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      A literary creation can appeal to us in all sorts of ways—by its theme, subject, situations, characters. But above all it appeals to us by the presence in it of art. It is the presence of art in Crime and Punishment that moves us deeply rather than the story of Raskolnikov’s crime.


      —Boris Pasternak
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  The body was lying faceup on a sheepskin rug, the top of the head caved in like a squashed plum. Detective Joe “Preach” Everson kneeled to view the corpse. To him, the splayed limbs suggested an uninhibited fall, rather than a careful arrangement of the body.


  Which didn’t fit with the two miniature crosses, one wood and one copper, placed side by side on the slain man’s chest.


  Officer Scott Kirby eyed the battered skull and let out a slow whistle. “What did that? A sledgehammer?”


  Preach replied without averting his gaze from the body. “It’s blunt force trauma, for sure.”


  “How come the eyes are open?” Kirby asked. “I thought that was for TV.”


  “Gravity. The muscles relax, the lids peel back.”


  “Huh. Smell’s not as bad as I thought,” Kirby said, though Preach had seen the junior officer’s brown skin blanch when they entered the living room of the fashionable townhome.


  The detective knew it was Officer Kirby’s first body, his first whiff of rotting flesh tinged with the sticky sweet odor of spilled blood. Kirby had been on the force for just two years, fresh out of community college and a string of dead end jobs before that, and the number of murders in Creekville, North Carolina, in the last two years was an easy one to remember.


  Zero.


  Preach had returned to his hometown only a month before, after a sixteen-year safari in the jungle of the human condition. Flashes from his last murder investigation, the one in Atlanta that had derailed his career, kept flooding his thoughts. He forced the past away and pressed the back of his hand to the forehead of the corpse. “Seventy-five degrees in here, not much odor . . . rough guess, I’d say we’re looking at eight to twelve hours.”


  “That’s a pretty specific guesstimation,” Kirby said. “I know you worked murders before, but . . . how many you seen?”


  “Too many,” Preach murmured, then held up a finger for quiet as he studied the facial features: eyes the color of frost on a windshield, a goatee sprinkled with grey, tight skin around the mouth, long creases in the forehead.


  Preach’s gaze roved upward, to a triptych of photos hanging on the wall. The deceased was smiling in all three, but an icy arrogance in his eyes told the detective that, whoever their John Doe was, he was not an empathetic man.


  A successful man, perhaps. Someone who had taken what he wanted from life.


  But not a man who would see a beggar on the streets of Creekville, or a child staring out from the back of a milk carton, and take on that muted pain as his own.


  Not a man who shared Preach’s affliction.


  The dead man looked about fifty, fleshy but not fat, the white skin a touch sallow. He wore an untucked blue dress shirt and brown cotton pants. Slip-on Merrells with gray socks. No wedding ring. White-collar hands and nails. No signs of a struggle, no visible wounds besides the head.


  Kirby stepped back from the body. “He look familiar to you? I feel like I’ve seen him around.”


  “A bit, yeah.”


  “What do you make of those crosses? Are they from a particular kind of group or sect, whaddyacallit—”


  “Denomination?”


  Kirby cocked one of his signature white-toothed smiles that broadened his narrow face. He was not thick-bodied like Preach, who looked like he could play tight end for a professional football team. Kirby was tall and lean and hit the gym like Mother Teresa attended mass. “Yeah. That.”


  Preach folded his arms, creasing the fabric of his double-breasted, forest green overcoat he had bought during his first week as a detective. “The holes imply something was threaded through the crosses, probably a loophole for a necklace. Catholic, if I had to guess, simply because Catholics wear more crosses.”


  They donned evidence gloves, and Kirby extracted a leather wallet. “Our vic’s name is Farley Grover Robertson, poor guy. Business card says he owns the Wandering Muse. That’s the local bookstore.”


  Preach snapped his fingers. “That’s it.”


  Kirby coughed a chuckle. “We’ve all been wondering where you go at night.”


  “You should give reading a try. I can help with the letters.”


  “Literature doesn’t advance my career plan.” Kirby flashed another megawatt smile. “Scotty the Body’s coming to a reality show near you.”


  Preach held out a hand for the wallet. “Dare to dream.”


  “We should team up. Chicks dig that blond All-American look, plus the coffee and cream angle—they’ll lap us up. Cops meets The Bachelor.”


  “I’d rather be waterboarded before breakfast every morning than be on a reality show.”


  Kirby looked relieved but nervous at the light banter, unsure if they should continue. In Preach’s experience, it happened at almost every murder scene. A way of flinching at the horror without losing face.


  He flipped through the wallet, finding two grand in cash, plus an array of credit cards. The driver’s license claimed that Farley Robertson was born in 1964, stood five foot eleven, and weighed two-twenty. “You find a phone or a computer?”


  “Yup,” Kirby said. “Both password locked.”


  “Get IT on that.”


  Preach rose to take in his surroundings. They were in the living room of an upscale townhouse, nestled in the forest hovering just outside the sliding glass door. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on one wall, original art on the other, white leather furniture, a flat-screen television mounted above a gas fireplace, an island partitioning the stainless steel kitchen, a dead body lying on a blood-soaked rug covering half the living room floor.


  An enormous cockroach climbed out of an air vent, lurching about as if some fat, drunken god of the netherworld had stumbled onto the surface. Must be a recent spray. He told Kirby to check pest control records.


  They searched the two-story condo, which was a little too clean, too artsy. If Preach were back in Atlanta, he would have pegged Farley Robertson as homosexual, perhaps metro.


  But in the People’s Republic of Creekville, which was what everyone in the Research Triangle called the eccentric little community outside Chapel Hill, it was hard to tell. Gay or straight or bi, grad student or semi-homeless, artist, hipster, young professional, skater, brewer, doctor, yogi—the social lines were blurred in the People’s Republic like nowhere Preach had ever been.


  His final stop was the laundry cubby between the master and guest bedrooms. When he saw the washer and dryer, he started thinking about the amount of blood they had found downstairs. He kneeled and asked Kirby to tilt the washer.


  After a moment of searching, Preach said, “Check out the grouting.”


  They switched positions. Kirby whistled. “Is that a spot of dried blood?”


  “It’s not Tabasco sauce.”


  Kirby eyed the bottle of liquid detergent perched atop the washer. “You think the killer smashed the vic’s skull and then went upstairs to run a cycle of laundry? That takes a calculating perp. Wait—wouldn’t that mean he didn’t come here to kill him? Because he could have brought a change of clothes and a plastic bag.”


  “Maybe the killer washed the blood out in an abundance of caution, in case a cop pulled him over.”


  After pointing out the blood to forensics, the officers returned downstairs. “So what now?” Kirby asked. “The bookstore? Let ’em know the boss is on permanent vacation, find someone to ID the body?”


  Preach snapped a photo of the corpse with his cell phone, eying the two crosses on the victim’s chest while he gave a slow, uneasy nod. “I’ll have Terry talk to the neighbors and search for next of kin.”


  “Strange how the crosses were left there,” Kirby said, noticing the focus of his attention. “Like it’s a message or something.”


  “Oh, it’s a message,” Preach said. “The question is for whom?”
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  Sunlight flared as Preach and Kirby stepped outside, the cloudless sear of a crisp October sky. Voices followed, a few local reporters pressing against the police tape cordoning off a tiny front lawn strewn with pine cones.


  Preach could see Kirby preparing to preen for the media. “Don’t talk to them,” the detective said in a low voice.


  “What?”


  Preach lowered his head and headed straight for the Chevy Impala, forcing Kirby to keep up. As they strode past, neighbors clutched coffee cups in their front yards, staring in shock at the array of police cruisers.


  The questions from the reporters came rapid fire:


  “Can you confirm Creekville’s first murder in ten years?”


  “Is this Farley Robertson’s residence? How was he killed?”


  “When can we expect a—”


  Preach slammed the door and saw Kirby staring at the reporters in the rearview. The naiveté in the junior officer’s eyes made Preach think about the article currently headlining the front page of the Creekville Police website.


  
    Tips for Dealing with Unwanted Deer Incursions on Your Property.

  


  “You want to be on camera if and when you solve the case,” Preach said. “Not before. Unless you want to be the guy who failed to protect and serve?”


  “Yeah, sure,” Kirby muttered.


  “The chief can dish out the basics when she’s ready.”


  They entered downtown on Hillsdale Street, passing a half-mile spree of lavish Southern homes with lawns shaded by hundred-year-old oaks. Creekville’s Beverly Hills.


  Preach still felt a pang of bittersweet emotion whenever he drove down Hillsdale. He had once been the town’s golden boy, with all the unearned privilege and little cruelties that term implies. Right after high school, still reeling from a breakdown after his cousin’s death, he had left home and enrolled at a two-year Bible college. The decision was part newfound faith, part a jab at his parents, and mostly a lack of direction. Ten months of preaching after that had led to a loss of faith, not in God but in the narrow interpretation of the divine.


  Next came a stint as a nondenominational prison chaplain. It had been the only job he could find, a brutal job, but one he respected. A second breakdown had caused him to take refuge in a random motel in a sunbaked town in Georgia, close to the last prison where he had worked. He numbed his mind with manual labor on a pecan farm. Reflection, searching, a chance encounter with a novel that altered his worldview. He decided to read every good book that had ever been written and made a new pledge, this time to help those who could not speak for themselves.


  After taking a job with the Atlanta police, he had made a rapid rise through the department. No breakdowns for a decade, his past issues firmly in the rearview.


  Or so he thought.


  They turned onto Main Street, the bustling farmer’s market signaling the start of the small but vibrant commercial district. Preach cracked the window for some air as they passed the town hall and its unapologetic display of the rainbow flag.


  “It’s my first murder,” Kirby said. “Chance to make a name for myself, right?”


  “Someone’s dead. Don’t get too excited. What do we know so far? Tell me something.”


  Kirby flexed his fingers on the armrest. “Housekeeper called it in. Said the front door was unlocked when she arrived. No sign of forced entry, which means Robertson let him in, left the door unlocked—unlikely after midnight—or the murderer had a key.”


  “The vast majority of murders are committed by someone the victim knew.”


  Kirby whistled out a breath. “If you hurt the ones you love the most, then someone must have really loved Farley Robertson.”


  “What’d you notice about the townhome?”


  “That our guy had a ten thousand dollar couch, museum quality art, and two grand in his wallet. I thought bookstores made about as much money as a travel agency in a trailer park.”


  “Maybe he had family money,” Preach said.


  He parked across the street from a long, two-story brick building that housed a line of storefronts. The building was painted Carolina blue, and whimsical street murals covered the two end walls.


  The Wandering Muse was wedged between a speakeasy and a throwback barber shop. There was also a tattoo parlor and a store called Brewed Vinyl that was pretty much as advertised: a combination coffee shop and vinyl record shop.


  Kirby paused with his hand on the door. “I know the chief sent us on the call cause you’re the Man and I was available—”


  “The chief picked you because she sees something in you.”


  Kirby tried to disguise his pleasure at the compliment. “Anyway, you think she’ll keep us together on this? I’d like to learn a thing or two.”


  “You sure you want to work a homicide in Creekville? It could get ugly. No big city lights to hide behind.”


  Kirby’s mint green eyes glowed with determination. “Oh yeah.”


  [image: ]


  With its high ceilings and exposed brick walls, track lighting illuminating narrow shelves groaning with books, Preach thought the Wandering Muse resembled a microcosm of Creekville: disheveled at first glance, but carefully so. Educated but not studious; lively but not raucous; a welcoming, laid-back vibe ready to explode the moment someone was suspected of not conforming to the welcoming, laid-back vibe.


  A thin, pale young woman was arranging a stack of hardcovers by the front door. She had short dark hair that stuck out like twigs, a wide mouth, and cappuccino eyes. Preach didn’t remember seeing her before, but he had only been in a few times.


  “Can I help you?” she asked, coolly eying Officer Kirby’s uniform.


  Her eyes were cautious, edgy. Not the shifty wariness of a criminal, but the guarded look of someone who has lived outside the candy-coated center of mainstream society.


  Preach held up his badge. “I’m Detective Everson. Are you in charge this morning, ma’am?”


  He could sense her gauging the power structure. “Just by default,” she said, “since the owner hasn’t shown up. And I’ve got class at eleven.”


  He took a closer look at the collection of sharp angles and delicate curves that defined her narrow face, quite attractive in a waifish way. Her clothing, like her hair, made a statement: a long-sleeved black fishnet top with a white camisole underneath; ripped jeans rolled at the cuffs; a layered assortment of necklaces inset with colored stones.


  “Do you have someone who can watch the register?” he asked.


  Realizing it was serious, she called out to a guy with blond dreadlocks named Nate. “Maybe you should just tell me? I paid that parking . . .”


  She trailed off as Preach held up his cell phone, showing her the crime scene. “We’re looking for someone who can identify the deceased.”


  She clamped a hand over her mouth. “That’s Lee. This isn’t a—ohmygod.”


  “Lee is Farley Robertson?”


  She nodded, her hand still covering her mouth.


  “Why don’t we step outside?” Preach said gently.


  “How . . . why . . .?”


  “I’m afraid we don’t know yet. Ms. . . .”


  “Hale.” She moved her hand to her temple. “Ari Hale.”


  “I’m sorry for your loss, Ms. Hale, but I need to ask you a few questions about the deceased. Would you like some water, a chair?”


  She blew out another breath. Despite her shock, she maintained her poise. “I’m okay.”


  Nate sauntered over, frowning at the two policemen and casting a quick, hungry look at his coworker when she wasn’t looking. After a deep breath, the woman led the officers through the rear entrance, to a gravel lot littered with cigarette butts and maple leaves.


  “You said you had class at eleven,” Preach said. “What do you study?”


  She looked surprised at the question. “I’m a 3L at UNC. Law school.”


  He nodded, impressed. She knew her rights and was comfortable with police. “And you work here during the week?”


  “Wednesday through Sunday evenings, plus this day shift. Lucky me.”


  “How long have you worked here?” he asked.


  “Two years.”


  “And how well did you know Mr. Robertson?”


  Her eyes flicked to Preach’s cell phone, and she bit her lip. “He paid on time and treated us fairly, but we didn’t talk that much. He mostly handled the back office and author events.”


  “Do you happen to know his next of kin?”


  “His parents have passed, and he doesn’t have kids. There’s a sister in California. I don’t think they speak very much. I’ve never met her.”


  “What about close acquaintances?”


  “No one he’s mentioned to me, except for Damian Black, of course.”


  Preach’s eyebrows lifted. “The horror writer?”


  “The one and only. They were childhood friends.”


  Kirby scribbled the name in his notepad, and Ari raised a finger. “There is another guy who comes in more than most.”


  “A customer?”


  “Most of the time he disappeared into the office with Lee. I’m not sure what they did back there.”


  “How long would he stay?” Preach asked.


  “Five or ten minutes, usually. The guy always strutted out as moodily as he came in. Like a rooster with a chip on its shoulder.”


  “Maybe that was the appeal,” Kirby said.


  Ari gave Kirby an amused glance. “I don’t think it was sex. Though I’m pretty sure Lee was gay.”


  “Was he seeing anyone?” Preach asked.


  “Not that I’m aware of.”


  “I don’t suppose you know this customer’s name?”


  “He’s a barista at the Rabbit Hole. Look for the guy in his thirties with the beret and the moustache, puts the hip in hipster.”


  “Have you noticed a recent change in Mr. Robertson’s behavior?” he asked.


  She pressed her lips together as she thought. “He seemed more energetic lately.”


  “In a positive way, or a negative one?”


  “I would characterize it as nervous energy.”


  “Any reason why?”


  “No.”


  “Was there any sign of drug use?”


  “Not in front of me,” she said, in a way that implied the question was not unwarranted. They would see what the autopsy turned up.


  “I know it sounds cliché,” Preach said, “but I have to ask: did Mr. Robertson have any enemies?”


  She shook her head, though her lips parted as if she were about to comment.


  “Ms. Hale?”


  “At the end of my Wednesday shift, he was arguing with someone in the back. I heard them shouting all the way from the register.”


  “A customer?”


  “A writer. A real writer, if you know what I mean. Lonely, socially awkward . . . a weird guy.”


  “His name?”


  She hesitated.


  “We’re just gathering information,” Preach said.


  She nudged a piece of hair out of her face. “J. T. Belker.”


  Preach glanced at Kirby, who made another note. “Do you know what they were arguing about?” the detective asked.


  “No idea. They were still back there when I left.” Ari eased off the wall and twisted one of her silver thumb rings. “Any more questions? I should get back. I’ll need to call a staff meeting.”


  “Was Farley the sole owner?”


  “As far as I know.”


  “Okay. Try to keep the store running for now. I hate to ask—” Preach opened his cell phone again, displaying the photo of the corpse—“but could you take a closer look at the body? We found two small crosses on Mr. Robertson’s chest. Have you ever seen him with those, maybe on a necklace?”


  Ari took the smartphone and enlarged the image. Her eyes widened as she brought the photo closer. “The head wound,” she said, in an oddly subdued voice, “could it have been caused by the back of an axe?”


  “I suppose,” Preach said. “Why?”


  “And those crosses . . . I don’t suppose they’re made of wood and copper?”


  He exchanged a sharp glance with Kirby. The junior officer shifted to a more alert stance, and Preach’s eyes bored into Ari. “How’d you know that?”


  “So they are?” She was staring at the photo with a dazed expression.


  “One wood, one copper. Does that mean something to you?”


  “I don’t know what it means,” she said, “but the wound, the position of the body, the crosses: those are the exact details from the murder of the old pawnbroker in Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment.”
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  Preach was staring at Ari as if waiting for the punch line. She handed him the phone and took a step back, distancing herself from the disturbing image of the crime scene.


  “You’re sure?” Preach said, not sure what to make of what she said. Maybe it was a coincidence.


  “I just read it again this summer.” She led them back into the store, to a row of shelves marked Classics. After sliding out and rejecting two versions of the famous novel, she opted for the Magarshack translation. “Here,” she said, pointing at the bottom third of page 96. He followed along as she read:


  
    
      
        Being a small woman, the blow fell across the crown of the head. . . . It was then that he struck her again with all his strength, and then again, every time with the back of the hatchet and across the crown of the head. Blood gushed out as from an overturned tumbler, and she fell straight on her back.

      

    

  


  “So the victim in the book is an old woman?” Preach asked. “What about the crosses?”


  She held up a finger as she flipped the page:


  
    
      
        Suddenly he noticed a ribbon round her neck . . . he succeeded in cutting through the ribbon without touching the body with the hatchet, and took it off: it was a purse. There were two crosses on the ribbon, one of cypress wood and another of copper, and, in addition, a little enameled icon; and with them a small greasy chamois-leather purse with a steel ring and a little ring. The purse was full to bursting. Raskolnikov shoved it into his pocket without bothering to see what was in it, threw the crosses on the old woman’s body, and, taking the hatchet with him this time, rushed back to the bedroom.

      

    

  


  Preach took the book and read it twice more himself, his eyes lingering on the page. The inference was inescapable.


  Kirby had been reading over his shoulder. “Hot damn,” he muttered. “Hot buttered damn.”
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  Before they left the bookstore, Preach and Kirby gave the back office a thorough search and found nothing of interest. Ari gave them a copy of Crime and Punishment and promised to contact them if anything arose. After Preach thanked her, he and Kirby walked a few streets down to a burrito joint that shared space with a Buddhist Center. In his youth, the storefront had housed a thrift shop his mother used to drag him to.


  Preach ordered a sweet potato burrito, Kirby a plate of corn enchiladas. “I thought for sure those crosses meant we had a religious wacko on our hands,” Kirby said, finding an open table next to the Art-O-Mat. A string of plastic red chilies hung along the wall beside them. “The Lord’s Avenger come to smite Creekville for its sins.”


  Preach was relieved the placement of the crosses did not appear to have religious significance, nothing to do with his own past. He managed a half-smile. “Just your garden variety crime-scene-from-a-famous-novel murder.”


  Kirby scooped off the sour cream and most of the cheese from his enchiladas, then sat and stared at his plate.


  “The bodies get easier,” Preach said. “Though I’m not sure they should.”


  “Yeah,” Kirby said, forcing down a small bite. “So what the hell’s it all mean?”


  Preach reached for a grimy tube of habanero sauce. “It means we have a few leads.”


  “Do we start with the barista or the writer?”


  “The barista. Let’s get a little more color before we talk to the more probable suspect. And check with Terry, see if we need to circle back with any of the neighbors.”


  “I thought we’d talk to them first.”


  “We’ll get there. The neighbors aren’t going to bolt; the suspects might.”


  Kirby nodded as he chewed. “Seems kind of obvious, you know, a writer leaving a clue from a novel.”


  “Most murders are creatures of the obvious.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  Preach waved a hand. “Obvious motives, obvious clues, obvious suspects. Not many homicides possess true subtlety.”


  “What’s obvious about this one? There’s no evidence of theft, no clues besides the crosses.”


  “It’s early. Let’s talk to some people and let forensics do their thing.”


  Kirby took a few more bites and washed it down with a swig from a large flask. Preach looked at him askance.


  “Coconut water,” Kirby said. “Good for the skin.”


  “Gotcha.”


  Behind the counter, someone turned on a television showcasing a local broadcast from outside Farley Robertson’s townhouse. Every customer turned to stare at the caption announcing Creekville’s first murder in a decade.


  “That was fast,” Kirby said.


  “That’s how it goes. Buckle up.”


  Preach watched in disgust as the reporter tried to sound somber but failed to hide his excitement at catching a big story. The broadcast switched to the Wandering Muse. Ari gave a sound bite, clearly uncomfortable with the attention.


  Kirby’s eyes lingered on the screen. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you. What’s harder, preachin’ or wearin’ blue?”


  Preach eyed the copy of Crime and Punishment on the table, then flicked his gaze to a group of tattooed street kids in the corner, hunched over a basket of chips and salsa. One in particular caught his eye, a Latino boy with a pockmarked face and vacant eyes.


  He felt the familiar heave of empathy, and the fingers of his free hand tightened against his jeans. “Being a preacher is harder on the mind,” he said, forcing his thoughts away from another Latino boy, a candy-colored tree house in Atlanta, a case that had shattered the detective’s spirit like a hammer through a pane of glass. “Being a cop is harder on the soul.”
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  The Rabbit Hole Café was on Main Street, a few blocks from downtown and next door to the Cybrary, a public reading room that focused on eBook stations and free Wi-Fi. Creekville’s version of a library.


  Preach’s hometown had always blended radically progressive with old school Southern, but to him, the dichotomies had become absurd. The Provence Café next door to Mami’s Chicken and Waffles; the chicken feed store that rented its second floor to a start-up incubator, furnished with bean bags and living walls; the Piggly Wiggly in the same shopping plaza as a restaurant specializing in bone marrow dishes paired with growlers of local craft beer.


  A collection of hybrid and electric cars, scooters covered in stickers, vintage convertibles, pedal cars, and retro cruising bicycles filled the gravel lot of the café. A pair of Segways was parked against the rear wall. Preach and Kirby entered through a side door, made their way through a lounge filled with sofas and board games, then entered a room with a stained concrete floor and brick walls painted dull orange. Patrons lined the communal wooden tables, hands gripping ceramic mugs, laptops glowing in the dim light.


  Behind the register, burlap sacks displayed coffee beans from two-dozen countries. A young woman with pierced lips was taking orders. The man beside her sported a beret and a green Atari shirt with a pack of cigarettes rolled inside a sleeve. Rimless glasses, corduroy pants, and a handlebar moustache completed the uniform.


  The man glanced up from steaming a cup of milk. “Been a long time, Joe.”
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  The detective found the barista’s small eyes and drank them in, saw the story of a man trying hard to maintain the cool edginess that had always been his calling card. His name was Wade Fee, and he had been Preach’s running mate in high school. His chief lieutenant.


  “About sixteen years,” Preach replied. He hadn’t wanted their first meeting since their senior year in high school to go down like this.


  Memories oozed out of cracks in the reservoir of his forgotten youth. Long summer nights at the neighborhood pool. Sneaking girlie mags and cigarettes into their fort in the woods. Cutting school for jaunts to Surf City in Wade’s convertible, a different pair of girls every time. Hitting the mountain trails with backpacks and a case of beer. The pizza joint where they all used to meet after the game to decide where to party.


  Preach hadn’t contacted any of his old friends because he hadn’t figured out what to say. He knew Wade, especially, had felt betrayed by his sudden conversion from hard-core hell raiser to . . . someone else.


  Wade poured foamed milk into the cappuccino. “I gotta say,” he said, his voice a soft growl, “I never thought I’d see the day Psycho Joe walked into town with a badge and a gun. Turning into a Jesus Freak was weird enough, but a cop?” He smirked. “Or is it all penance for high school?”


  “That was a long time ago,” Preach said.


  “Not here it isn’t.”


  Preach folded his arms. “We need to talk.”


  The barista’s perpetual scowl deepened. He set the finished drink on the counter and jerked his head at the girl with the pierced lips. She gave Preach a bold, flirtatious glance before taking over.


  Wade wiped his hands on a towel. “Let’s take it outside,” he said, then led them to a sprawling outdoor area dotted with Adirondack chairs and picnic tables. Wood chips covered the ground, the smell of pine infused the air.


  They found a quiet corner. After Preach introduced Kirby, Wade leaned his elbows on his knees and grunted. “So what’s this about?”


  “You heard what happened this morning?” Preach asked.


  “Everybody heard.”


  “You seem pretty distraught.”


  Wade spread his palms, then leaned back and lit a smoke. “Man’s gotta tear up every time something bad happens?”


  Preach’s voice remained calm. “You don’t have to shed a tear to show respect for the recently deceased. Especially someone you knew.”


  Wade snorted and looked away. “Ask your questions, Joe. We’re busy.”


  “This isn’t an interrogation. We’re just trying to flesh out the picture. How well did you know Farley Robertson?”


  “I went to the bookstore every now and then.”


  “But did you know him personally?” Kirby asked.


  “I just said I did, dude.”


  “You know what we mean,” Kirby said. “Did you know him a bit more than that’ll be ten bucks for the book on moustache wax, please?”


  Wade flushed and stood. “We done here?”


  “Did you know him?” Preach asked quietly, after giving Kirby a warning glance.


  “Yeah, sure, we hung out in the office now and then, had a single-barrel and rapped about literature. He came in here as well, appreciated a good cup of tar.”


  “Any idea why someone wanted him dead?”


  “Lee? Nah, man. None whatsoever.” He rose and took a step toward the side door. “We straight now? I’ve got a job to do.”


  “I have to ask,” Preach said apologetically, “where you were last night. As a matter of routine.”


  A nasty grin slunk onto Wade’s face. “You want my alibi, Joe? He’s sitting in the back office, same place I was last night. It’s the door behind the pool table. Go on in.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Riiight.” Wade took a deep drag on his cigarette and put it out on the wall. “So why’d you come back? After all these years?”


  Preach stood and brushed pine straw off his jeans, sad at the bitterness in his old friend’s voice. He handed the barista his card. “It’s good to see you. I’d like to catch up sometime.”


  “Don’t hold your breath.”


  “Fair enough,” Preach said softly. “But if you think of anything I might need to know, call me.”
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  “Psycho Joe?” Kirby asked, as they returned inside.


  Preach shoved his hands in his coat. “Kid stuff.”


  Kirby chuckled. “What kind of kid were you?”


  “The kind who had no idea who he was.”


  They walked into the game room. Preach knocked on a metal door set into the wall behind the pool table.


  “Well, c’mon in!” a gravelly baritone called out.


  Preach stepped into a smoky, low-ceilinged office with exposed ductwork and a floor stripped of tile. A kitschy aquarium took up half of one wall, a desk and file cabinets another. A rockabilly tune streamed from an iPad stand.


  In the center of the room, four people Preach had never seen before were lounging around a wooden table. Ashtrays overflowed next to shot glasses and a bottle of rye whiskey. Underneath the table, a pit bull eyed the newcomers as it gnawed on a broom handle.


  “Officer Kirby and Detective Everson,” the same voice boomed. It was coming from a burly man at the head of the table, his face swallowed by a bushy black beard that cut off in a straight line with his moustache. He wore a flannel shirt underneath a motorcycle jacket, and a brown wool cap pulled low. His dark eyes possessed an unsettling mixture of deadness and energy, like twin lumps of coal still glittering in the vein. “I saw you on the news.”


  The door clanged when it swung shut. The pit bull growled softly, and Preach saw Kirby tense up beside him.


  “Mac,” Kirby said, with an uneasy edge to his voice. Preach realized his partner’s introduction was meant for him. “Big Mac Dobbins.”


  “Welcome to my humble establishment, gentlemen. What can I do ya for?”


  Preach took a look at the two men beside Mac. The man on the far left was missing a front tooth and wore a flannel vest over a long underwear shirt. The skinnier redhead had a Walking Dead T-shirt, pierced eyebrows, and leather wristbands with iron spikes.


  Sitting next to Mac was a striking Asian American woman with fur-trimmed boots propped on the table. Tribal tattoos writhed up her crossed legs and disappeared beneath a black leather skirt.


  Preach could tell at a glance that these people belonged to a different breed from Wade. All four had the kind of mean, hardscrabble eyes that told Preach that wherever they had come from, their parents hadn’t met for barbecues around the neighborhood pool.


  “I hope we’re not disturbing you,” Preach said. “We just have a few questions.”


  “If you’re not with the IRS, you’re not disturbing us. So what’s on your mind, Preach? That’s what they call you, isn’t it?”


  “My friends do,” he said. As far as he knew, his nickname wasn’t public knowledge. Mac had been keeping tabs. “You can call me Detective Everson.”


  A throaty laugh escaped the woman, and Preach noticed the hands of the other two men slip below the table. Kirby folded his arms, the woman recrossed her legs, and Mac poured himself a shot and held the bottle up. “Care for a drink? We like to welcome our neighbors right and proper ’round here.”


  There was a hardness to Mac’s aura that went beyond that of the other three, a dangerously careless vibe, as if Mac had crossed lines in life he shouldn’t have crossed.


  “Wade told us you can vouch for his whereabouts last night,” Preach said. “Is that true?”


  Mac downed the shot. “He was playing poker with us right here at this table. All of us except Mina. Where were you last night, honey? Out causing mischief?”


  “I’m a good girl, Mac,” she purred. Straight black hair framed her heart-shaped face, and her arms were folded across a lavender shawl. Her mouth puckered when at rest, and she was so skinny her collarbone jutted out like a ship’s mast.


  Mac lowered his eyes and shook his head. “Girl, if you’re good, then I don’t wanna know bad. Hell no,” he said, with a rumbling belly laugh.


  “What time did Wade start playing last night?” Preach asked.


  Mac eyed the other two. “What was it boys, around eleven?”


  “Yup.”


  “That’s right, Mac. Right before eleven.”


  Preach let his gaze rest on the other two men, who gave him defiant stares. “And when did he leave?”


  “About dawn, I reckon,” Mac said. “Poker night tends to get frisky.”


  Preach was aware he was lying. He was also aware that Mac didn’t give a damn that he knew.


  “Do you have video surveillance?”


  Mac chuckled. “We prefer to deal with security on our own. Keeps overhead down.”


  “That’s risky business,” Preach said. “Things could get out of hand.”


  “Oh, they’d get out of hand all right.” Mac set a fist on the table and rubbed his thumb slowly against his forefinger, eying Preach as if lancing a boil. “Real quick-like.”


  In the ensuing silence, the dog began to growl, and Preach resisted the urge to reach for his gun.


  “Wade’s a good boy,” Mac said finally. “You should leave him be.”


  “I prefer to think of him as a grown man,” Preach said, “and I’ll make my own decisions. But as long as your story doesn’t conflict with any other information we receive, then we’re done here.”


  “Well, that’s good,” Mac said, pouring himself another shot as Preach and Kirby turned to leave. “Real good.”
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  “So who are they?” Preach asked, as they walked to the car. “Local dealers?”


  Kirby unwrapped a protein bar. “They’re bad news is who they are. Crank and pot and pharmies, mostly, but they’ve got a hand in other stuff.”


  “Such as?”


  “Breaking and entering, dogs, car boosts, gambling. Who knows what else.”


  “Sounds more like a mafia enterprise than a drug ring,” Preach said. Then muttered, “Only in Creekville do crime lords own coffee shops.”


  “That’s right,” Kirby said, smirking. “We’ve got a hipster mafia.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me Mac owns the Rabbit Hole?”


  “I didn’t know.”


  Preach stopped walking. “Why not?”


  “He has lots of business interests. I guess that’s one of them.”


  Preach sucked in a breath, reminding himself that this wasn’t Atlanta. “You have to keep track of your major players. What’s his history?”


  “He came out of some trailer park on the South Carolina border, in the system at thirteen, swept into town like Darth Vader about three years ago. We’ve never pinned anything on him, and his people are too scared to roll.”


  “And the girl?” Preach asked, as they got into the car and headed for the station.


  “Mina Hawes. Her mom’s Korean or Bangladeshi or something, I forget, but they’re from some shitty apartment complex right down the street. Mina’s sheet’s as dirty as Mac’s is clean. A pair of burglaries, second degree arson, domestic violence—she beat the hell out of an ex with a tire iron. Got some legs, though, huh? Like a pair of saplings.”


  The police station came into view, a plain brick building with white awnings right in the middle of downtown. The station was located on the second floor, above a gluten-free bakery and an ice cream parlor. Preach grimaced every time he saw it. Who put a police station on the second floor?


  “My guess is the toxicology report will show illicit substances in Farley’s system,” the detective said, as they parked in the rear lot.


  “You’re thinking Mac was his dealer, and Farley stole some stash or threatened to roll? And Wade was the point man?”


  “I doubt Wade pulled the trigger, but he might have gotten someone inside the home.” Preach shook his head and cursed softly, hoping his old friend wasn’t involved.


  “What about the crosses?” Kirby asked.


  “Any chance Mac’s a Dostoevsky scholar?” Preach asked.


  “About the same chance he plays Ultimate Frisbee in the quad on the weekends.”
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  Preach and Kirby briefed Chief Higgins back at the station. Officer Terry Haskins joined in, reporting that none of the neighbors had seen or heard anything suspicious. Officer Haskins was a narrow-faced thirty-year-old with a widow’s peak and naturally arched eyebrows, as if he were in a constant state of perplexity. The chief told him to reach out to Farley’s sister and look into the bookstore’s finances.


  Preach got a head start on his paperwork while Kirby looked up an address for J. T. Belker, the writer Ari had overheard arguing with the victim in the bookstore.


  “J. T. lives at 725 Hager Street,” Kirby said, eying his watch in embarrassment as he approached Preach’s cubicle. “That’s out by the tracks. Listen, I told my sister I’d watch my nephew tonight, while she takes my niece to her recital. Sis is injured and can’t drive, Kayla would be heartbroken, and we don’t really have anyone else—”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Preach said. “I’ll talk to the writer.”


  “I’ll be done by nine.”


  “Let’s regroup in the morning. Do me a favor and check with Evidence before you leave.”
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  As Preach was leaving the station, Chief Higgins beckoned him to her office. The chief was a top-heavy redhead with oily skin and a thin, determined mouth. She had cut her teeth in Charlotte, where her former husband had died young and in the line of duty. She was the only person in the building besides Preach with homicide experience.


  He updated her on progress, and she folded her oddly graceful hands on the desk, making soft hmms as she took in the news. Chief Higgins was full of seeming contradictions: an overweight vegan, a gun-toting liberal, and a North Carolinian who didn’t care for any of the Big Three: BBQ, beer, or basketball.


  “You sure you’re okay to handle this?” she said.


  He sat in the metal chair and fiddled with an hourglass paperweight. “The first murder in my hometown in a decade, a month after I start? Fate is a complicated thing, Chief. I believe you ignore it at your peril.”


  “Is that some kinda religious saying?”


  “What does fate have to do with religion? Unless you’re a Calvinist?”


  “I dunno, I guess I’m not that deep. Fate to me is getting hit by a car. Or not.”


  Preach leaned back in his chair, watching the sand seep through the center of the hourglass. “I’m going to do my job.”


  “We can try to bring in someone from Durham or Raleigh.”


  “You know how that will turn out. I’ll be fine. Thanks for the concern.”


  “It’s not just about you,” she said quietly.


  Preach set the paperweight back on the desk. “What happened in Atlanta was different. A one-off. This is a straight murder, and I’ve cleared dozens of them.”


  “Therapy?”


  “I start in two days,” he said evenly. “We both know it’s just a rubber stamp.”


  She took a sip of masala chai and folded her hands on the desk. “We’ll do our best to give you what you need.”


  “What about Kirby? He expressed an interest, and I think he shows promise.”


  “An interest in what, being on TV? I’ll give him some rope.”


  “Why don’t I know about Mac Dobbins yet?” Preach asked.


  She nodded. “He’s an up and comer, all right. Smarter than the rest of the yahoos trying to deal drugs around here. Kept his nose clean so far, but I agree—he’s dangerous.”


  Her phone rang. When Preach rose to leave, she said, “I know it’s Creekville, but keep your wits about you. Things have changed around here. Hell, small town America has changed.”
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  The lights of Creekville sparkled in the headlamps of Preach’s car. Downtown consisted of a few blocks of two- and three-story brick buildings, but the hustle and bustle was frenetic for such a tiny town. Part of it was the nearby university, part of it was the starry-eyed bohemian vibe that attracted wanderers and artistic types from all over.


  He cranked the heater. The temperature had gone into free fall. As he drove, he thought about the two crosses and the anomaly they presented. He had told Kirby that most homicides were creatures of the obvious, and they were.


  Easy motives, easy chain of evidence. Murder by numbers.


  What he hadn’t told the younger officer was that when it came to some crimes, some psyches, statistics were worthless. He had learned that not only on the force, but as a chaplain in some of the worst prisons in the country. Listening to the confessions of minds so bankrupt his skin prickled from the toxic energy seeping through the glass barrier. Dealing with moral compasses so skewed from the norm that he wondered if he were talking to a human being at all, and not some other lifeform that had evolved on a separate evolutionary track, irrational to the rest of humanity.


  He passed the turn to his mother’s house and remembered they were supposed to have dinner. Since her house was three minutes away, he decided to let her down in person.


  Virginia Everson still taught sociology at UNC, but Preach’s father had died of a heart attack three years before. His mother had stayed in the house, a sparkling white midcentury modern with a wall of windows overlooking the forest. The home was a substantial upgrade from the rustic wood bungalow in which Preach had been raised.


  He parked, and his mother met him at the door. Tall and long-limbed, her hair was a mass of tawny spirals parted in the middle and streaked with gray. She was wearing reading glasses, loose cotton pants, and a beige blouse. None of the piercings, henna tattoos, headbands, and sloganed T-shirts Preach remembered from his youth.


  “I’ve seen the news,” she said. Polite but removed as always. “I take it we’re off tonight?”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Does it have to be you?”


  “It’s my job,” he said.


  “I just thought, after Atlanta, that maybe . . .” Her words faded away, and she averted her eyes.


  “Thanks for the concern.”


  They swam in the unasked questions concerning his career. He didn’t want to discuss it, and his mother wouldn’t probe. She recoiled from displaying emotion, public or private. She had always been far more aligned with the aloof hipster crowd, even before it was a thing, than with the finger on the throbbing love pulse of the universe set. That had been his father.


  “Farley Robertson and I went to high school together, you know,” she said.


  “Did you keep up?”


  “We hadn’t spoken in years. We were never close.”


  “What was he like?”


  “Lee was popular but not well-liked, if you know what I mean. In high school, he had a talent for making people feel small. Honestly, he was rather mean.” She rolled her eyes. “God, what a terror teenagers can be. You remember what you put us through, don’t you?”


  “How could I forget?” He checked his watch. He wanted to catch Belker at a reasonable hour. “Look, I have to go.”


  “Son . . .”


  He knew she was worried about him and struggling to voice her emotions, to say something real.


  Just once, he wished she would win the battle.


  “Yeah, Mom?”


  “Thanks for coming by to tell me,” she said finally.
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  Preach slowed as he pulled onto Hager Street, a ribbon of age-spotted pavement crowded by row houses with cheap siding. Not the worst part of town, but far from the best. A light was on inside Belker’s place. In the yard next door, a neighbor had erected three fake graves for Halloween and labeled the headstones Stalin, Ayn Rand, and Rush Limbaugh.


  Preach and his old crew had often walked the railroad tracks across the street, following them to the trestle in the woods and tossing beer cans into the gushing creek below. The memory felt like a tangible thing, both warped by time and achingly familiar.


  Someone inside Belker’s house peered through the drapes. Preach rang the bell, his hand on his gun. One never knew how a murder suspect would respond, what panicked thoughts might be running through his mind.


  Especially if he was guilty.


  A heavyset man in his late forties opened the door wearing thick glasses, baggy gray sweatpants, and a food-stained T-shirt. His head was bulbous, his hair stringy and balding.


  “Can I help you?”


  Preach displayed his badge and told Belker about the murder. The writer’s uneven mouth contorted into a shocked expression. “Farley’s dead?”


  Preach saw glimmers of something else behind the surprise, something the writer was trying to keep hidden. “You didn’t see it on the news? Talk to anyone in town?”


  “I’ve been home all day. And I don’t watch the news.” He led Preach into a kitchen piled with pizza boxes and crusty dishes, then shook two pills out of a prescription bottle. He downed them with a glass of water.


  “So you’re a full-time writer?” Preach asked.


  Belker spluttered water into his glass. “No, Detective. I am not.”


  “What else do you do for a living?”


  “I’m a freelance editor. With an odd job here and there,” he muttered, “depending on the month.” He paused as if coming to a realization. “Why are you here?”


  “I’d like to ask you a few questions. Shall we sit?”


  Belker’s stoop became almost a hunchback as he grabbed a thermos and led Preach to two sagging armchairs in a living room heaped with uneven stacks of books. Next to Belker’s chair was a clunky laptop on a rolling TV table.


  Preach watched the writer’s eyes bob to and fro, landing everywhere except on him. “What was your relationship to Farley Robertson?”


  “Customer and capitalist.”


  “That’s it?”


  “He was also, I’m sorry to say, my publisher.”


  Preach’s eyebrows lifted. He had to get Farley’s laptop unlocked.


  “He co-owned a small press with Damian Black,” Belker continued. “Pen Oak Press.”


  “So you write horror?”


  “I write novels.”


  “Implying that Damian doesn’t?”


  Belker snorted. “Damian’s a businessman who churns out swill for the lowest common denominator. And of course I’m jealous, before you ask. I’d kill for success like that.”


  Belker stopped talking with his mouth hanging open, realizing what he had said. A vein pulsed on his neck as his hands shifted from his lap to the arms of the chair.


  Preach smiled to disarm him. “Many people would.”


  Belker ran a hand through an oily clump of hair. “I was, of course, speaking metaphorically. Being a successful author is like finding true love: it happens to only a handful of writers in the world, while the rest of us slave away in obscurity.”


  “So why do it?” Preach asked, trying to put him back at ease.


  “Because we writers are called to fail en masse, bash our pens against the jagged rocks of greatness so the flame stays alive until one of us becomes a Proust, a Shakespeare, a Chekhov.” The ugly little man cackled and swept a hand down his chest. “At least, that’s what people want to hear. Do I look suited to anything else to you? My only skill in life is the ability to see how people tick, the hidden gears with all the pooled grease and hidden, dark compartments. I’ve been cursed with the compulsion to share—as if anyone wants to listen. Today’s readers want vampires who look like, well, you.”


  Preach’s eyes flicked across the frayed brown carpet. Books, books, and more books. “What about Dostoevsky? Are you a fan?”


  Belker took a swig from the thermos, wary of the question. “Of course. He was a genius.”


  “What’s your favorite of his?”


  “Notes from the Underground. Wh-why?”


  Preach showed him the photo of the crime scene, enlarging it so Belker could see the crosses. The writer made a choking sound, and his limbs contracted, like a hermit crab retreating into its shell. “Is this a joke?”


  “I’m afraid not. Those were found on the body. I assume you know the significance?”


  “Of course. Wait, you don’t think that I—”


  Belker started cackling, and Preach’s instincts told him that this sad recluse could never stand behind someone with an axe and mercilessly cut him down.


  Then again, it was the outliers—the ones who could swing an axe and then lie about it so well a detective’s instincts spun like a compass at true north—that kept Preach in his chair and asking questions.


  He pressed the writer to keep him off guard. “Where were you last night?”


  “Here, writing. I almost never go out.”


  “All night? Alone?”


  “I save my drafts at fifteen minute intervals,” the writer said.


  “Laptops are mobile devices.”


  “Surely an IP address could establish my presence?”


  “It can’t establish that your fingers were on the keyboard.”
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