you going to tell me what happened?”




Daniel stood stiff and silent as she dabbed his temple.




“Your uncle and I were worried sick,” she said. “He went looking for you.”




Daniel grabbed his aunt’s wrist. “He went looking for me? How long ago?”




Before she could answer, the front door slammed open. The ogre himself stormed into the room in a rage, his head down, his cane leading the way. Bent over and grumbling, he looked like an angry bridge troll.




“I searched everywhere,” he groused, “and found no sign of—”




When he looked up and saw Daniel, his eyes narrowed to murderous slits, and his jaw did that clenching thing that made him look like a bulldog with its teeth sunk into someone’s leg.




“There you are!” he bellowed. “Where have you been? I’ve turned Cumberland inside out looking for you!”




For a man with a serious limp, he could move quickly if sufficiently motivated or angered.




“Asa, calm yourself,” Aunt Camilla said. “He’s home safe. That’s what’s important.”




Asa looked at his wife, the towel, the basin, and the scratches on Daniel’s face. “You’ve been fighting!”




“I haven’t been fighting,” Daniel replied.




“Then how do you explain those?” His cane jabbed the air in the direction of Daniel’s face.




“I haven’t been fighting,” Daniel insisted.




“I’ve seen enough fights in my day to recognize the aftermath of a common brawl when I see it. Tell the truth for once in your life. Who have you been fighting?”




Daniel’s chest swelled with so much anger, he thought it would explode. His teeth clenched, he sidestepped his aunt and made his way toward the stairs.




His uncle’s words hit him in the back. “We’re not finished. Come back here!”




Daniel paused on the first step. Without turning around, he said, “Yes, we are.”




He waited for the response he knew would come.




“If you have something to say to me, turn around and face me like a man.”




Daniel allowed himself a wry smile. There was nothing his uncle hated more than for someone to turn his back on him. With that small victory, Daniel bounded up the stairs two at a time.




“Go ahead, run away. That’s what you’re good at, isn’t it?” his uncle shouted.















Chapter 3









Sitting on the edge of his bed, Asa Rush let his shoe drop to the floor. He resisted throwing it down. He wanted to throw it. Needed to throw it. Needed to throw something.




“You should talk to him,” Camilla said as she brushed her hair in front of the vanity mirror. “If you don’t, you’ll never get any sleep.”




“Talk?” Asa scoffed. “There’s no talking to that one. All he does is sit and stare into the distance. I’ve had better conversations with cows.”




Camilla laughed. Her hair, when let down, fell to her hips. “You’re exaggerating.”




“I am not! The boy’s a stone statue.”




He wrestled with the buckle on his remaining shoe. The leather tongue was worn, creased nearly to the point of breaking. If he tugged too hard…




The tongue ripped from the shoe. For a second he stared at it dumbly between his thumb and forefinger.




It was all the excuse his dormant rage needed. With a cry of frustration, he threw the leather tongue across the room, followed by the shoe.




His outburst and the sound of the shoe hitting the wall gave Camilla a fright. A hand flew to her chest. “Asa!”




“We needed those shoes to last the winter!” Asa shouted, defending himself.




“That’s no reason to throw them across the room!”




“It’s the only reason I had.”




He sat slumped over with one sock on and one sock off, his chest rising and falling as though he’d just carried a heavy load up the stairs.




Asa Rush had always thought of himself as physically average and mentally unremarkable. He’d never been the best-looking man in a room, but neither had he been the worst. He’d never been the smartest man, but neither was he the dullest. At age forty-two, he continued his average ways. Like most men his age, his hair was showing streaks of gray, he needed glasses to read, and his muscles and bones were beginning to ache in places they’d never ached before.




Camilla crossed the room and sat next to him. She placed a hand on his hand. “I’ve never seen you like this,” she said softly.




“The boy does manage to bring out the worst in me, doesn’t he?”




“You’ve worked with troubled boys before,” Camilla said. “Is it so different that Daniel is your nephew?”




Asa stood. He couldn’t sit still. He had to pace. Camilla folded her hands in her lap and watched him—one sock on, one sock off—limping back and forth, occasionally steadying himself with a hand to the edge of the bed. It took him a few moments to find the words.




“I don’t know why, but for some reason, my inability to reach Daniel strikes at the heart of my entire professional life. For years now I’ve felt like a failure. For some reason Daniel exacerbates that failure a hundredfold.”




“Asa Rush! Don’t say such things! I won’t have it! You’re not a failure. Everyone looks up to you. They wouldn’t entrust the education of their children to you if they didn’t have the utmost confidence in you.”




“That’s not enough,” Asa said. “That’s not why I became an educator. I wanted to do more than teach mathematics and science and philosophy. I wanted to mold them, to influence them.”




“As Dr. Dwight influenced you at Yale.”




“Yes,” he said.




“Surely, in all these years you’ve…what about—”




Asa cut her off. “No. I’ve had some good students…some competent students…but none who are any better off than they could have been in any other classroom.”




He knew Camilla was trying to help, but she didn’t know the depth of his sense of failure. Any listing of students’ names would only make things worse.




Staring at the hairbrush in her hand, Camilla asked, “Why have you never told me you felt this way before?”




Asa smiled wryly. “A man doesn’t easily admit his failures, not even to himself.”




His confession did, however, lessen his rage. Now his injured foot began to ache. He lowered himself once again onto the edge of the bed.




“I still think you should talk to Daniel,” Camilla murmured. “Something happened out there tonight.”




“The fight.”




“He was shivering when he came home, and I think it was more than the cold. He was scared.”




Asa hunched, as though settling in. Camilla was right, of course, but he didn’t want to do this tonight. He was cold and tired, and because of Daniel he’d have to get up early in the morning to finish grading the papers that would have been done if he hadn’t gone on a wild goose chase all over town.




“Every year he becomes more and more like his father, wouldn’t you agree?” Camilla asked.




Changing the subject was her subtle way of gloating. She knew he would go. That she’d won the argument. Now she would attempt to make his defeat more palatable with small talk.




“He may look like his father, but he has his mother’s stubborn streak,” Asa said.




He snatched the spare sock from the floor and put it on. Pushing off the bed, he went to get his shoe.




“What are you doing?” Camilla asked.




“Putting my shoes on.”




“You’re only going down the hallway.”




Retrieving his shoe, Asa headed back to the bed. “A man in bare feet is a man with no authority. That’s why the president of the United States always wears shoes.”




Camilla laughed. Making her laugh was Asa’s way of giving in to her.




“Was it this difficult for you when Dr. Dwight asked you to try to win over Eli?”




“That was different. I knew I was reaching Eli. Daniel’s nothing like his father that way.”




“How did you know you were reaching Eli?”




“Every chance he got, he pounded me into the dust.”




Camilla laughed again.




“But with Daniel—” Asa shook his head. “It’s as though he doesn’t hear me.”




“You never gave up on Eli.”




“I wanted to.”




“But you never did.”




“No.”




Camilla linked her arm in his. “Then don’t give up on his son.”
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Sitting Indian-style on his bed, Daniel listened to the voices coming from the other room. Though he couldn’t make out the words, he knew they were talking about him. Whenever their voices got loud, they were talking about him. A sudden thud made him jump. The voices got louder still.




Daniel grinned. The thought of his reserved, ordained uncle throwing things struck him as humorous.




He pulled the recorder from his waistband, the instrument that had set the evening’s events in motion. Earlier, seated just as he was now, Daniel had begun playing it. His uncle yelled down the hallway, telling him to stop, saying it was too late to be playing a musical instrument. Daniel shouted that he’d go outside to play. The answer came back instantly. No, it was too late to go outside.




That was his uncle in a nutshell. The man who quoted rules, making them up on the spot—Daniel was certain—to get his way.




Well, Daniel was tired of it. Rules were for little kids. He was sixteen. Old enough to take care of himself. He didn’t need someone’s rules to tell him when to go to bed, when to get up, and when he could play his recorder.




That was when Daniel had gone out the window. It wasn’t the first time, and it probably wouldn’t be the last.




Daniel examined the recorder to see if it had suffered any damage in the scuffle. Holding it to the light of the lamp beside his bed, he thought he saw a scratch. He tilted it to get a better look while running a finger the length of the flaw. He picked at it with a fingernail. Bits of it came off. Holding his finger closer to the light, he examined the jagged black flecks. They felt sticky. They…




He dropped the recorder and recoiled as though it had bit him. Pushing himself away from it, he furiously wiped his finger on the bedspread.




The black flecks were blood.




Braxton’s blood.




Curled up and pressed against the headboard, Daniel stared at the black recorder in horror. He shuddered. The shudder turned into a shiver that took on a life of its own. He wrapped himself up in his own arms. When that didn’t stop the shivers, he pulled the bedspread over him.




The recorder rolled off the edge of the bed and clattered against the wooden floor. He made no effort to retrieve it.




The bedspread captured his body heat, and after a time the shivering stopped. With the warmth came drowsiness. Daniel’s eyelids grew heavy. He fought to keep them open, afraid of what he’d see if he closed them.




He knew it was a losing battle, but he fought it anyway. Eventually, time and fatigue, as they always did, proved themselves stronger than his will, and Daniel dozed off…




His dream had no sound.




Braxton’s head fell in slow motion, hitting the shiny, wet cobblestones, bouncing, knocking drops of sweat and spittle and blood in the air like some kind of grotesque ballet of liquids. Braxton’s eyes were fixed with fright, as if his last conscious thought was the realization he was dying. They stared directly at Daniel—only inches from his face. And because this was a dream, Daniel was helpless to look away or to close his eyes.




He tried to scream and found he had no voice. He tried to run even though he knew he was pinned to the ground.




The next thing Daniel knew, he was underwater. There was barely enough light to see. Broken pieces of wood floated all around him. Among the debris were two figures. A man and a woman, from their dress. Lifeless, they floated toward him. Like Braxton, their eyes were open but unseeing.




Daniel knew who they were before he could make out their facial features. As with Braxton in the alley, despite every effort, Daniel couldn’t turn, couldn’t swim away. Some unseen force forced him to look at them, to look into the eyes of his dead parents.




All of a sudden, he couldn’t breathe. There was no air underwater. And he knew what it must have been like for his parents when they drowned. Still conscious. Lungs bursting. Inhaling liquid. Saltwater filling their lungs. The drowsiness of death blanketing them, but not before they had time to know they were sinking to the bottom of the sea and that they were dying.




With a violent gasp, Daniel threw back the bedspread and sat up with a jolt. He greedily inhaled one gulp of air after another.




It took him a moment to realize he was in his bedroom. Voices came from the other room, the same conversation he’d heard earlier. He had fallen asleep for a matter of minutes.




His heart was pounding wildly.















Chapter 4









Standing with his hand on their bedroom doorknob, Asa had both shoes on, but the one missing its tongue was loose and sloppy. He gave it a chagrined look. It would have to do.




“When you go in there, listen to him,” Camilla said.




“This is going to be the quietest conversation in the history of mankind,” Asa replied.




Camilla wasn’t listening. She was too busy telling him what to do. “Be patient with him. I don’t think he’s gotten over his parents’ deaths yet.”




“Of course he hasn’t. Neither have I.”




His admission took the wind out of Camilla’s sails. They hadn’t spoken of Eli and Maggy’s deaths in months. And though she knew Asa’s pain over the loss of his sister and best friend had to be enormous, never once had he admitted such to her.




Camilla went to him.




“Sometimes I look at the boy and think that somehow Eli’s been raised from the dead.” Asa blinked back tears. His voice broke. “I miss him horribly, Camilla.”




“As do I,” Camilla whispered.




Asa braced himself. “But grief does not exempt the boy from living by our rules. I would be doing him no favors if I let him believe he was exempt simply because life is sometimes cruel.”




“Of course not, dear. You need to be firm. Firm, but patient. Go in there and listen to him.”




Her sweet stubbornness brought a smile to Asa’s face. He caressed her cheek with his hand. “Yes, dear.”




His one shoe flapping, his cane clicking on the hard wood like a talon, Asa sounded like some kind of wounded bird flopping down the hallway.
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Stopping outside Daniel’s door, Asa took a deep breath to calm himself. He took a second for good measure.




“Daniel?” he called gently. His ear close to the door, he listened and heard no response.




“Daniel?” he said a little louder, this time adding a triple rap with his knuckle.




Still no response.




The boy could be asleep.




Asa opened the door quietly. “Daniel?”




He poked his head in. “Daniel?”




The bed was rumpled but empty. The room chilled. Asa pushed the door open and stepped in. The lamp beside the bed lit the room with a cozy light.




The reason for both the lack of response and the chill became clear in an instant. The window was open. The wind rustled the curtains.




Asa knew instant rage. He could feel it fill his head and color his face. His chest heaving, he charged toward the window and looked out.




Everything was dark and still.




Not a sign of his nephew.




“Daniel Cooper!” he bellowed, frightening some birds pecking the frozen ground.




“Daniel!”




The night was still.




Slapping the sill with the flat of his hand, Asa pulled his head back inside. He slammed the window shut, locked it, extinguished the lamp beside the bed, and closed the door on the dark room.




Camilla was waiting for him when he returned to the bedroom. “What happened? I heard shouting.”




Asa kicked off his shoes and began readying himself for bed. “The boy didn’t want to talk.”
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Outside his bedroom window, high in the tree, Daniel heard his uncle rap on the bedroom door and call his name. He heard his uncle’s cane strike the floor as he crossed the room and from on high saw his uncle stick his head out the window and bellow his name.




Daniel started to call down to him but thought better of it. The man was obviously in one of his moods.




The window slammed shut. Daniel heard it lock and saw the light in the room go out. The only way he could get back into the house now would be to break the window or go to the front of the house, knock on the door, and hope his uncle would give Aunt Camilla permission to let him in.




It looked like he was stuck outside for the night.




Just as well.




Afraid to close his eyes, he’d come outside to stay awake and think. Bracing himself in the crook of a tree limb, he scraped the last of Braxton’s blood from his recorder and fought the urge to gag. With a shiver of revulsion, he wiped the last of the blood from his fingernail.




The scene in the alley kept replaying in his head. He couldn’t help but think that had he acted differently, Braxton might still be alive.




Yet, like a coward, he’d hid. If he’d gone to Braxton the instant he’d seen him in the mouth of the alley, everything might have played out differently. He might have been able to help Braxton escape. If not that, at least the killer would have seen there were two of them. That alone might have frightened him away.




But Daniel would never know, would he? Because he had acted cowardly, Braxton was dead. And now Daniel was hiding out in a tree in the middle of winter.




Disgusted with himself, Daniel slipped the recorder under his coat, folded his arms against the cold, and settled himself for a long winter’s night.















Chapter 5









Sometime during the night Daniel dreamed he was an icicle. When he stirred, he found the shoulder of his coat frozen to the tree branch. Climbing out of the tree, he moved to the barn and buried himself in a pile of hay, where he slept until morning…




The cows woke him. His joints aching and stiff, he did his morning chores before going inside, for no other reason than to give his uncle one less thing to yell about. There would be enough yelling when Daniel told him he wasn’t going to work today.




How could he? For all he knew, Cyrus Gregg and the killer were waiting there for him. Maybe that was Gregg’s plan all along. Why chase after him if he was dumb enough to come to work the next day?




Of course, Uncle Asa would demand a reason. Daniel thought up a lie. He would say that after spending all night outside, he was ill. Once Aunt Camilla learned that he hadn’t run off after all, but had been in the tree outside his room when Uncle Asa locked him out, she would feel sorry for him and take his side. With every angle covered, he went inside.




His plan self-destructed almost immediately. As expected, the instant he mentioned not going to work, Uncle Asa flew into a rage. He launched into his, “If a man doesn’t work, he doesn’t eat,” speech.




Daniel’s undoing proved to be his own anger. The stiff-fingered lecture proved too much for him, and Daniel grew so angry he stormed out of the house without breakfast.




He went straight to work, hoping that Cyrus Gregg and the killer were indeed waiting for him and that they’d put him out of his misery. At least when the truth came out, Daniel would be vindicated, and Aunt Camilla would never forgive Uncle Asa for treating him so unjustly.




Then, as he fumed, a thought occurred to him. It would be just his luck that Cyrus Gregg and the killer weren’t lying in wait for him. After all, Daniel’s fears were based on a supposition. Maybe neither man saw the recorder in the alley. It was dark. The recorder is black. And if they hadn’t seen it, not showing up for work today would raise unwanted questions that, if answered, would place him in the alley. And even if they had seen the recorder in the alley, it didn’t prove Daniel had been there during the murder. He could have misplaced the instrument. Left it there by accident earlier in the day.




In fact, if they asked him, that’s what he could tell them. That he’d lost the recorder and came to work early this morning in hopes of finding it.




Suddenly Daniel’s dilemma didn’t seem so hopeless. But that didn’t mean he was safe, not by any means. He was still working for a killer.




Arming himself with the alert spirit of a pioneer entering unfriendly territory, Daniel made his way to work, determined to keep an escape route always in sight.
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Gregg’s Caskets of Cumberland, the largest producer of caskets in the west, consisted of an office and a showroom. The caskets were made in a cavernous workshop behind the showroom. Daniel entered the workshop by way of an employees’ entrance on the side. Shop workers were rarely allowed in the showroom, the exception being when they were carrying display caskets in or out.




The workshop was deserted when he arrived. The large saws were silent. Hundreds of unfinished planks lined the far wall, filling the space with scents of poplar, mahogany, walnut, and cherry. Caskets in various stages of completion awaited the skilled workers to assemble them and line them with muslin. The more expensive caskets were stained and varnished and fitted with handles.




Cyrus Gregg employed about a dozen skilled woodworkers and three shop boys. The shop boys did whatever they were told to do, from lending an extra hand, to running errands, to being the subjects of all manner of crude jokes and pranks, to sweeping out the shop at night.




As Daniel walked onto the floor that he and Braxton had swept the night before, his footsteps echoed among the ceiling rafters. He moved cautiously, leaving the door open behind him. While it wasn’t common for him to be the first person to arrive, it wasn’t unusual. Not enough to make a person jumpy or suspicious. That is, unless he’d seen his boss murder one of the employees the night before.




With each step further into the shop, Daniel grew more anxious. Maybe it would be better to wait outside.




“Daniel! There you are!” Cyrus Gregg’s voice boomed through the shop.




Daniel nearly jumped out of his skin.




Gregg entered the shop through the showroom door. He headed straight toward Daniel with purposeful strides. “Come here. I want a word with you before the others arrive.”




Daniel’s heart raced, as though knowing it had only a limited number of beats left and it wanted to get as many of them in as possible.




Suddenly, behind Daniel, a larger black figure filled the side doorway, blocking his escape.




As Gregg closed in, Daniel’s feet began to fidget as though they didn’t understand the delay in receiving orders to get him out of there. Given Cyrus Gregg’s healthy waistline, Daniel’s chances of getting past him and through the showroom to the street were not the best.




The figure in the side doorway spoke. “What are you so nervous about, boy? Have ghosty dreams last night, did you?”




To Daniel’s relief, he recognized the voice. Jake, the head sawyer, was arriving for work. He strode into the shop with the easy strides of a man in charge. Close on Jake’s heels were two more sawyers in conversation. They walked past Daniel as though he weren’t there.




By now Gregg had reached Daniel. Taking Daniel by the arm, he pulled him aside. The man’s expression was serious. His voice confidential. “Emil Braxton won’t be in today. It’ll just be you and Icky. I’m making you the head boy for today. Don’t let me down. And tell Icky when he comes in.”




He squeezed Daniel’s arm for emphasis, then turned his attention to the sawyers, wanting an explanation as to why they hadn’t shipped the Burlingham order yet.




Daniel’s knees were liquid. It was all he could do to keep them from buckling. He had thought for sure Gregg and the killer would be measuring him for one of the shop’s caskets.




Icky Kitterbell arrived soon afterward and was not at all happy to learn that Daniel had been appointed head shop boy. While he was a year younger than Daniel, he’d worked in the shop eight months longer and felt he deserved to be head shop boy in Braxton’s absence. Daniel told him to take it up with Gregg, which he did, only to return a short time later, looking as though he was about to cry. Icky spent most of the morning pouting and telling anyone who would listen that he should be head boy, not Daniel.




Daniel ignored Icky and his mood. His mind was on the fact that Gregg had said Braxton wouldn’t be in today. That was odd, considering Daniel had it on pretty good authority that Braxton wouldn’t be showing up for work any time in the foreseeable future.
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The morning passed with an eerie familiarity, as though nothing had happened the night before. As though Braxton were attending to some personal business and would be back, his usual foulmouthed self, in the shop tomorrow. But then nobody had reason to believe otherwise. Daniel was the only person in the shop who knew Braxton was dead.




On his lunch break, Daniel ventured to the alley behind the shop where he normally ate his lunch and played his recorder, though he doubted he could ever do either there again. He went to see if he could find evidence of Braxton’s murder.




With no idea where the murderer took Braxton’s body, Daniel’s story would be reduced to his word against Cyrus Gregg’s and some shadowy figure Daniel had never seen before. Daniel knew who everyone would believe.




Cyrus Gregg’s family had been established community leaders in Cumberland for decades. Gregg himself was a business leader in the town. His connections with several members of the United States House of Representatives were a topic of civic pride.




Daniel was a troubled orphan who had lived in Cumberland a little less than a year and had been dismissed from school for disruptive behavior.




Evidence. If anybody was going to believe Daniel’s story, he needed evidence.




It had snowed the night before, so Daniel wasn’t surprised to see the alley looking whitewashed and fresh. What surprised him was the fresh pile of manure on the exact spot where Braxton had fallen. Where his life’s blood had been spilled onto the cobblestones.




Why would someone dump manure there? And why today? In all the time Daniel had been working for Gregg, no one had dumped manure in this alley. And why here, in the back, against a row of barrels? It was difficult to believe that it was coincidence that the pile would have been dumped in that very spot. Unless the purpose was to hide and possibly soak up bloodstains.




Daniel looked around for something he could use to move the pile. There were shovels in the workshop, but he didn’t want to risk being seen walking out with one when he had no good explanation for needing one just now.




There was nothing in the alley he could use as a shovel.




Standing over the pile, Daniel grimaced as the thought occurred to him to shove the manure aside using his foot. The pile was high enough that it would stain his pants halfway up to his knee. But what other choice did he have?




Just as he was placing his foot beside the pile and grousing to himself that he was going to smell like manure for the rest of the day, his eyes fell on the barrels.




Blood splatters.




His recorder had been splattered, so it stood to reason that some of the barrels would show blood splatters.




Stepping to one side, bracing himself with a hand on top of a barrel, he bent down over the pile of manure to get a closer look at the barrels most likely to be splattered with Braxton’s blood.




“What are you doing there?”




It wasn’t the voice that startled him, but whose voice it was. With hands on hips, Cyrus Gregg stood at the mouth of the alley, awaiting an answer.




Flustered, Daniel’s hand slipped as he tried to right himself, and he nearly fell headlong into the pile of manure. Somehow he managed to prevent the dive.




“I asked you a question,” Gregg demanded.




“Um…lunch,” Daniel said.




That sounded odd even to him—especially when he was standing next to a pile of manure.




Reaching into his coat, he pulled out his recorder. “I always come here to eat lunch and play my music.”




It was a plausible explanation. On more than one occasion Gregg had sent Braxton or come himself to get Daniel from the alley, accusing him of taking more than the allotted time for his break. Gregg was constantly accusing all his workers of robbing him of work time.




“Aya…well,” Gregg said, “your time’s up.”




“It is not!” Daniel cried. “I’ve only had ten minutes.”




“Head shop boys don’t always get lunch,” Gregg countered. “Hitch up a team. We have a delivery to make.”




The next thing Daniel knew, Gregg was gone.




And Daniel was left standing next to a pile of manure with his heart weary from all the heavy pounding it had done this morning.















Chapter 6









Deliveries prompted mixed emotions among the shop boys. On the one hand, it was a chance to get out of the shop and escape the seemingly endless bark of demands. There was a certain freedom riding in a wagon to and from the delivery, even though Daniel always had to put up with Braxton’s insufferable boasting the entire journey.




The unpleasant part about deliveries was that they usually involved handling dead bodies. Someone had to lift the body and place it in the casket. And someone usually meant Cyrus Gregg’s shop boys. Gregg made a big fuss of offering their help to the family as a service that he included in the price of the casket.




Since Braxton was the head shop boy, he always got to carry the feet. Carrying the other end was not only heavier, it entailed lifting the shoulders while cradling the head to keep it from falling backward. This meant placing your face uncomfortably close to the deceased person’s. Braxton insisted that one time he had grabbed the shoulders of a dead widow and forgot to support her head. It had snapped back so hard, it fell off and rolled around the floor.




Daniel didn’t believe Braxton’s tall tale for a minute, though he was familiar with the gasps of family members whenever a deceased loved one’s head or arms lolled about unexpectedly.




Once, when lifting a revered minister, the man’s arm had fallen to one side, slapping the head of his little granddaughter, who had been told repeatedly to stand back. The little girl was startled, but not hurt. Not until her mother and aunt flew into hysterics did she join them. For a month afterward Daniel was restricted from making deliveries.




Now, as he and Icky loaded the casket into the back of the wagon, Daniel took delight in the fact that he was head shop boy, which meant he got to carry the feet and Icky would have to worry about the head.




The deceased was no one of importance. Daniel knew that because they’d loaded a bottom-of-the-




line casket, little more than a box.




After pulling on coat and gloves, Daniel climbed into the driver’s seat of the wagon. The sky was clear, the air crisp.




Icky had run into the office to get directions. He seemed to take forever. And just as Daniel was about to climb down to see what was taking so long, Cyrus Gregg strutted out the side door carrying a sheaf of papers, his breath creating clouds in the cold air. He climbed into the wagon seat beside Daniel.




Using the papers as a pointer, Gregg ordered, “Head west along the Wills Creek road. We’re going just beyond Braddock Run.”




“Sir? Should I wait for Icky?”




“It’s just you and me this trip. Let’s go.”




“Yes, sir.” Daniel flicked the reigns, setting the wagon in motion. “Braddock Run. That’s a pretty good distance.”




Gregg wasn’t listening. He’d turned his attention to his papers, occasionally looking up to exchange greetings with someone passing by.




Daniel couldn’t help but be unnerved sitting this close to his employer. Especially when less than twenty-four hours ago, he’d witnessed the man approving of and financing a murder.
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